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        Tale of Eldramir

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was haunted by his dreams. A student of archaeology, he has always been interested with the secrets long since lost to the world. One such secret has been eluding him for quite some time. Unfortunately, an event beyond his control makes it so that the history of the Earth is no longer accessible to him.

Finding himself in the world of Eldramir, and stuck in a new body, Ezekiel must now deal with magic, prejudice, and demonic beasts that wish to consume humanity.

Will Ezekiel be able to find the secret behind his apparent reincarnation? The secrets behind the great wars from ages long past, and of magic long since lost? Better yet, will he be able to discovers the reason behind the conflicts to come, and source of the Void that called him here?

Updates 3 times a week: Monday, Wednesday, Friday. Please follow so you can be notified when the chapters are put up.

            

    
        CH 1: The Dream

    
    
    
    
                Lightning flew through the sky as typhoons and tsunamis spread across the land. Great gouts of flame and crumbling rock crashed down upon the sides of mountainous creatures as beams of white light and tendrils of pure black shadows coiled around the gigantic beasts of warped flesh, bone, blood, and rot. Forests and jungles whipped their branches back and forth to lash at these foul demons, even as the ghostly wails of a thousand noisy spirits cried out in righteous anger.

Nine great beings, composed of different elements; earth, water, wind, fire, light, shadow, wood, spirits, and lightning, drifted through the sky as they gazed down upon the shattered and broken world that lay beneath them. Nine other beings, bestial and eldritch in nature, composed of warped flesh and twisted skin and sinew glared up at the ancient elemental entities that stood above them.

A stalemate had been reached. The Ancients could not strike down the beasts that spread across the land, but the Brooding creatures could not reach the Elementals that stand just outside their reach. As the standoff continued, and the world around them crumbled, a tenth figure appeared. Its body was shaped like a cloaked human composed of blank space filled with a myriad of stars and nebulae. Galaxies took the place of this figure’s eyes, and all whose gaze turned towards it filled with a sense of awe, and dread.

With a wave of its hand, the Broods below were lifted into the sky, great spheres of twilight wrapped around them, encompassing them in an eternity of starry nights as time and space began to twist and turn. The Broods screeched their indignant denials. They screamed at the unfairness of what was to come. How the world was theirs first, and Its favor did not belong with the Elements.

The starry figure did not reply to the ranting hollers of the monstrous creatures It was currently sealing away. As the last of the beasts became fully enshrouded in stars and void, space began to bend as cracks appeared in the sky. Nine rifts appeared all around the world, as the nine spheres containing the eldritch Broods drifted through as the tears in space and time were sealed behind them.

“Do you see, mortal.”

The voice of the Ancient Void reverberated outwards echoing with the sound of a thousand people's voices all speaking at once, as it turned to an unseen audience. The other nine figures took on a posture of confusion. They could not see who their ally was speaking to.

“This is the power of the Void. This is the Power of Eldramir.”

The Ancient Void turned. The stars that made its body shifted to denote where its attention was pointed at. A figure, much smaller than the Ancients that stood before it, could only stare in unconcealed awe as his inner emotions shifted from all-encompassing terror, to confused wonder, and back and forth as he witnessed the cataclysmic events that were occurring before him.

“Do you see the power that you may one day wield and face, Ezekiel?”

With a startled gasp and a sudden jolt Ezekiel shot up in his bed. His eyes were wide open as he frantically looked around his room. The soft humming of his desktop computer and the blinking light of his phone charger were the only items of note within his dorm room. Numerous sheets of paper laid strewn about his desk, and a backpack half filled with textbooks laid in the corner next to the door.

A man of average height and stature, Ezekiel was surprisingly fit for a guy who spent most of his time hunched over a computer desk taking notes and writing essays. He had short brown hair with matching-colored eyes and was fairly pale due to a lack of time spent outdoors. His facial features were well defined, but not quite chiseled, and the word sharp would not be incorrect when describing his features.

Taking several deep breaths, Ezekiel finally managed to calm his racing heart before laying down once again. The sudden ringing from his phone, however, prevented him from returning to his sleep, and he forced himself to turn over to push himself up and reach over to turn his alarm off. Looking at the screen of his phone he could see that it was now seven thirty in the morning.

Sitting up in his bed, he could only rest his head in his hands as he took a moment to center himself. Lifting his arm up to his chest, he gently cupped the only thing he wore besides his underwear. A black opal pendant carved in the shape of a featureless human face.

He stared at the pendant for a while, turning it over in his hands as he thought back to the dream he just had. In particular to the voice that called his name. He couldn’t help but wonder what the hell was going on with him. Before he could go too far into his contemplations, however, another alarm on his phone rang out, signaling that it was now seven forty-five.

“Godammit.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but curse as he rushed to get himself ready to attend his morning classes. As he ran out and locked his door, dressed in a simply black t-shirt, blue jeans, white sneakers, and still putting on his backpack, he called out a few quick apologies to the people he nearly ran into in his hurry to get to class on time.

Racing across the university campus, Ezekiel burst through the doors to the building of his first lecture hall. Making his way into his Archaeology one hundred class, he quietly looked around for a familiar face. The hand waving back and forth made this much easier than he anticipated.

Seated in the back was a large man who looked like he could be the poster boy for any and every defensive linemen position in the world. Michael Brandish was wearing a jersey with the university’s team logo on it, and he didn’t really fit in with the rest of the classroom’s scene.

The people seated around him, for instance, mostly looked like they were your stereotypical pencil pushing office workers. Dressed in button ups and polo shirts. Due to the quickly cooling weather, however, jeans and other warm pants were still the norm for most of the people inside.

Walking up the staircase isle to reach the top, Ezekiel sat down right in the open seat next to his friend. Plopping down his bag and unpacking a laptop as the door to the lecture hall opened again, and a strict looking woman in business attire walked in and turned on the projector.

“Zeke, dude, what’s going on? You’ve been cutting it closer and closer every day. I’m starting to think you might be spending more time out at night than I do.” Michael whispered as Ezekiel finished logging into his computer. A questioning look rested on Michael’s face and his voice was filled with concern. He knew Ezekiel wasn’t the kind of person to risk being tardy for no reason, but this had been happening for almost two weeks without any apparent reason.

“Trust me, I’m not going out every night like you are.” Ezekiel’s reply was deadpan and tired as he tried to focus on what his professor was saying. In reality, he really didn’t want to be here, and wanted nothing more than to go back to his dorm room and curl up for a nap to catch up on his sleep.

“Is it those weird dreams again?” Michael asked as his brows scrunched up in concern. “You’ve been having nightmares ever since your parents sent it to you in the mail. You sure it’s not... you know...?”

“What? Cursed? Look, you know I don’t put much stock in that stuff.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but roll his eyes at his best friend’s concerns. Ever since he had started dating that goth girl last year, he’d been getting more and more interested in the weird stuff she believed in. “Just because your girlfriend’s got some interesting ideas as to spirituality and stuff, doesn’t mean that I or my family are cursed. Let alone that my grandpa’s heirloom would hold onto that curse.”

This was a topic they had discussed several times over the past week. Michael was concerned that the pendant Ezekiel had received from his grandfather, bequeathed to him after his grandfather’s death not even a month prior, was the cause of these weird dreams. Ezekiel himself didn’t deny the possibility of the pendant causing these dreams.

“Besides, the dream changed again. This time a new figure appeared, and it even spoke to me. Clearly this is something weird with my psyche. Nothing more.” Ezekiel said in an attempt to turn his friend’s attention away from the possibility of being cursed, or some other hocus pocus possibility.

He might not have been the most religious or spiritual people, but he did believe in the spirit and the afterlife. Rather, Ezekiel didn’t think that his dreams were the result of a curse. Instead, he believed that, if they were something supernatural, then they were either a message or a sign, perhaps even a warning. Of course, he wasn’t going to put too much stock into it.

“Well, even if it’s not a curse, you’ve been stressing out way too much recently. It’s not healthy.” Michael said as he patted Ezekiel on the back. “As such, I’m taking you out tonight. No refusal. You’re coming with and that’s final.”

As he tried to refuse, Ezekiel stopped short as he heard Michael’s tone shift from slightly joking to more serious and pushy. Knowing that if he didn’t agree, he would just be dragged out later anyways, Ezekiel kept his mouth shut and nodded his head.

“Okay, fine. But at least tell me what the occasion is. You’re never this pushy when it comes to getting me to relax usually.” Ezekiel couldn’t keep the confusion out of his voice as he asked this.

Michael opened his mouth to reply, with an incredulous look on his face, before--

“Excuse me!” The professor’s sharp call echoed out from the center of the lecture hall. Her face was set in a frown as she glared at Ezekiel and Michael, whose voices had slowly risen as they conversed. Several students were now looking in their direction.

“If the two of you don’t mind; this is a classroom. As such, my job is to teach, whilst yours is to listen, and speak only when requested or questioned. This is the third time this week that you have interrupted my lesson, and if you don’t think you can keep quiet then you are welcome to leave.” Her voice was cold and cutting as she pointed to the doors just a few feet away from her. The look on her face showed just how serious she was about kicking the two of them out of the classroom.

Neither man spoke, instead tilting their heads down to continue copying the notes that were being projected on the screen. The professor watched them closely for a few seconds before turning back to the slides with a huff. Ezekiel and Michael let out soft sighs as they kept on taking notes.

“Zeke.” Michael whispered so softly that Ezekiel, who was right next to him, almost didn’t hear. He was being as careful as he could to ensure that he wasn’t overheard by anyone else again.

“Hmph.” Ezekiel grunted in reply. He didn’t want to risk getting kicked out of the class. He knew full well that the professor would keep her promise to get rid of them if they kept this up.

“Happy nineteenth birthday, man. We’re getting drinks later.” Michael’s statement caused Ezekiel to pause in his note taking as he thought for a moment. The realization that he had forgotten his own birthday due to the stress and lack of sleep surprised him, but he couldn’t help but smile. He was happy that he had a friend like this who would remember these things for him.

            

    
        CH 2: The Birthday

    
    
    
    
                It was ten hours after their first class of the day, that Ezekiel could be found sitting in a club downtown with Michael and Nike, his girlfriend, in one of the back corners away from the main entrance to the building. Music was blasting and various sports games were played on televisions throughout the area. Their table had an assortment of glasses and bottles on it indicating just how many drinks they had all had.

Suddenly, a pair of arms wrapped around Ezekiel from behind as a slender figure came up from behind and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. Even though he couldn’t see this person, Ezekiel knew who it was. He had long grown accustomed to this particular girl’s quirks. However, that’s not to say his face didn’t turn even more red as he blushed from something other than the alcohol he had been ingesting.

“Happy birthday Zeke. It’s about time you caught up to the rest of us. I can’t even begin to tell you the amount of times Michael’s been complaining that he couldn’t drag you out to the bar with him and his buddies.” Sara, let out a drunken giggle as she sauntered around the table to grab a seat across from Ezekiel. Nike scooched over as Sara pulled out the chair.

Looking at the two of them, you wouldn’t think they were best friends, almost sisters, with how they looked. On the right was the taller of the two, Nike, her real name is Natasha, but she never responds to it. She was dressed up in black leather and white make-up, combined with long straight black hair with short bangs, you’d think she were a try hard vampire noble if you didn’t know her personally.

On the left was a stark contrast. Dressed in a crop top and shorts, with light brown hair cut into a pixie bob style, was Sara, a slightly shorter but much sportier girl, who quickly ordered a beverage from the passing waitress.

These three people, Michael, Nike, and Sara were his closest friends. Michael was his oldest friend, having been next door neighbors since they were in pre-school. They had remained friends for the close to two decades that they had known each other, and although their interests and paths diverged, they were always there to help one another when it was needed. Usually in the form of Ezekiel helping with homework, and Michael helping with bullies, or dragging him out to the gym every now and then to keep fit.

It was through Michael that he met Natasha, ‘call me Nike’, the goth girl of Michael’s dreams. They had been dating for nearly two years at this point, and while their relationship was relatively short compared to some, anyone who knew these two could tell that they really cared for one another. They shared a number of interests, particularly in sports, which you wouldn’t be able to tell if you just looked at her appearance. When asked why she dressed the way she did, Nike would always reply, “Because I like the look, and it makes me look hot.” and she’d leave it at that.

Sara, on the other hand, was another old friend. One whom he had known for less time than Michael, but became fast friends within middle school. They both shared a fascination with archaeology and ancient relics. Though Ezekiel was more interested in the truth and history that such findings represented, whilst Sara was more interested in the actual field work of discovering these lost tombs and ancient mysteries. This shared interest was part of the reason Ezekiel had a large crush on her. Not that he’d ever had the guts to mention it before.

Seeing his closest friends seated around him, Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a smile as he leaned back and enjoyed the company of his favorite people. Reminiscing as he gazed at Sara’s figure, as the waitress returned with Sara’s drink, he caught a wry grin out of the corner of his eye coming from Michael as he was caught staring at Sara.

The redness in his cheeks grew brighter from something other than alcohol before he quickly averted his attention elsewhere. Of course, Michael wasn’t going to let things drop just like that.

“Hey Zeke, are you feeling okay. You seem awfully focused on something right now. Care to share with the class?” Michael said as he wrapped his arm around Ezekiel’s shoulder. The tight squeeze on his shoulder told Ezekiel that Michael was mainly joking with him. But really Michael was trying to encourage him to say something, having long since known about Ezekiel’s interest in Sara.

Michael’s statement grabbed Sara and Nike’s attention. Ezekiel couldn’t help but shrink back slightly as he tried to come up with an excuse. Luckily, one came to him fairly quickly.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing. Just thinking back to that damn dream is all.” Ezekiel said as he shrugged in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner. Michael only sighed as he grasped Ezekiel’s shoulder harder.

“You’ve been having more of those dreams Zeke? I thought you said they stopped.” Sara said as a look of concern crossed her face. She had heard about Ezekiel’s dreams before, but he had said the week before that they had stopped after the fifth day they had occurred. “If it’s really that pendant, then maybe you should take it off.”

“They did, or rather, they stopped being the same thing, that’s all.” Ezekiel’s reply was half hearted and mostly quiet mutterings as he looked away. Seeing his crush so concerned for him made it had to look at her after he had technically lied to her. Subconsciously, he reached up and rolled the featureless face pendant in his fingers as it hung from his neck. “Look, I shouldn’t have to worry about it for much longer, okay. My grandpa said in his will that he wanted me to wear this thing for a month after he died. I’ve got two weeks left, and if all that’s gonna happen is a lack of sleep then that’s fine.”

Sara didn’t look happy with Ezekiel’s response but decided not to bring it up anymore. She was already upset that he had lied to her and didn’t want to make anything worse for them.

An awkward quiet settled over the table as the group failed to think of a topic to change to. Until Michael decided he could deal with it any longer.

‘Sigh’ “Enough with the dreams. Look, he says he’ll get rid of it after two more weeks. I say we just let him wear it, he’ll put it back in a box after the month is over, and that’ll be that.” Michael said boisterously as he tried to get his friends more excited. “For now, however, we’ve got a birthday to celebrate, drinks to drinks, and maybe even get our young friend here a lady friend for the night.”

“Mike! This isn’t the time for that kind of stuff. How could you even think about getting Zeke laid all willie-nillie like that.” Sara almost stood up from her seat as her face flushed a bright red at Michael’s words.

“Oh my, someone sounds like they might be jealous. Perhaps our sporty shorty here wants to be the one that Zeke goes home with herself. Instead of it being some random chick at the bar.” Nike’s soft voice drifted across the table as she playfully smirked at Sara before taking a drink. Hearing this, all three of the other group members had different reactions.

Michael’s smile grew bigger as he gave a wink to his girl, Sara started sputtering as her face turned red, without the help of alcohol, and Ezekiel seemed to have something click in his brain as he looked at Sara’s face.

“Well... that’s... that’s...” Sara tried to reply, but just couldn’t bring herself to deny Nike’s implications as she bashfully looked towards Ezekiel. “I don’t think he’d be interested in a girl like me.”

Shrugging Michael’s arm off his shoulder, Ezekiel made to say something, anything, that would tell her otherwise. He had just opened his mouth to say he was very interested in her but lost his chance to as a loud and obnoxious laughter approached their table. The four of them turned their attention to the laughing man who was walking up to them with a posse of his own.

Overweight but dressed in expensive designer clothing, the man who was walking towards them was red in the face and extremely drunk. It seemed like he could barely stand, but he managed to totter towards Ezekiel and his friends table with the help of the people surrounding him.

“Heeeyyyy, well if it isn’t ‘hic’ my old friends. Your buddy, ‘hic’ Allen’s here to get a piece of the action.” The drunken Allen was waving around a half empty bottle of beer which was spilling onto the floor. Seeing this disgusting display of overindulgence, Ezekiel and his friends couldn’t keep looks of disdain from forming on their faces.

Several years before, Allen had attended high school with Ezekiel, Michael, and Sara. However, they were not friends, in any way. The term ‘mortal enemies’ could be applied as an understatement to describe their relationship.

Allen comes from a rich family background. But because of this, and the fact that his parents cared more for their business than they did him, Allen grew up believing that he could, and should, get anything he wants because he deserves to. This caused him to be generally hated by most of his classmates, and the only people who would hang out with him were the people who wanted to use him for his money. At some point, however, Allen found out about this, and tried to ruin the lives of his so-called friends. At one point, things got out of hand, and the people he was trying to punish decided to beat him until he listened to them and gave them the money that they wanted.

It was at this point that Allen was saved by Sara, who was always kind to everybody. She managed to get him out of trouble, and the bullies who hurt him were later punished. Unfortunately, Allen developed a crush on Sara, believing that she saved him because she loved him. As such, he tried to do everything he could to make her his. Including removing Ezekiel and Michael from the picture via threats and hiring other people to hurt them, forcing them to leave Sara alone.

When this was discovered, Sara confronted Allen regarding his actions, and in a very blunt way told him to fuck off and leave her alone if he was going to hurt her friends. Of course, this didn’t work, and he just became more obsessed with making her his. He even bought his way into the same university as them, out of town and away from his parents, just to try and get to her.

“Allen. What are you doing here. I didn’t think someone like you would be willing to grace us with your vast presence.” Michael said as he sarcastically alluded to Allen’s weight and the stench of alcohol coming off him. The three goons Allen had around him tensed up for a moment, before relaxing as he waved them down.

“Hahaha, Mikey, always a pleasure to see you. Still dating the leech are ya?” Allen’s slurred speech flowed out as he glared at Michael and Ezekiel, before leering at Nike and Sara. “Not that I wouldn’t mind spending a night with her myself. She might be good for a quick night of fun. How about it sweetheart. How much for the night.”

Nike scowled in disgust but didn’t say a word. While Allen was a disgusting and wretched example of the worst of humanity, he still had three fairly strong looking men watching his back. They might not be willing to start too much in public, but they’d be more than capable of finishing anything that did start.

Seeing that Nike wasn’t going to respond, Allen turned his gaze to Sara, and his eyes turned slightly gentler as he looked her up and down, licking his lips as he did.

“How about you Sara? Why don’t you ditch these losers and come with me?” Allen’s voice got deeper as he tried to hold back a belch while also sounding cool in his attempt to woo her. This failed spectacularly, and merely made him stumble over his words, barely coming out as a coherent sentence.

“Not even in a hundred million years you pig.” Sara said as she turned away from him. She had long since regretted saving Allen from those bullies back in high school, but it was too late for her to take it back, and there wasn’t much she could do in this situation. Allen was too well connected, even if he was an uncultured wretch, for her and her friends to do much about him.

“Oh, come on. It’s not like you’ve got a man to turn to anyway. Why don’t you just accept the fact that you want me, and that’s why you don’t got anyone else.” Allen started to approach the table again as spoke. Seeing him approaching the girl he’s like for over a decade, Ezekiel couldn’t stop himself from standing up and getting between Allen and Sara. Not wanting him to get any closer than they already were. This stopped Allen short, and his three patsies moved to both keep Allen from falling over, and make sure Ezekiel didn’t do anything to their money bag.

“Actually.” As Ezekiel stood up, words started to flow out from his mouth in a literal rush as he said the words he’d always wanted to but couldn’t out of fear and uncertainty. But the liquor in his system was edging him on, and his friends were there to, hopefully, back him up. “She was waiting for me to ask her out, not you, which I just did. We’ve got a date this weekend. Gonna take her out to dinner and minigolf. Planning on having a great time, specifically without you.”

            

    
        CH 3: The Deal

    
    
    
    
                Even with the music in the club blaring all around them, it felt like a quiet hush had come across both parties. Michael and Nike just sat open mouthed behind their friend as he confessed in the most ridiculous way possible to the girl he likes. While Sara just put her face in her hands as her blush spread to the tops of her ears and down past her neckline.

“... Bullshit.” Allen’s voice was just a whisper his face scrunched up in rage. “BULLSHIT!”

Suddenly, Allen threw himself at Ezekiel as he tried to beat Ezekiel’s face in. He was so angry at having what he thought was his taken away from him, that he didn’t care that he was in a public place. He didn’t care that the bouncers were pushing their way towards their table. All he wanted to do was rip Ezekiel’s face off, and he was failing miserably as he tried to.

Meanwhile, as he was expertly dodging Allen’s drunken attempts to hit him, Ezekiel, who had only had a few drinks, rather than a few barrels like Allen clearly seemed to, noticed that Michael was gesturing for Sara and Nike to get out of the way, as he ushered them towards the exit of the club before turning towards the goons Allen had brought with him.

The brawl that followed was short, and utterly unimpressive, as Ezekiel continued to dodge and dodge until a bouncer came by and grabbed Allen by the scruff of his jacket. Seeing that his antagonist was detained, Ezekiel raised his hands in surrender as another bouncer approached him.

Seeing that he wasn’t going to cause any trouble, the bouncer did not grab Ezekiel and start pulling him towards the exit like what was happening to Allen and his buddies. Instead, he requested that Ezekiel and his friends please leave the premises, as while they hadn’t started it, they were a part of an altercation that had disrupted the atmosphere of the club.

After meeting up outside a few minutes later, stepping out into the light rain that had begun when they were inside, Ezekiel and his friends broke down in laughter outside of the club. Ignoring the looks they got from people coming in and out as they stood in the rain.

“Hehe, did you see his face? Bastard looked like smashed his car through his own house. God, I wish I got a picture of that.” Michael said as he finally stopped chuckling at what had just happened. Seeing Allen get riled up at something, particularly something they did, was always something that brought a smile to him and his friend’s faces.

“Enough about that pig. Ezekiel, I think you were saying something back there before that whole mess got started, weren’t you.” Nike said as she too stopped laughing and looked towards Ezekiel expectantly. Sara didn’t say anything, just looking towards the ground as she continued to blush.

“I mean, I meant what I said, but I guess I should ask properly.” Ezekiel said as she bashfully lowered his head. “That said, do you want to go out with me this weekend; grab some dinner and maybe go mini golfing?”

“Yes. Yes, I’d like to do that very much.” Sara replies as her face split into a wide grin. She quickly jumped forwards and pulled Ezekiel into a great big hug. She had been waiting for him to ask her out for a long time but had always been nervous that he wasn’t interested in her. A simple manner of doubt and miscommunication had turned into a silence that had lasted several years.

“Awesome. That’s awesome. I’m... I’m gonna grab us a cab. I think that we’ve had enough excitement for tonight, right?” Ezekiel said as he let go of Sara, forcing himself to pull away from her hug. A great big grin spread across his face as he nervously backed away. “I’ll be right back, okay.”

Ezekiel then proceeded to turn towards the street as his friends laughed at him from behind.

“Smooth Zeke. Real smooth.” Michael jokingly called out as Ezekiel tried to hail a cab.

“Shut up.” Ezekiel ran across the street as he could see that it was clear. There was a taxi headed towards them on the other side of the road. He figured it would be easier to call it over if he went to that side of the street instead. Just as he was stepping up onto the curb, the loud screeching of car tires echoed out from behind him.

Quickly turning his head, he just managed to see a car cut around the corner and jump the curb. Time seemed to slow down for Ezekiel as he saw that the car was headed straight for his friends. For a moment, Ezekiel’s heart seemed to stop, and the pendant around his neck seemed to burn with a cold fire as the world around him seemed to flicker for a moment. In that moment, the world that had seemed to slow down really did slow down, along with himself.

Ezekiel could make out the details of each and every raindrop falling in front of him. He could see the faces of his friends who were still laughing at his embarrassing blunder as he went to get a cab. He could see Allen’s face behind the wheel of the car. Eyes glazed over with a look of burning rage across his features. But even with all these details, the confusion of what was happening, and the horror at what was about to occur. The most terrifying thing for Ezekiel, was the cloaked figure made of stars that stood between him and his friends. The Ancient from his dreams had come for him.

The figure said nothing as it raised a hand and pointed towards him. The pendant around Ezekiel’s neck suddenly snapped off its chain and began floating in front of him. While this was happening, Ezekiel couldn’t help but notice that the car was getting closer to his friends. He tried to move forwards, but it was like he was moving in slow motion. There was no way he would make it to his friends in time. His friends who had just realized what was happening, and whose smiles were turning into looks of shock and fear.

“So, we meet at last, Ezekiel.” The star cloaked figure said in the same echoing tone of a thousand voices from his dream. It held the now floating pendant in its grasp as it drifted towards Ezekiel.

“I am the Ancient Void, and I have been watching you, and your family, for a very long time. Since your great, great grandfather found me in those ruins. My previous owners, before your family, sought to seal me away for all eternity. Fearful of the powers that I promised them.” The Ancient continued to speak, heedless of Ezekiel’s desperation, circling him as it did.

“I am not a demon, Ezekiel. I am not a monster, nor am I some eldritch abomination here to cause you suffering.” The echoes of the Ancient Void’s voice dimmed. Its tone becoming softer, gentler as it stared at Ezekiel’s desperate attempt to run to his friends. It moved itself into Ezekiel’s line of sight, blocking off his vision of the tragedy that was about to happen.

“The dreams you had were not meant to be nightmares. They were a record, a history, of my past. You’ve seen the creatures that I’ve faced, and the powers that they wield. I am no longer capable of defending my home. Of protecting the balance of Eldramir.” The Ancient said as it raised one of its hands to cup Ezekiel’s face. The galactic eyes of the Ancient Void bored into Ezekiel’s gaze as it looked down on him. It seemed to grow infinitely bigger as Ezekiel was forced to look into the Void that made up this being’s existence.

Ezekiel knew that, in this moment, as he gazed upon this godlike figure, he should be afraid. But he wasn’t. A strange calmness washed over him, and his thoughts were as clear as his vision as he contemplated the Ancient Void’s words. Yet, as quickly as his thoughts had cleared, they became frantic at its next statement.

“I can help you save them.” The Ancient Void spoke these six words with a conviction and a promise that Ezekiel couldn’t deny. This entity could and would help him save his friends. But it would come at a cost. One that would be very expensive.

“However, for this favor, I will need to be repaid in kind. This is a deal I have offered to all who have worn my idol. Those with the potential to wield this power at least. Your grandfather was the last, and he denied me, whilst your father could not hear me. Now choose. Do you want to save your friends?” The Ancient Void’s voice took on a harder, more intense tone as the mood turned dim. Ezekiel couldn’t help but shift his eyes towards the side. Just barely able to make out his friends behind the Ancient’s place in front of him.

“Yes.” The words slipped out of Ezekiel’s mouth as he suddenly found himself rushing forwards and through the starry figure of the Ancient entity. The world was still slowed down, but he was moving as if it hadn’t.

He quickly made his way across the street, running as fast as he could ramming into his friends in order to push all three out of the way. The momentum pushed each of them out of the way of the car, and several feet further into the bouncers guarding the door.

The moment they landed, and Ezekiel managed to steady himself, time sped up once again, and Ezekiel was struck by a sudden blinding pain as he was forcibly shifted sideways and upwards. His bones broke as he went flying through the air. Blood sprayed from his lips as his insides were almost squeezed out of him during brief flight. A loud crash was the last thing he heard before the world began to go dim. Ezekiel found himself on his back in the middle of the street staring up at the night sky. The clouds had begun to fade away and, although the lights of the city should have blocked them out, the stars were shining bright and clear.

Ezekiel couldn’t hear anything. He couldn’t feel anything. He could only stare up at the sky and the brilliantly shining stars that shone down on him. Suddenly, a face filled his vision, blocking out the stars. It was Sara; she was crying.

Ezekiel tried to say something, anything, to make the tears stop, but he couldn’t move. His vision was fading now, and the star were coming back. A void was all that he could see. A void with a single humanoid figure made of stars. The Ancient Void spoke to him once again.

“I have helped you save your friends. The cost has been your life, which you must now use to help save me.” The Ancient said, its voice was cold, yet not apathetic. This being knew that he had hurt both Ezekiel and his friends with its actions. “Know this, before you go, Ezekiel, I did not plan this, I did not wish for this to happen. I can only speak with you, and even then, it was you who made this choice. I merely saw an opportunity and took it. You made the choice.”

Ezekiel still couldn’t say anything. But he could tell that the Ancient being was truly sorry for what had happened, but it was desperate as well. Although he felt angry at what had happened, wishing that the Ancient had given him the time to get out of the way of the car as well, he knew that he got what he had wished for. His friends were safe, and the girl he loved would live on for another day.

With those final thoughts going through his head, the starry cloak of the Ancient void faded away. A blank darkness was all that Ezekiel could see. A strange warmth encompassed him. Suddenly, a squeezing sensation from all around him. A light at the end of the tunnel appeared. His vision shifted from total darkness to a blinding white light. He shook his head to clear his eyes of the brightness.

As his vision cleared up, the first thing he saw was the face of a giant. Looking around, he saw other giants all around him, but one in particular caught his eye. A woman lying on a bed with black hair and eyes who was covered in sweat and blanket. Still muddle headed, Ezekiel took a few moments to understand what had happened. But as he was handed over to the woman in the bed by the man who was holding him it all became clear.

Ezekiel had died but was now reborn.

            

    
        CH 4: A New Life

    
    
    
    
                It had been five years since Ezekiel had been reborn into this new world, as a black-haired boy with blue eyes, and given the same name as in his previous world.

Born to a couple in their late twenties, Evelyn Luminance, a woman with a petite and lithe stature with black hair and eyes, and Warren Luminance, a man with a broad and tall stature with blonde hair and golden eyes; Ezekiel found himself as the center of attention as the new parents he was born the child of doted on his every need.

His new household was a small one as well. Found within the city of Harkem’s middle district, Ezekiel’s home was of modest size, with two bedrooms, one for his parents, and a nursery for him, as well as a kitchen, living room, and bathroom. It was seated atop the shop where his mother worked, sewing and making dresses of various styles for various people.

Within the home, there was only Ezekiel, Warren, Evelyn, and their two pets; a black cat called Reya, and a white cat called Theo. They were usually the ones to watch over Ezekiel when his parents had to step out; his father having a job as part of the city guard, a captain, specifically, meant that he wasn’t home all the time to watch over Ezekiel when his mother had to tend to the shop.

Speaking of her shop, this was the only place where Ezekiel could interact with people who weren’t his parents. The shop had a total of three employees, as well as his mother who owned it. Two were women close to his mother’s age, Martha, and Hellen, and the third was a younger girl in her teens, Suzy, who worked the front desk and took orders and the like as the three women worked in the back.

The first couple of years were fairly hazy for him, as a newborn infant’s cognitive abilities weren’t the best for retaining the full memories of a nineteen-year-old in the middle of his university years. However, thanks to whatever magic was used to bring him to this world, he did not lose any significant portions of his past life’s memories.

This meant that his life was both very easy, and very difficult, as he was able to learn both the language and the customs of his new world quite fast, but it also meant that he was constantly treated like a child. The less said about his first few years before he learned to fully control his body the better.

Yet, Ezekiel’s success regarding learning the language and culture was not the most interesting thing that had happened to him over the past few years. That was reserved for the first time he started walking, when he fell and scraped himself on the edge of a table.

Crying out in shock, and unable to hold back his tears due to the intense sensation afflicting his fragile new body, his parents rushed forwards as fast as they could, and used magic to heal him.

Now, due to the circumstances of his reincarnation, Ezekiel had already expected that magic was real, and that he’d be running into it sooner or later. The fact that a godlike entity had brought him here to have him help it made this obvious.

But to actually see his father holding his hands over the scrape on his arm and create a glowing white light that seeped into his injury and cause it to recover almost instantly was still a shock.

This also explained why his parents were so comfortable with leaving him alone with the family pets. Reya and Theo weren’t pets at all, but were actually his parents bonded Spirits, whom they shared magic and experiences with. This meant that Reya and Theo would be able to alert Ezekiel’s parents instantly if something happened.

From that moment on, Ezekiel began pestering his parents about what that magic was, how they did it, and if he could use magic too. He even started sneaking down to his mother’s shop to watch her work and got to see her using hands made out of shadows grab her different objects of various sorts to help her with whatever clothing she was working on.

The other women in the shop would also do different things like using gusts of wind to air out the building or cut the fabric to size. Statues that moved and took on different poses were also used, and the girl at the front would often play with her drink, making little shapes for him whenever he was caught watching.

In fact, as he grew older, and observed more of the world outside his home from the windows of his home, he could see quite a few people manipulating the elements, and using magic all around the city. Of course, even though it seemed like it wasn’t a big deal, the topic of magic was something that his parents didn’t want to discuss at the time.

Whenever he broached the topic, the only replies he would get were empty words like, “We’ll tell you when you’re older,” or, “That’s not something you need to worry about right now.” Any time he asked about magic, his parents would simply turn him away, and a worried look would come across their faces, like he had said something strange or had done something worrying.

Apparently, it was illegal to teach magic unless a person was officially licensed as part of one of the guilds or had permission from the Church which would only be granted after a person had passed a certain series of tests. Something that neither of his parents had done.

Eventually, Ezekiel overheard his parents talking about how strange it was that he was so smart and skilled for his age. He wasn’t even two when he started asking about magic, so this wasn’t too unexpected. So, he decided to drop the topic for now, since he didn’t think it would be a good thing to draw too much attention to himself after having only just entered this world for a few years.

Instead, he decided that he would wait a little bit longer, until he could read this new world’s language fluently before he would simply get the answers for himself.

Of course, finding opportunities to learn the language were few and far between, so Ezekiel decided to learn at a faster pace by following along with his parents' lesson plan. Thus, with his plans on hold, Ezekiel was forced to learn more about his new world in the simplest way possible: asking questions.

“Father, why are my eyes a different color than yours and mother’s?” He asked when he was learning new words.

“Mother, can Reya and Theo talk? If so, why can’t I hear them?” He asked when he saw his parents tell their Spirits something but heard no reply in return.

“Mother, what’s that building?” Ezekiel would ask as he pointed at a large cathedral-like building in the distance.

“Father, what’s this word and what does it mean?” He would ask whenever he found a word that he didn’t understand as he tried reading through the few books that his family had.

“Mother, who are these people?” He asked while pointing at a medium sized portrait in their living room.

“Father, what’s an emperor?” He asked, hoping to get a better understanding of the world and its workings.

Luckily, his parents were more than happy to answer his question, so long as they weren’t about magic, in a manner that was simple and easy to understand.

“Your mother and I both had blue eyes as well, but they changed later on.” Warren told him.

“Yes, Reya and Theo can talk, but until you get older you won’t be able to hear them. You’ll need to undergo your awakening for that to happen.” Evelyn told him after he asked about her and her husband’s Spirits.

“That building is the Church of Ten Ancients. People go there to pray for thanks and guidance from the Ancients who made the world.” His mother told him, as she explained what the world’s religion was. “It was the Ancients who saved humanity during the First War, and it was the Ancients who sealed away the Broods that sought to destroy us.”

“This word is cataclysm, it means a great disaster, or accident, occurred and a lot of bad things happened.” His father told him as he tucked Ezekiel into bed after reading to him. “The First War was a cataclysm, and so were every other war after it. The ascendance of the Brood Lords was also a cataclysm.”

“Those people are you grandparents and your aunts and uncles: my parents and my brother and sister. I haven’t seen or spoken to them in a long time.” Evelyn told him with a sad look on her face. Seeing that look on his mother’s face, Ezekiel decided not to ask any more questions, as he recognized it as the look of someone who had lost something.

“Well, Ezekiel, an emperor is the person who rules the empire. An empire is a large area where people live. For instance, we live in the Great Willowbrush Empire. Our emperor is Theron Willowbrush; a great mage and an Exalted Hunter.” Warren said with great enthusiasm as he spoke of their ruler. “We are lucky to be members of the Willowbrush Empire. The freedom that its citizens are granted are much higher than the other empires, especially regarding people’s faith in the Ancients.”

Questions like these were what kept Ezekiel from going insane as the years slowly passed by. It got easier over time, however, when he finally learned how to read. But things were about to change, and Ezekiel wasn’t sure if it was for the better. After all, he was now old enough to be sent to school.

The very idea of being surrounded by countless children under the age of ten did not bring joy to Ezekiel’s heart. Something that he brought up to his parents when they first brought it up.

“I don’t want to go to school. I can learn plenty of things here at home.” Ezekiel shouted in an, admittedly, childish manner more suitable to the five-year-old body he currently inhabited than the twenty something year old mind that he had.

His parents, both dressed in fine clothing, a shiny dress that was not suitable for ballrooms or special events, but was still far more formal than normal, presented his mother in a much more elegant manner than her usual business dress, while his father was clothed in a very fancy-dress uniform that denoted his place in the city watch.

Ezekiel himself was dressed in a formal shirt and pants combo that made him look like, in his opinion, a stuck-up noble brat that was far to self-entitled.

“Now, now, Ezekiel, stop arguing. All children go to school when they reach a certain age. You’re five years old now, so you need to go learn at the church with the other children.” Evelyn told him as he continued to complain.

Although she was annoyed that Ezekiel was against going to school, she was also slightly happy. Her child was actually acting like a child. Such instances were rare, as Ezekiel was often quiet, and didn’t interact much outside of asking questions, rather than trying to play games with his parents.

“Indeed. It is a tradition for all families to send their children to the Church to begin their education, beyond that of the lessons taught by their parents. We’ve taught you how to read and write, and even some of the more general things about the world, but the church is the best place to learn more.” Warren told him as he dragged Ezekiel outside with his wife.

Reya and Theo had perched themselves on their respective mage’s shoulders. Theo draping himself over Warrens neck like a king lazing about on his throne, and Reya staying attentive, watching over everything for signs of trouble like the loyal sentry she was.

Bending down to pick up Ezekiel, he whispered in his son’s ear. “Besides, you’ll get to learn more about magic if you go to learn at the Church.”

Hearing his father’s words about magic, and how the Church would teach him more, Ezekiel began to grow excited.

“Really,” he exclaimed, “I’ll get to learn about magic? I’m old enough to try and learn magic!”

“Hahaha, that’s right,” Warren told him, dousing most of his excitement in the process, “but you’ll after you go through your awakening ceremony today, you’ll awaken yourself to the presence of mana. The magical particles that allow the use of magic. Without which, you’ll never be able to train as a mage.”

“Is training as a mage difficult?” Ezekiel asked as he and his parents walked down the street. Looking around, Ezekiel noticed that there weren’t many more people outside than what he usually saw from inside his house, but they were going further than he had gone before, so most of what he saw was new and interesting.

“Yes, it is. It’s also very dangerous. Which is why only sanctioned mages, and those who have taken specific tests to prove that they can help their students if things go wrong, can awaken and teach others about magic. That’s why we didn’t tell you much whenever you asked us questions.” Evelyn explained calmly as she fussed with Ezekiel’s hair, trying to tuck away a few loose strands as they walked down the street. “That, and we knew from your sneaking about, that if we told you anything about magic you would certainly try to train on your own, before you’ve even been awakened.”

Ezekiel could only blush at being called out by his mother. He wanted to deny it, but the look in his mother’s eyes told him that nothing he said would convince her otherwise, and he knew that anything other than an agreement with her would be a lie. He just couldn’t help it. Magic didn’t exist on his old world, and there was no way he’d be able to help whatever god had brought him here if he couldn’t even use magic. The way he saw it, the sooner he learned magic, the sooner he could help the Void.

What was even worse was that he already had an idea of what kind of magic he had but wasn’t able to do anything about it without awakening his magic first. It was obvious to him that he would be a void mage, as the Ancient that had brought him here was the Ancient of the Void. Regardless, Ezekiel had no choice but to remain patient. At least for the time being.

“But now that I’m going to be learning about magic, does that mean I’ll get to see more of it? You both use it for your work, but I don’t see you use it much otherwise.” Ezekiel asked, hoping that his parents would start using more magic around them.

His parents chuckled at his interest in their magic, having gotten used to his obsession with the various abilities they used. In reality, his parents actually used magic much more that most families, as their jobs required them to use their magic to work properly.

“Perhaps. But for right now, it’s not our magic you should be concerned with.” Warren said as they rounded another corner. They hadn’t been walking too long, but the streets were beginning to get crowded as they got closer to one of the city’s main roads.

“Look, you can see the Church properly from here.” Warren said as he turned his son’s attention to the large cathedral like building that stood at the center of the city. “There it is, the Harkem Grand Cathedral, primary place of worship for the Church of Ten. It acts as both the primary place of prayer in the city, as well as being connected to the government building where Duke Harper resides.”

“Duke Harper?” Ezekiel asked while his father put him down to walk the rest of the way.

“Heh-heh, you’ve asked so many questions, but not about our own Duke. Looks like there’s still a lot for you to learn, son.” Warren said, laughing at his son’s curious expression. “Now you see why you need to go to school. You can’t just focus on Magic and nothing else.”

Ezekiel just looked at the ground. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to learn, he just didn’t want to be around a bunch of snot nosed brats for the foreseeable future. Besides, he did to ask questions about other things than magic. He just didn’t bother trying to read about them. That’s all.

“Honey, stop teasing him. We’re almost there, and I don’t want to start another argument.” Evelyn said as she wrapped her arm around Warren’s.

“Alright, alright. Come on son. Let’s get going, shall we?” Warren grabbed Ezekiel’s hand before pulling him forwards. Ezekiel made no efforts to fight it, as he knew that this was his first step to obtaining magic for himself.

            

    
        CH 5: The Grand Cathedral

    
    
    
    
                As Ezekiel and his family, dressed in their fine clothing, but not standing out at all, walked through the crowds to the Grand Cathedral next to the duke’s castle, he couldn’t help but be amazed at how developed the structures of the city were when he compared them to the other medieval and Victorian era buildings that existed on his old world.

As they got closer, Ezekiel noticed that the district they were in seemed to change before they had reached the actual church grounds. It was then that he noticed that there seemed to be numerous towers surrounding the cathedral quite some distance away, as well as a relatively low wall surrounded by a moat fed by a river that seemed to cut through the center of the city.

“This is the entrance to the city’s Spirit lands. Which actually takes up nearly a quarter of the city, and extends south into the city, all the way into the central district from the northern Forest of Erenon. But you don’t need to know about the forest until you reach Tier 1 as a mage.” Warren said as they approached the bridge that would bring them across the river moat into the center of the city.

“Harken is divided into many different districts according to what goes on there, like the market district, the barracks, the high life quarters, entertainment district, and others. But the center of the city, where the cathedral and castle lie, that’s where the really important things happen.” Warren had a look of excitement on his face as he told Ezekiel all about the city’s inner districts.

“Referred to as the Spirit lands, it’s not just the Duke’s family and the clergy that live here. Many different members of the various Mage Associations live here as well, usually having their city headquarters within. It’s also where the Harken University of Magic sits. While not as famous as the Willowbrush University, or even the Astral Ascendance Academy, the Harken University is considered to be the third greatest University for magical study in the Empire, and eight greatest in the world.”

This was shocking to Ezekiel, as he hadn’t thought that he would have the luck to have been reborn into such an advantageous position so as to hopefully grow in power more quickly. It looked more and more like he would be getting the magic he wanted sooner, rather than later.

“Of course, that’s only for much, much later. For right now you still need to awaken your Mana. This will allow you to interact with ambient mana safely, as well as grant you some protection from the elements. Then after you reach Tier two, we’ll see if you can get into a University.” Warren said as he started to calm down.

By this point they had entered the inner city. There was a surprising amount of space not being used by buildings and roadworks. Much of it seemed to be ideal for the promotion of a peaceful environment. The difference was quite shocking, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if they had entered into an entirely different city altogether.

Then his father’s words registered in his mind.

“Tier one? Tier two?” Ezekiel asked as he looked up at his father.

Before his father could answer, Evelyn grabbed his father’s ear and pulled.

“Now, now, dear, he’ll learn about that after he has his awakening. For now, let’s hurry up. We don’t want to be late.” Evelyn said as she hustled her family along. She stopped briefly, however, and put a hand to her mouth before taking a deep breath and moving on.

“Mother, are you alright?” Ezekiel asked. He recognized the signs of someone trying not to throw up and was worried that his mother had gotten sick.

Warren got a concerned look on his face as he held his wife close, but Evelyn pushed him away with a huff.

“I’m fine, but we really need to hurry. If you’re so worried, then I’ll be sure to get a checkup after the ceremony. When you go to your first class, okay?”

With that reassurance, both Ezekiel and Warren nodded in confirmation, although Ezekiel still had a worried look on his face, and Warren a contemplative one.

As they walked through the streets of the inner district, encountering more and more people, all dressed up like they were, they soon approached the large and grand cathedral. With ten sides, each depicting the visage of a different Ancient, and the main entrance placed between the opened and welcoming arms of a starry cloaked humanoid, Ezekiel couldn’t help but be reminded of his last moments of life on Earth. Gritting his teeth at the unpleasant memories of his death, Ezekiel took a deep breath to calm himself down as he and his parents entered the large building.

Within the large building was a large crowd of people, all dressed nicely, but many still less so than Ezekiel and his family. The common thing with all these people was that there was a child of roughly the same age as Ezekiel within every family group. Each of these families were walking up to officials of the church who were directing them to different areas where they would be tested according to their area of residence.

As Ezekiel and his parents walked up to one of the officials, his father held out a badge that the official looked at before gesturing for them to go along to one of the side hallways leading to another wing of the large cathedral.

“Father, what was that?” Ezekiel asked as his family walked out of the central gathering area.

“Nothing much. Just another piece of identification given to me due to my position in the city guard. You see, most people who live in the middle or outer residences like us tend to be grouped together in the large communal areas for their child’s awakening ceremony. However, as an official member of the city's protective forces, even if only as a support member, I can get us into a slightly more private, and therefore faster, awakening for you.” Warren explained while showing the badge he held that denoted his position in the city guard’s forces.

The badge was an intricately designed coat of arms in the shape of a heater shield emblazoned with a delicate looking harp crossed over with a pair of spears pointing towards a sun and crescent moon in the top left and right corners of the shield. The badge itself was made of a single metal, glossy silver with a somehow golden sheen.

“The color of the badge denotes my position as an officer in the guards. Silver and Gold indicate officers, whilst base colors indicate soldiers and guardsmen. Those with silver are those who have attained their position through merit of their capabilities, specifically as a non-combatant member. Gold indicates a higher authority, as well as someone who takes place directly in combat. As someone who focus on healing magic, I am automatically given an officer's position due to my usefulness out of combat, or as a support for those in combat.” Warren’s tone turned proud as he bragged about his job to his son.

He didn’t get to spend much time with his family due to his duties, but thanks to his position in the city both he and his family were able to take advantage of opportunities that not many people were able to get. “The light that gets reflected off the badge indicates what element my magic is, and thus an idea of the skills that I am most adept in.”

Amazed at the privilege granted to his father for his ability to heal, and surprised at the number of benefits, Ezekiel felt an even greater desire to awaken his magic. He knew that the only way he’d be able to make something of himself in this world would be to show that he has powerful magic that can prove that he’s a useful person to have around.

As they continued walking down the hall, a thought came to Ezekiel that hadn’t occurred to him before. If there was a magic that was more useful than others, like the versatility of light magic, was there any magic that was either very useless or looked down on?

“Father, if your magic is considered very useful, is there any magic that is considered useless?” Ezekiel asked. The more he thought about it, the more dread he began to feel as they got closer to the room designated for the group where his awakening would take place.

Both Warren and Evelyn paused for a moment, having noticed their son’s concern as he asked this question. They quickly shared a look, a silent conversation flashing between their eyes. Finally, after a second or two of consideration, Warren shrugged his shoulders. Before gesturing to Evelyn to answer Ezekiel’s question.

Narrowing her eyes at her husband’s lack of concern, Evelyn turned to Ezekiel as they continued walking down the hall.

“Well, there’s really no magic that is useless, as each magic stems from the Ancients, and not a single one of them was weak or had powers that were pointless. But unfortunately, not all their magic has been replicated, as such, there is some magic that is considered to have... no way to use that we know of.” Evelyn said, trailing off as she realized how hypocritical her statement was.

“What do you mean, ‘that we know of,’” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, you see, magic stems from the Ancients, but not all the magic of the Ancients was understood by humanity before they left us, so much of the magic we have actually come from innovations made by humans from previous generations. However, of all the elements of magic, there is still one that no one has ever been able to cultivate.” Evelyn explained.

The dreadful feeling in Ezekiel’s gut grew stronger as his mother continued to talk. “What element is that?”

“The Void.” Evelyn said quietly. The void element... It has no uses that are known, other than being the rarest when it comes to mana gems. Void mages also tend to be less affected by direct magic effects, but this also means it’s tougher for them to be healed with magic as well.”

There was a feeling of worry in her tone. Not prejudice, but there was a sense of taboo in her tone. Like the void was something that wasn’t spoken of in the open public. The clenching of Warren’s hand as his mother mentioned the void was another thing of note.

An image of a humanoid figure composed of a myriad of stars and galaxies spanning the entirety of its being flashed behind Ezekiel’s eyes. He was shocked to find out that his patron’s magic, his own magic, was considered to be useless in the eyes of society.

“What if I’m a void mage?” Ezekiel asked in a hushed whisper. He already knew he was going to be a void mage; how could he be anything else? But the fear of being ostracized by his family was something he was just realizing to be a very likely possibility.

Sensing their son’s fear, but his parents had looks of shock cross their face before bending down to give him a hug. The warmth of their embrace helped to alleviate some of his fears. But even so, he was starting to feel like an actual five-year-old, with the worries that any child would have when faced with thoughts of rejection from his parents.

“You will always be our son Ezekiel. Being a void mage will not change that. But I won’t lie to you; being a void mage will bring you difficulties in life. Difficulties that are better not thought of, not unless you find yourself in such a position in life.” Warren said as he held Ezekiel and Evelyn tight. He had his own reservations regarding void mages, but even if his son was a void mage, that would not change his opinion of him. Ezekiel was his son, and nothing would change that.

Evelyn didn’t say anything, but the way she held Ezekiel tighter as Warren spoke showed that her thoughts were the exact same. Which brought tears of joy to Ezekiel's eyes, happy with the knowledge that he was not going to be rejected by his new family.

As the family separated, splitting up their embrace, Warren cleared his throat as they stood up.

“Ahem, we should keep on going then. Don’t want to keep the officials waiting. Don’t want to keep your new peers waiting either, do we?” Warren said as he grabbed Ezekiel’s hand in his and began walking. Evelyn smiled in agreement before grabbing Ezekiel’s other hand as they the last few meters down the hall to the closed door that led to where Ezekiel would undergo his awakening.

As they approached, a sense of apprehension settled over Ezekiel as the door was opened. This was not the first step in his new life, but it was certainly the biggest step he had taken so far. Excitement and nervousness warred within Ezekiel as he and his parents crossed the threshold to the private room where his awakening ceremony would take place. There was no turning back now, and Ezekiel had no choice but to keep moving forwards towards the future.

            

    
        CH 6: The Awakening

    
    
    
    
                Crossing the threshold into the room where his magic would be awakened, Ezekiel saw several groups of people mingling with one another, as well as many children the same age as himself trailing behind their parents as they greeted and talked shop with friends and business partners.

There were also numerous other people of varying ages, either older or younger who were most likely family members who were here to support the child being awakened. On the far side of the room was a large set of double doors that were much larger than the basic single wooden door that Ezekiel and his family had come through.

All the adults were dressed in fine clothing that was also practical for public gatherings. One of the things that he noticed was that many of the women were wearing dresses that he recognized as coming from his mother’s shop, and the men were mostly dressed in uniforms, similar to his father.

There were more than a handful of women dressed in uniform as well, and several men in finery that was clearly meant for business, likely being rich merchants, or other business owners from the inner and richer middle districts.

Another major thing of note was the fact that everyone who wore a uniform had a small animal perched either on or near their body.

As they approached one of the smaller groups, roughly a dozen adults with their children, Ezekiel got a better feel for the room. The most distinct thing he noticed was that only around a third of the room’s adult occupants had Spirits with them, indicating them as Hunters. These Spirits were also much larger than either Reya or Theo, meaning they hadn’t obtained a Null form, and were not at Tier Three.

The group he and his parents were approaching was entirely filled with people either in uniforms, or otherwise attached to a person who was. There were ten children in total, even though there were only nine adults. It seemed that there were roughly six of them that were the same age as Ezekiel. Whilst there were two that seemed older, and two infants being carried by their mothers.

One woman in particular was having a tough time, having to carry both her infant child in her arms while also reigning in a rowdy looking boy with wild looking hair. She appeared to be alone with her children.

Another of the women, tall, short red hair, with a large chest and dressed in a city guard uniform, with decorations indicating she was the same rank as Warren, saw Ezekiel’s family approach. Ezekiel noticed that she looked a bit older than his parents when she called out to them as she waved them over. On her shoulders was a ruby and gold snake. The rest of the group turned to look towards them, most of them breaking out into smiles as they did.

“Warren!” The woman in uniform that waved at them called out. “Good to see you. I’m happy you managed to get here on time. I’m guessing your wife woke you up early for today, right?” She said in a joking manner as she stepped forwards to give Warren a hug.

Warren turned a little bit bashful at the woman’s open display of affection, but accepted the hug, nonetheless. To Ezekiel’s surprise, his mother showed no hostility what-so-ever to the strange woman’s open affection.

“And Evelyn, I see you’re looking as gorgeous as ever!” the woman then reached over to wrap Evelyn up in an even bigger hug. Which wasn’t hard to do since she was a good six inches taller than Evelyn; at five foot ten inches. Still four inches shorter than Warren, but big enough to almost be smothering Evelyn with her enthusiastic embrace.

“Sherra, it’s good to see you again.” Evelyn said as she and the tall woman broke apart. “I see you’re still just as touchy as you were when we first met.”

The woman, Sherra, just let out a guffaw at Evelyn’s observation. A more subdued man, about the same height as Warren, with brown hair, but far less muscular, dressed in fine robes and wearing spectacles with gold rims approached from behind, accompanied by two children, one was a boy with brown hair and red eyes, he looked to be about thirteen years old and seemed arrogant, and the other was a girl with red hair and brown eyes, who looked to be the same age as Ezekiel, but clearly much more shy and quiet.

“Indeed, she is.” The man said as he approached. “My wife has always been a woman with a big, ‘personality’, but I must say it’s one of her most defining features.” His tone was quiet and not quite a whisper, but very close.

Sherra’s face gained a slight tinge of pink as Evelyn and Warren let out quiet chuckles at their friend’s expense. The young teenage boy trailing behind the man just sighed, clearly used to his parent’s eccentricities. The little girl trailing next to him just looked confused as to why the adults were laughing.

“Allon! There’s no need for that kind of language.” Sherra said in rebuke towards her husband’s comment. Her arms came up to cover her chest as she turned towards him. The rest of the group also let out chuckles or turned away with smiles on their faces as they were entertained by their friend’s teasing taunts and reaction.

Ignoring his wife, Allon brought his children forward to introduce them.

“You’ve both already met him, but this is my son, Aldor, and my daughter Shari. Aldor had his awakening eight years ago and managed to reach the peak of Tier one as a magus not long ago. It’s our hope that he will be able to enter an Academy within the next couple of years.” Allon said with pride in his voice. “Shari, on the other hand, is here to be awakened, just like your son.”

As the quiet laughter died down and Allon finished introducing his children, Ezekiel was gently pulled forwards by his mother to be introduced to his parent’s friends. When Sherry turned her attention towards him her flustered appearance disappeared. Instead, she bent forwards and picked him up whilst holding his face into her bosom.

“Oh my, is this little Ezekiel? He’s just as adorable as you said he was, Warren. He’s like a little skinny boy version of Evelyn.” Sherra said as she twirled around with Ezekiel in her arms. This went on for a little while with Sherra gushing over Ezekiel like a little girl with a new toy. Several more families had entered at this point, and the door they had entered had been closed.

Ezekiel was forced to hold his breath and pray that his neck wouldn’t snap as he was swung around like a ragdoll by the overly enthusiastic woman. His parents said nothing as they watched their friend swing around their only child. At least until they saw Ezekiel’s face turning blue from a lack of air.

“Sherra, let go, he’s turning blue.” Warren said as he rushed over to his co-worker. Sherra stopped her twirling before putting Ezekiel on the ground. When his feet were firmly planted on the floor, Sherra couldn’t help but fiddle with his clothes, putting everything back into place after her rough treatment.

“I’m so sorry, I just couldn’t help it. You’re such a cutie that I could just cook and eat you up.” Sherra said with an excited grin. Ezekiel’s reply was a look of utter disinterest. A look that persisted, even as Sherra’s huge grin began to falter.

“Hey, there’s no need to look at me like that.”

Ezekiel said nothing and just continued to stare.

“Are you okay kid?” Sherra was getting nervous.

Ezekiel continued to stare.

“Ummm...” Sherra looked back and forth between Ezekiel and his parents, who were also looking slightly perturbed as their son’s strange reaction.

Seeing that they weren’t doing anything, Sherra turned back to Ezekiel, intent on getting him to talk when he spoke up.

“Crazy...” Ezekiel finally said with a dismissive mutter, and a shake of his head, while he stepped forwards to hug his mother’s legs. Usually, he would be embarrassed at acting so childishly, especially in front of so many people, but he felt that this would be a good exception.

The rest of the room, seeing this display, couldn’t help but break into quiet laughter once again. Although there were still some people who couldn’t help but look at the pair with distaste as if they were looking at someone far below their station.

Sherra, however, froze with a look of utter devastation across her face. After a few seconds of staring into space, she turned around, a pout on her face and a gleam in her eye. She was now intent on teaching the little brat called Ezekiel a lesson on polite behavior.

Yet, before she could say anything. The creaking of the large double doors on the far side of the room drew the attention of the room’s occupants. Turning towards the noise, everyone could see an elderly gentleman with white hair and a long beard dressed in fine robes rolling a wooden pedestal into the room. Atop the pedestal was a crystal orb that seemed to have a rainbow of lights swirling around within it. The orb was roughly the size of a bowling ball and was resting on an indigo velvet pillow.

As the elderly man pushed the pedestal to the far end of the room, Ezekiel could see the beautifully decorated ten-point interlaced star emblazoned on his back. Each encased a symbol representing one of the ten elements of magic that the Church of Ten held dear as the embodiments of the Ancients.

Turning to the rest of the room, the old man addressed the families there within; a great big smile split across his face.

“Greetings, citizens of Harkem. My name is Marid Thurst. I am one of the scholars here in the church, and a mid-Tier three magus as well. As such, whilst I am not a member of the clergy, I still have the qualifications to run an awakening ceremony in a way that is safe and secure for your children’s future as mages of the empire.” Marid said with a jovial smile on his face.

“Luckily, with the help of the prismatic orb here on the table, there is little that could actually go wrong whilst we perform your children’s awakening. As it is only when a mage tries to directly awaken another person that complications arise, due to the conflicting will within the mana being used.”

As Marid continued to speak, Ezekiel found himself with more information than he had before, but at the same time more questions as well. He knew that it was dangerous for people to awaken others without proper training, but what did he mean by the ‘will’ of the mana?

“And even if a mage has learned to successfully remove their will from their Mana, in the event that the Mana of the two parties involved in the awakening are opposed to one another, the Mana will attempt to terminate itself, causing unparalleled danger to the unawakened party.” Marid said as he continued his explanation.

“Now then, enough about the dangers. You kids are here to have your Vital Realms Awakened, so you can all get a taste of the Mana within yourselves and begin your journeys as mage’s of the empire.” Marid reached into his robe as he finished his short speech. He pulled out a scroll of parchment that had a list of names for all the children that were being awakened today.

“With that said, Lumi Alam, you’re up first. Please approach the pedestal here and place both hands on the Orb. You will feel a tingle in your fingers that will spread to the rest of your body. Do not take your hands away from the orb. After your Vital Realm is opened, the color of the orb will change to reflect your elemental affinity, and the type of Mana that flows through you.”

While Marid was speaking, a young girl with blonde hair walked up to the pedestal after her parents, a woman with glossy brown hair, and a man with vibrant green hair, pushed her forwards with a light nudge When she reached the destal, she placed both hands on the orb as it lit up in an assortment of colors.

The orb began to strobe as a few seconds passed. The girl looked like she wanted to take her hands away as a look of discomfort settled on her face. But soon the lights dimmed down as the orb settled on a single color: green.

As the girl, Lumi, pulled her hands away, Marid stepped forwards to pull her away from the orb.

“Congratulations my dear, you’re a life mage. That’s one of the more versatile of the elements, with a particular focus on healing.” Marid said as he gestured for her to return to her parents. As he spoke, Lumi’s face broke out into a great big smile as she rushed back to her parents, jumping into their arms as she did. The rest of the room gave a polite applause.

As Lumi returned to her parents, Ezekiel couldn’t help it as a confused look crossed his face. Up until this point, it had seemed like a person’s hair color reflected their elemental affinity. Afterall, his parents both had coloring that denoted their elemental affinity. However, Lumi’s hair color didn’t change to reflect the same element as her father, who was also most likely a life mage, if his hair color was anything to go by.

Looking around, it seemed like his confusion wasn’t something strange. Many of the other children also had questioning looks on their faces. Which didn’t go unnoticed by Marid.

“Heh heh. It looks like some of you are a little confused by young Lumi’s lack of color change. Well, the truth is that for most humans, hair and eye color come in shades of yellow, brown, and red. Whilst eye color will come in a variety of shades, most commonly blue, brown, and green.”

“A person’s hair and eye colors will only change after they reach a certain Tier of power. Specifically, Tier one for eyes, and Tier three for hair. There are also some magics that will change the color without the requisite power levels.”

“Said colors are green for life, dark indigo for death, gold for radiance, black for obscurity, blue for glacial, red for flame, grey for tempest, violet for lightning, brown for cavern, and white for void.”

“Now, I hope that clears things up. If not, we will be discussing it later in your classes three days from now.” Marid finished his talk and turned his attention to the next name on his list. “Next is Shari Alkena, please step forward young lady.”

As Shari walked forward with a nervous look on her face, she turned back to her parents who gave her a look of reassurance. She stepped forwards and placed her hands on the pedestal, the same strobe light effect occurring once again, but this time the light settled on a glittering brown color that denoted her as a cavern mage.

Sherra let out a quiet ‘tch’ as her husband bumped her with his elbow, a bright smile splitting his face at the fact that his daughter had the same element as him. A quiet applause followed, just like with Lumi before.

This went on for several minutes as one child after another walked up to the front of the room and placed their hands on the pedestal. None removed their hands from the orb, although many looked as though they wanted to. More and more parents expressed their joy or disappointment when their child’s element was revealed. Soon, it was Ezekiel’s turn.

“Ezekiel Luminance.” Marid finally said after roughly half the room had gone through their awakening. “Please step forward young man.”

Ezekiel was so nervous that he couldn’t move. Throughout the entire time he had been standing with his parents, no child who had awakened had awakened the Void element. Over a dozen kids had gone up, and almost every element had appeared. The only ones that hadn’t were the death element, and the void element, and of all the kids that had gone up, only two had an element that wasn’t the same as their parents.

With his past experience, and the fact that it was the Ancient of Void that sent him here, Ezekiel was certain that he was going to awaken the Void element and was terrified of the outcome from awakening said element.

“Ezekiel Luminance!” Marid called his name once again, this time with a little bit more force. Warren finally pushed Ezekiel forwards, giving him a smile when he turned his head back nervously.

Returning his attention to the pedestal in front of him, Ezekiel approached and placed his hands on the orb on top of it.

A tingling sensation rushed through him as the orb lit up in an assortment of different colors. The lights flashed faster and faster, and the tingling in his fingers grew stronger as it spread through the rest of his body. Even though it only took a few seconds, for Ezekiel it felt like it was taking hours.

Finally, the orb’s light turned totally white, before it dimmed down and became completely clear.

There was no applause for Ezekiel’s awakening. Even Marid took a couple of seconds to overcome his apparent shock.

Ezekiel quietly let go of the orb and turned around with his head tilted downwards. Snapping out of his shock, Marid cleared his throat before quietly announcing, “... Congratulations young man. You have awakened as a void mage.”

Even though he had said congratulations, it was obvious to anyone who heard it that Marid’s words were empty of any real meaning. Afterall, Marid was not a cruel man. How could he really be happy for a child who had awakened the element most commonly known for being utterly useless.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything as he made his way back to his parents. Slowly making his way passed the quiet muttering of the other parents, and the confused gazes of the other children. He only looked up when he reached them. Both his parents had shock displayed on their faces.

            

    
        CH 7: Reassurances

    
    
    
    
                Seeing the shock on his parent’s faces, Ezekiel felt his heart tighten up in his chest. He might have the memories of his previous life, and these might not have been his first parents. But the love and affection they had for him, as well as the genuine care they took in raising him had caused him to feel the same love for them as he had for his parents in his previous life. The thought that his parents were rejecting him was devastating.

For Evelyn and Warren, however, their thoughts couldn’t have been further from what Ezekiel was fearing, and seeing the sorrow on their son’s face, they both hurried to bend down to hold him.

“Oh Ezekiel, my little boy. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Evelyn whispered as she held onto her son in an attempt to console him. It took Ezekiel everything he had to stop himself from crying.

Warren said nothing as he held his family tight. Looking towards the rest of the people in the room, he could see some of them sending dismissive looks their way. Others were looking at them like they were scum, whilst the minority were looking at them with pity and shock.

The Alkena family were amongst the latter, with both Sherra and Allon looking at their friends as they held their son. Shari just looked confused, while Aldor looked like he had sucked on a lemon. He obviously thought little of Ezekiel, but he quickly suppressed any negative thoughts, keeping his face neutral for his family’s sake.

Allon quietly nodded towards the back of the room while pulling his family to block off the rest of the room’s line of sight towards the Luminance family.

Warren nodded in thanks as he pulled his family towards the back of the room. Most of the room clearly knew what was happening but kept quiet as they focused on the awakening of the rest of the children in the room. Marid himself barely spared a glance towards the family as they retreated from the large group. As long as they didn’t disturb the ceremony, he wouldn’t stop them from comforting their son.

At the back of the room, at least a dozen or so feet away from the rest of the people in the room, Evelyn and Warren pulled away from Ezekiel, who had relaxed a little after hearing his mother’s words and being reassured of his parents' love and care.

That didn’t stop his eyes from watering though. Even if he was mentally older, his body was still that of a child’s, and after his death, his new parents were the only ones he could rely on. Even the expectation that he would be a void mage couldn’t dispel the worry in his heart, and the disappointment that he felt in knowing that, even with magic, there was no way he could learn how to use it.

“Ezekiel,” Warren’s voice entered Ezekiel’s ears with a stern tone that he had never heard from his father before, “I want you to look at me Ezekiel.”

Turning from his mother, who had been holding him tightly, Ezekiel looked at his father and was shocked at what he saw.

His father’s features were still the same, but there was a seriousness in his eyes, as well as a difference in posture, even as he bent down to look Ezekiel in the eye, that made him look like an entirely different person.

No longer did his father hold himself like a city guardsman, a supporter who fought from the back lines to aid and heal the front. Warren now held the demeanor of a man who demanded respect, a man who stood above all others, even if his power did not indicate that he was as such. This was the bearing of a noble, a person who lorded over men and women as one who held the lives of the many within his hands. Ezekiel was amazed, and could not turn away as his father’s gaze, and his own shock and awe, held him in place.

“We love you, Ezekiel. You are our son, and nothing will change that. Do you understand?” Warren’s eyes held an intensity in them that shone just as radiantly as his magic, but there was a gentleness to them that showed his words were not forced nor untrue.

“I need you to know that this is not your fault. Magic works strangely, and one’s parentage is no guarantee for determining a child’s magical affinity. Sometimes these things happen at random, and sometimes certain circumstances make things like this more likely than usual. Such as the case where people of opposing elements have a child.” Warren said, his voice trailing off as his looked down, his expression and posture changing to display a sense of guilt.

“Opposing...” Ezekiel whispered. He was confused; wasn’t the reason he had the void element because he was reincarnated, and was inclined to the void due to his past life and interactions with the Ancient of Void?

“It’s also not because of you that we’re upset,” Warren continued as if he hadn’t heard Ezekiel’s whisper, “it’s the hardships you’ll be forced to go through due to other people’s misconceptions, and the fact that you love magic so much, but won’t be able to use it as you’ve always wished.”

Hearing his father’s reassurance made Ezekiel relax, content with the knowledge that his parents weren’t going to be ashamed of him or abandon him. This was the one thing he was most concerned with when his parents first mentioned the different elements. Their hesitation when mentioning the void element earlier had caused him to be worried. Unfortunately, no amount of expectation was able to alleviate his fears of rejection by the people he cared for most.

Luckily, this was not the case, and Ezekiel now knew that he could rely on his parent’s support for as long as he did nothing to betray their faith in him. The fact that the world itself would be against him due to discrimination for reasons he didn’t know was annoying, but besides being seen as useless, there wasn’t much reason he could see for people to dislike him.

Ezekiel’s question was clearly displayed on his face, so Warren decided to elaborate while Evelyn just stayed quiet, content to run her fingers through Ezekiel’s hair and hold her son close to her.

“It’s not just that void mages are considered useless by most people. Due to certain... issues that occurred in the past era’s, most void mages are looked at in a negative light. Admittedly, those events back then only occurred due to the wretched discriminations of the overprivileged monsters who ruled during the Age of Hubris.” Warren said as he tried to explain the reason why void mages were looked down on.

“Ultimately, it was discovered that void mages could use magic. But not the elemental magic that humans use. For Void mages, the only known way to grant them usable magic is for them to turn into a Cruorian, a monster with a twisted and warped existence that only seeks to destroy every human, every bit of life, that is not as warped and twisted as they are. Not to say that others can’t become Cruorians either, but only Void mages can become their Broodlords.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. Just the thought that the only way to use magic for a void mage was to become a monster horrified him. He might want magic more than most things in this life but becoming a monster in the process was not the way he wanted to get it.

“Dear...” Evelyn spoke up in a worried voice. This was neither the time nor place to speak of such things. Warren could recognize the tone of his wife’s voice and didn’t disagree.

“Well... that’s a matter for another time, for now, all you need to know is that we will always love you, and you will never be a disappointment in our eyes. Regardless of what anyone else says.” Warren told his son, pulling him into another hug as he did.

The Luminance family stayed like that for a while as the ceremony going on behind them finally started to wrap up. The Alkena family came over to them after the ceremony had ended. The rest of the folks in the room have decided to clear out. Looks of derision crossing over the faces of several families as they left. Scholar Marid packed up before leaving through the door he came through originally, giving the family a look of pity as he exited with the pedestal and prismatic orb.

“Are you okay?” Sherra said in a surprisingly subdued voice that seemed very out of character for her regular personality.

“Yes, I think we’re fine, Sherra, thank you.” Evelyn replied as she stood up from where she was crouched down to hold Ezekiel.

“However, I do think that we’ll need to figure some things out before we try to set any meetings in the future. Hopefully we’ll be able to get together again sooner, rather than later, but I don’t know how likely that will be.”

Sherra and Allon just nodded their heads while their children weren’t paying attention; or in Aldor’s case, was purposely ignoring Ezekiel’s presence while also trying to subtly glare at Ezekiel as best he could without getting noticed. He wasn’t discreet enough, however, as both Warren and Evelyn noticed and gave him a disapproving glance. Ezekiel noticed as well but didn’t move to indicate he had.

“Perhaps it’d be best if you taught your children the unbiased history of the void mages before we try to set a meeting up? I wouldn’t want any inappropriate behavior to come about due to misunderstandings.” Warren said as he stared directly at the now nervously fidgeting Allon.

Turning towards their son, Sherra and Allon are surprised at their son’s reaction to Ezekiel’s element. They had never disparaged Void mages in their home before, and they had always taught their children to respect the Ancients of every aspect.

“Indeed. It seems as though we will need to take a firm hand in our children’s education regarding the Ancient’s and their gift of magic. Specifically, the revered position of the Ancient Void, and the incorrect and improper perception of Void mages by society.” Allon stated as he looked down on his son.

“... it’s not incorrect...” Aldor muttered under his breath, hoping his parents wouldn’t hear him. He refused to believe that a Void mage could amount to anything. All his friends from the noble families and high-end businesses that his parents mingled with agreed; Void mages were worthless, worse yet, they were the leaders of the Cruor.

“OUCH!” the moment he closed his mouth, Aldor cried out in pain as his mother pinched and twisted his ear, “Mother! Ow. Let go, mother, please!”

“How dare you! I don’t care what you’ve heard from your upper classmen. I’ll not have my son disgracing himself by showing prejudice and discrimination against someone just because of their element.” Sherra said as she pulled her son’s ear. “Now apologize for your insult, before I twist your other ear.”

Aldor started to cry as his ear began to feel as though it would tear off. Aldlon just looked on in disappointment, while Shari looked extremely confused, and a little worried at seeing her brother breaking into tears.

“Why!? Why must I apologize for saying what’s true? Void mages have never broken past Tier 1, and that only with the help of mana stones, and those that do, can’t even use any spells. Only being able to release mana into the atmosphere and activate Runic Arrays.” Aldor’s voice began to rise as he cried out in pained malcontent. “The Church of Light says that even if the Ancient Void was once revered, those with its element cannot contribute to society. They aren’t even accepted by Spirits! So why should I apologize? If the Paladins of Light can say such things, then why aren’t I right?”

“Enough!” the room stilled as the few occupants within turned towards the source of the order that echoed throughout the room. That source being Ezekiel, still being held between his parent’s arms.

Ezekiel himself was surprised at how commanding he had sounded. In his past life he had always been relatively withdrawn in public, and in this life, he had only really interacted with his parents and the few workers at his family’s shop. However, after seeing his father’s change in character, Ezekiel had subconsciously tried to imitate the natural presence that his father had shown, brief as it was, to command the respect of those around him.

The scene was mostly comical. A small child, held between both of his parents, was trying to stand straight and tall like a king standing proud before his people. Yet there was nothing comical about the look in Ezekiel’s eyes. There was a sharpness in them, and the coldness of someone who had seen death and stared it down.

So surprised they were, that Sherra let her son’s ear go. Of course, the lack of pain jolted him out of his stupor, and he immediately moved to the other side of the room, trying to avoid getting his ear yanked again.

Ezekiel had hoped that his request would garneer a bit of thanks in the young man, but Aldor just glared at Ezekiel with a newly burning hatred at having suffered for being, in Aldor’s eyes, feeling correct in his opinions on Void mages. Unfortunate, but it seems like Ezekiel would be doomed to suffer from people like Allen no matter what world he lived in. Ironic given the similarities in their names.

Ezekiel couldn’t be bothered with the grudges of a child, however, so he turned to Sherra and Aldor and focused his attention on them.

“I get it. There’s a lot of stupid people in the world. There are only two things I can do, accept it, deny it, or defy it. I refuse to be worthless, and I refuse to be a monster. So, I guess I’ll just have to prove the world wrong about Void mages, and find out how to train my magic on my own.” Ezekiel said to both the Alkena’s and his parents. “So, it’s fine if your son hates me. I don’t really care, because I’m going to prove him wrong.”

The scene occurring within the awakening chamber of the Cathedral was almost laughable to an outsider. A young boy being held by his parents was talking down to a couple, who had their youngest child hiding behind their legs, and their eldest having retreated to the far side of the room and reassuring them of his eventual upheaval of society.

Yet no one said anything. There was a conviction in Ezekiel’s voice, his gaze, his posture, that made it difficult to believe that he would be able to do as he said he would.

“Well...” Allon paused to clear his throat, “I can certainly tell that this boy is definitely your two’s son. I look forward to seeing how you progress in the future, young man.” He said as he regained his composure.

“Sherra, Shari, I think that we should go now.” Allon turned towards his son, narrowing his eyes as he did. Aldor flinched a little before straightening up in defiance, which only made his father glare harder. He was going to have to have a talk with his son regarding just what he had been learning from the Church of Light. As far as he was aware, there shouldn’t have been any times where those fanatical zealots could’ve made contact with his family.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Sherra’s voice was much quieter than it was before. Shaken by the strange turn of events. “Come along Shari, it’s time to get you home. Warren, I’ll see you at work, Evelyn, always a pleasure. And Ezekiel...”

She paused, briefly, trying to find the right words to say.

“Don’t let the world knock you down.” She said halfheartedly, knowing that the world would do exactly that.

“If it does, I’ll just get up again.” Ezekiel replied, as if there was no other possible answer.

That got a smile out of Sherra as she turned to pick up her daughter. Shari looked just as confused as ever. The picture-perfect image of a five-year-old who didn’t know what to do. She just stared at Ezekiel for a few seconds, not saying anything, just as she had the whole day so far.

The Luminance family was quiet as the room finally cleared out.

“Son...” Warren trailed off. While he was proud of how Ezekiel had handled himself, he knew full well how difficult, how seemingly impossible, the task Ezekiel had declared himself to undertake would be. He didn’t know whether or not to be worried for his son’s future, after witnessing such a scene.

Evelyn, however, was far less conflicted.

“Ezekiel, I’m so proud of you.” She said after the room had been cleared. “You stood up for yourself without resorting to violence, and I’m sure that, one day, you’ll get the magic you’ve always wanted.”

Ezekiel looked up at his mother in surprise. “You really think I can do it?”

His parents just smiled and laughed, happy that, in their eyes, their son was still a child.

“Of course, we do.” Warren replied before Evelyn could. “You’re our son, so we’ll always believe in you.”

They fell into another family hug before Warren raised Ezekiel up and placed him on his shoulders. Carrying him towards the door as he wrapped one arm around his wife and used the other to hold onto Ezekiel’s leg to keep him steady.

“Now, it seems like we need to hurry. There’s lots of stuff to buy if you want to get ready for school tomorrow.”

Unfortunately, the joyful mood was gracelessly interrupted by Scholar Marid reentering the room, alongside two Church guards.

“Excuse me, mister Luminance, but I’m going to have to ask you and your family to accompany me to another room. There is an... issue... that’s come up regarding your son’s registry for his schooling.”
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                “WHAT!?”

Warren, Evelyn, and Ezekiel were currently within a room located in one of the side buildings connected to the Cathedral. Warren was standing up in outrage, having slammed his hands onto Marid’s desk. Evelyn and Ezekiel were both seated beside him in large cushy chairs. Ezekiel looked disappointed as he gazed at the floor from where he sat on his mother’s lap, while Evelyn just looked appalled at what they had just been told.

“I’m sorry mister Luminance, but Lord Forret’s new regulation regarding the education within the city of Harkem is clear. No Void Mages will receive magic training, nor regular teachings, for free as the other children in the city do. It is unfortunate, but as the brother of Duke Tusker, and the head of the Churches Scholars, his word is law when it comes to how we run our facilities.” Marid explained from his position behind the desk. A small bead of sweat dripped down his brow, as both Warren and Theo had looks of fury spread across their faces.

Marid knew full well that Warren was an experienced Hunter, and while he was registered as a Tier two member of the city watch, the pressure that he was releasing in his rage showed that Warren was obviously not what he seemed. The fact that Marid was being affected by it meant that Warren must have been a Tier three as well.

That isn’t to say that Marid couldn’t match Warren’s power, being a Tier three himself, but the presence of a Spirit who could match Warren’s power and abilities meant that any balance between the two of them, should it come to blows, would indubitably lean in Warran’s favor. The fact that Marid’s two guards were merely Tier two, and were meant more to be witnesses, meant that his backup wasn’t much help either.

“This is nonsense! There is no legitimate reason for my son to be excluded from his chance to have and education! Even if he can’t learn any magic in the future, that doesn’t mean he should be prevented from having any future at all!” Warren’s voice was filled with a roaring fury as he berated the scholar in front of him.

Marid was doing his best not to try and hide in his chair from the angry lion in human form that was bearing down on him. Looking to the sides of the room where his supposed guards were standing, he was disappointed to see that both were shivering in their boots at the menacing aura that was emanating from the center of the room. Neither one of them could bring themselves to move.

He had to hold back a gasp, however, as he noticed that it wasn’t that his guards were too scared to move, but that they physically weren’t able to. His eyes turned towards Ezekiel and Evelyn, where he noticed that Ezekiel’s eyes were focusing on something on the ground, rather than simply looking aimlessly.

Shifting his attention once more, he saw that there were dozens of writhing tendrils reaching out from Evelyn’s shadow. Each one was connected to the shadow of one of the guards, binding their own shadows in a vice grip that they could not escape.

Marid was truly scared now. It was one thing to attempt to fight off a single enraged Hunter Mage, but to fight two of them at the same time was unthinkable. He was a scholar, not a hunter. He studied the origins of magic and attempted to emulate the Ancients through knowledge. Professional Hunters, True Hunters, like the couple in front of him would chew him up and spit him out with no trouble at all.

Fearfully glancing between the enraged husband and his despondent wife, who now looked more like she was looking at dirt, rather than people, Marid realized that there was no way he could get out of this without giving the family something worthwhile. Be it a few lumps of flesh, or a few concessions that would be applicable to the family for the foreseeable future.

“However, there is no rule stating that he is prevented from using the public facilities, nor preventing him from being tested for any diplomas or proof of graduation in the coming years.” Marid began to speak faster as he panicked more and more.

“For a small fee, we would even be able to provide him with the regular meditation techniques provided for the various elemental mage training. So long as you are willing to pay a fee, equal to the cost of the payment for the teacher and the supplies your son will be using, he will even be able to enter into the regular classes with the rest of the students.”

“And how much would those fees happen to be? I know for a fact that the entire salary of the scholars and masters employed by the church for public education comes from the taxes paid by the people. So exactly how much would we have to pay to get our son into the same classes that everyone else gets for free?” Evelyn said as she spoke up before her husband could start yelling once again.

“Well... you see...” Marid looked scared as he realized that his promises might have dug him a deeper hole. “The fee that your son would have to pay would be... a total of... one thousand gold... per year he attends.”

“WHAT!?” Warren once again screamed in outrage as Marid muttered out the ridiculous price. “City guard captains only make five hundred gold a year, and my wife only makes half that with her shop. Sometimes more or less depending on what gets commissioned. We can’t pay those kinds of fees.”

At this point even Evelyn was narrowing her eyes at Marid. It was one thing to know that the majority of people would discriminate against her son due to an unfortunate elemental affinity. But to know that the one institution that was known for its reputation of equality, amongst all mages, was also preventing her son from having even the most basic of education was enough to make even the mild and gentle mother show her dark side.

“I am sorry, mister Luminance, but it is out of my hands. I do not have control over who is permitted in the church’s school and who is not. The only thing I can promise you is that your son will still be able to get access to the church’s library. He will still need to pay the fees to borrow books, but at least he will still be able to enter and read for free. The meditation techniques are also available to your son. The price for those is much cheaper, merely five gold each for the most basic techniques.” Marid continued to spout off information regarding what they could do since their son couldn’t attend the school.

Hearing Marid’s pleading voice as he tried to explain that it wasn’t his fault just frustrated Warren even more. It wasn’t Marid that he was mad at, however, but he was the only one who was available for Warren to vent his anger towards.

“Father...”

Warren immediately relaxed upon hearing his son’s voice. He stood up from his hunched over position where he was looming over Marid from across the desk. He glared at Marid one more time before turning towards Ezekiel.

“It’s not mister Marid’s fault, right?” Ezekiel said with a look of confusion. It was difficult for him to pretend to be so childish, but he knew that maturity wasn’t what was needed right now. So, putting a look of worry onto his face, Ezekiel tried his best to diffuse the situation from his position in his mother’s lap.

“It’s the other mean guy, the Ferret, right?”

Ezekiel’s purposeful mispronunciation caused his parents to both snort in amusement.

“Indeed, it is the Ferret’s fault. I’m sorry if I scared you. I just got... upset, at how these people are trying to treat you.” Warren chuckled a little as he spoke to reassure his son that he knew Marid wasn’t at fault. “Although, if this is how you’re being treated even before going to school, then perhaps it’s better that you don’t go.”

Warren’s last statement was met with surprised looks from both Ezekiel and Evelyn.

“But, dear, doesn’t Ezekiel need to go to school? How else is he going to get an education otherwise?” Evelyn asked. “Neither of us has the time to teach him ourselves, and it’s unlikely we’d be able to find someone who would be willing to teach him. Even if it would certainly be cheaper than hiring a scholar, it would still be too expensive in the long run.”

Warren doesn’t say anything at first. He just thinks for a moment before smiling. He looks at Marid with a grin, but all that does is make him more wary of what Warren is going to say.

“Mister Marid. If you could please tell me what exactly most children learn for the first few years at the church, I would much appreciate it.” Warren said to the nervously sweating scholar. “For instance, what do they read, and write? What kind of assignments do you have them do? When do they start learning about history and professions?”

A surprised look crossed Marid’s face as the sudden inquiry from Warren made him think for a moment.

“Well, the first thing we start with is educating our students in how to read and write, so we start with getting the children to memorize the alphabet, as well as the various runic symbols passed down by the Ancients. We also have them memorize the ten basic numbers, and their individual values, before getting them started on simple addition and subtraction.” Marid explained to the family.

“Any assignments we give them are given a week to be completed, as they often must spend time at home learning whatever trades their family specializes in. Besides that, we also have them start learning the most basic of etiquette necessary for interacting with superiors and mages from a variety of fields. It is the hope that with these lessons the children will be able to further their own studies in magic at an Academy later on in life.”

As Marid continued to speak, Warren's smile just grew bigger and bigger. On the other hand, a look of contemplation and realization appeared on Evelyn’s. Most of these lessons were things that Ezekiel had already learned.

He had been able to read for almost a year now, though he still let his parents read to him at night sometimes, and he also knew his numbers and how to count and do simple math. He also had a rough idea of proper mage etiquette from when he insisted on following his mother around their shop during the day. His parents' professions were also something that he could either learn when he was at home with his mother or would not be able to learn until later on.

“Other than that, the scholars of the church also provide aid for those of lower-class families in regards to meditation as they attempt to cultivate their magic.” Marid finished with a sigh.

Thus, other than the lack of magic lessons, and hands on advice from a teacher for meditation, which he wouldn’t be able to get as a Void mage anyway, there was almost nothing that Ezekiel couldn’t learn on his own, so long as he still had access to the library, which Marid had said he would, as any person in the city did.

He could even gain access to the basic elemental meditation techniques, for a price, but it was something that he could at least use as a basis from which he could start his development. This meant that it would be fine even if Ezekiel couldn’t go to school, since he’d be able to teach himself. As long as they could find someone to accompany him on trips to the library.

As for advice regarding his meditations, that would be something that Ezekiel’s parents could help with whenever they had time to answer his questions. They were both Tier three mages, so they had more than enough experience, regarding these matters, to aid him in different ways.

“In that case, there’s nothing to worry about.” Warren said to Marid. “However, I will have to ask that you provide us with the basic meditation techniques for all but the Radiant and Obscure elements. Right here, right now.”

Marid could only nod in agreement as he stared at Warren’s grinning face. He couldn’t help but feel as though he was staring down a ferocious lion with its fangs bared as it looked down upon its prey. The fact that there was a literal lion, small as it was, sitting on Warren’s shoulder and licking its lips didn’t help to dispel any of Marid’s fears.

“O-o-of c-course, mister Luminance. I have several copies of the basic meditation techniques right here.” MArid waved his hand and a previously unnoticed ring on his finger glowed briefly as nine scrolls appeared on the table in front of him.

“Um, also, I realize that you and your wife likely have your own techniques for the Radiant and Obscure elements, but I insist you take these ones as well, as they are part of the set that the Church uses for all its members. No charge or course. Consider this to be my personal apology for the inconvenience that our people have caused for you and your family.”

Marid’s attempts to ward off any further anger from being directed at him were quite obvious, but Warren and Evelyn were not so cruel as to further his suffering. Marid was just the messenger afterall. Thus, with the official Church meditation techniques in hand, and a hefty sum of thirty-five gold less in their purses, the Luminance family left the Church with little more fanfare than what they had walked in with. Something that all three of them were grateful for.

As they reached their home, Ezekiel immediately requested the scrolls from his father. As he took his bag off his shoulder, Warren gave his son the scrolls, laughing as he did when Ezekiel tried to carry all the scrolls at once up to his room. All while almost dropping them in the process. Before he could get too far, however, his mother called out to him.

“Ezekiel,” she said, “don’t forget to be careful when you make your first attempts. In general, it is impossible for a person to use a meditation technique that doesn’t make use of one’s elemental affinity, but there are always exceptions. If you start to feel uncomfortable, or start to feel any sort of itching sensation, stop immediately and call for us. We’ll check you over to make sure you’re okay, alright.”

“Alright, mother, I’ll be careful. I promise to stop as soon as something seems strange. I’ll also follow the instructions exactly.” Ezekiel said before rushing up the stairs.

Warren and Evelyn just smiled at their son. The day had started out grand, before turning into a disappointing difficulty, but it seemed like their son was strong enough to keep moving forwards. Something that they couldn’t be prouder of as parents.

Gesturing to the stairs, the two parents instructed their Spirits to follow their son. Just to make sure he didn’t do anything wrong with his studies.

“Now.” Warren said as he turned to his wife with a serious look crossing over his face. He held up his hands as they began to glow with a brilliant golden light. Thoughts of Evelyn’s moment of nausea earlier in the day were passing through his mind. Evelyn herself got a nervous look on her face.

“Let’s give you a proper check-up.”

            

    
        CH 9: First Attempt

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel ignored the playful shriek from behind him as he rushed to his room, not noticing as Theo and Reya climbed onto a table out of sight in order to watch him. The grin on his face was big and silly, and he could barely contain his excitement. He was well aware of the fact that he wasn’t likely to gain anything from his attempts with the techniques in the scrolls, but the fact that they were real magic scrolls meant that it was already something that he would never have been able to witness in his previous life.

Laying out all the scrolls in front of him, Ezekiel read them all as fast as he could, but as he went through one scroll after the other, his excitement began to fade as his wonder regarding learning magic was replaced by disbelief and disappointment.

“Shit.” He said to himself as he facepalmed after reading the fourth scroll for the second time. Going back and re-reading the first three scrolls, he realized that he had not been reading things wrong.

Laying down the scrolls side-by-side, Ezekiel immediately saw the similarities between the nine scrolls that lay before him. Other than a difference in words describing the elements they were meant to train, as well as certain specifics relating to that particular element, each of the scrolls said basically the same thing. Although the imagery described went into extreme detail for each element.

They each explained how one must picture the element they are attuned to within their mind. After doing so enough times and creating a clearer and clearer image within one’s mind, that person will enter into a trance where they will be able to see a perfect representation of their element, surrounded by tiny colored orbs that represent the ambient motes of elemental mana surrounding the practitioner.

The person meditating must then have the motes belonging to their elemental affinity enter into themselves whilst in this trance. This is easier when surrounded by one’s element, as the elemental mana that they need will be much more abundant.

This made things much more difficult for those with a lightning or death affinity, since such environments were often harmful or exceedingly unpleasant. Let alone someone with a void affinity, as no one in all the world knew how to surround oneself with a void.

Beyond that basic introduction, the training scrolls went on to describe the dangers of cultivating mana. Like how cultivating the mana of a different element than one affinity can cause a conflict between the natural mana within a person, and the motes they are trying to absorb. Such a conflict will cause physical injury, and sometimes death, for those who try to do this. For this reason, a person must be especially careful not to accidently absorb any motes of a different element when they are trying to absorb motes of the appropriate element.

Luckily, due to the individual meditation techniques for each element, such scenarios were unlikely to occur unless done on purpose by fools who are trying to obtain new powers, or by those who had been sabotaged by others into using the wrong meditation technique. Even then, the absorption process can only begin if a person wills it after entering the appropriate level of trance.

“Are you serious?” Ezekiel muttered to himself as he glanced over the scrolls laid out before him. He was expecting something more along the lines of a guideline as to the intricacies of gathering mana and how to better enter a meditative trance. This was nothing like that and could be summed up as a matter of trying until you succeed.

“It’s no wonder so few people manage to reach the higher realms of magic. If this is how people are instructed, it’s more surprising that there are as many people who can use magic as there already are.” He was not impressed by what he had read. Even some of the meditation exercises back on earth were more in depth than what he had read so far.

Disappointed in what he had discovered, Ezekiel could do nothing but sigh as he got to work. Looking over the various scrolls once again, he tried to figure out any patterns that might be useful for him to begin with. One thing in particular caught his eye. On each of the scrolls detailing the various elements, an opposing element was mentioned for each one. Except for the scroll guideline for lightning.

Figuring that that would be his best bet for a starting point, Ezekiel decided to do a more in-depth study of that particular scroll. Afterall, if every other element had an opposite then lightning should as well, and since the only element left was the void, hopefully it would help.

Of course, how he could figure out the correct method for the void while learning from lightning was going to be difficult. Especially since he was learning from scratch. Alas, there was nothing else to be done but to try it out and see what happens.

Going over the scroll one final time, Ezekiel set the various scrolls to the side, taking care to keep them out of the way in case something strange happened.

Sitting in the middle of his room, Ezekiel closed his eyes as he began to picture the image of lightning described in the scroll. He sat there for several minutes picturing the image in his mind, calming his breathing until it was steady, as instructed. At first, Ezekiel wasn’t expecting much to happen. The scrolls did state that it would take time for the imagery to draw oneself into a trance, after all.

But surprisingly, it was not but a few seconds after his breathing normalized, becoming a steady and constant rhythm, that he found himself feeling as though he was looking at a cloudy sky, rather than the darkness of the back of his eyelids. This sensation nearly shocked him awake due to its rudeness, but he managed to calm himself down enough to remain within that state.

Slowly, calmly, Ezekiel tried to look around with his mind as he focused on looking through the haze that surrounded him. In doing so, he was barely able to make out small lights surrounding himself as he meditated. Each light had a different color and was only the size of a grain of rice. Looking at the various colors, he recognized what each one meant.

Unsurprisingly, the most common lights around were brown, indicating that he was surrounded by earth, or in this case the stonework of his home. The next most common was green, but still significantly less than the brown lights, as the only plant life around was the dead wood used to help support the house. Trying to push himself even further, Ezekiel attempted to see deeper into the haze, barely making out bits and pieces of other color before a sharp pain pierced through his head. Crying out in pain, Ezekiel found himself forced out of his meditation as he fell to the side, holding his head in his hands, and collapsing with a slight ‘thump’.

He found that he could barely move, let alone call for help. He was barely able to register the warm, sandpaper-like, tongue of Theo as his parents rushed up the stairs. He didn’t hear his mother cry out in fear as she saw him lying on the floor or feel his father’s hands glow as he placed his hands on Ezekiel’s head. It was only after several minutes of this that Ezekiel finally started to become aware of his surroundings. Finally, able to feel the soothing properties of his father’s light magic.

Blearily opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw his parents looking down on him as he slowly became aware of the world around him.

“What happened?” he asked after his father pulled his hands away from his head, “The last thing I remember was seeing lots of lights, through a darkish haze, then pain.”

Neither Warren nor Evelyn spoke at first, sharing a look between them before answering. Ezekiel could tell that his parents were worried, but along with that worry was a hint of excitement, as well as terror.

Ezekiel didn’t know it, but the fact that he was able to enter into a trance on his first try was unprecedented, let alone the fact that he could actually see the mana in his surroundings. Even his own parents took several weeks to enter a trance. As such, they could not be prouder of their son, but with what just happened, they were also extremely concerned.

“You just suffered your first bit of mana deprivation.” Warren said. “It occurs when a person uses up all of their mana and overtaxes their mind when trying to cast spells, they don’t have energy for. In your case, the fact that you were able to enter into a trance on your first go, rather than after your mind had developed a tolerance through practice, meant you ended up suffering from a similar effect.”

“Oh...” Ezekiel didn’t know what to say. There was no warning that something like this could happen, only that one should never absorb the wrong mana, and could only process mana after absorbing the right element for their technique. “Will it hurt like that again?”

“No, no, but from now on, if you ever enter into a trance again, count to ten and wake up. Your mind can’t handle any longer than that for right now. Okay?” Warren explained.

“Okay.”

“Good, now-”

“Okay!? Good!? How can you just leave it like that after our son just experienced one of the most dangerous conditions known to mages?” Evelyn’s outburst caused Ezekiel to flinch as she began reaming out her husband.

“Shhhh! Quiet down, you don’t want our son to suffer any more than he already has, do you?”

Evelyn let out a small squeak as quickly covered her mouth in embarrassment before diving forwards to give Ezekiel a hug.

“Oh, Ancients, I’m sorry honey, I didn’t mean to shout.” Evelyn began cooing over her son as she gently ran her hands through his hair.

Smiling at the scene before him, Warren let out a small laugh, before bringing his hands up in defense as Evelyn glared at him. Off to the side, Theo and Reya were laughing silently at their partner’s situation.

“Now, now dear, no need to get upset. The reason I gave him a time limit, rather than forbid him entirely, was because I will not take this opportunity away from him.” Warren was calm as he explained his reasoning to his family. “As it is, now that he’s tried out his meditation on his own, he will certainly try again in the future. Not only that, but he succeeded on his first try. The number of people who have done that, in all of known history, is only a few dozen. Not only that, but each one of those people went on to reach tier five and created their own meditation techniques.”

The pride in Warren’s voice was evident as he knelt down next to Evelyn and Ezekiel.

“The way I see it, even though I was more scared than I’ve ever been, this is simply more proof that our son is on his way to do amazing things in the future. Things no void mage has ever even dreamed of doing before. If we take this chance away from him, then we will be doing not just our son, but the world, and the Ancients, the greatest disservice imaginable.”

Warren’s words, whilst quiet, had a profound impact on both Evelyn and Ezekiel. Evelyn, because she was now calmed down, and could see the same signs as Warren did, regarding her son’s potential. Ezekiel, because he couldn’t remember the last time anyone had had this much faith in him before.

It was at that moment Ezekiel decided that he no longer cared about the figure that sent him to this world. From now, these people here with him now, his new parents, were all the inspiration he needed to become the most powerful mage he could be.

Just as that thought crossed his mind, a wave of exhaustion passed through him as he fell limp in his mother’s arms. His eyelids growing heavier as sleep began to pull him into its ever-welcoming embrace.

Seeing how tired Ezekiel was, Warren bent down and picked him up, pulling him from Evelyn’s arms.

“Alright, son, let’s get you to sleep. You’ve already done so much today. We’ll put off changing the world of magic until tomorrow.” Warren said quietly as he brought his son over to his bed.

“Mmmph” Ezekiel found himself so tired that he couldn’t even respond properly.

“Hehe, I’m glad you agree.”

Warren laid down Ezekiel and tucked him into bed before giving him a kiss on the forehead. Evelyn pushed him aside right after to do the same thing. They both smiled down on Ezekiel as he drifted off to sleep. Walking out of their son’s small room, they both turned towards their Spirit’s.

‘Theo, watch over him. There shouldn’t be any problems left, but if you see anything wrong, you contact me immediately.’ Warren silently ordered his Spirit through their bond.

‘Of course, Warren, I shall watch over your boy as if he were my own cub.’ Theo replied from within his mind. He then climbed up onto the headboard above Ezekiel, lounging lazily as he gazed down at the small figure lying beneath him.

‘Reya, please stay here. Don’t let anything happen to him, okay.’ Evelyn also requested of her Spirit.

‘Yes mistress, I shall give my life for his should the need arise.’ Came reya’s silent reply. She too jumped up onto the bed, but unlike Theo, she crawled up underneath the blanket, curling up in Ezekiel’s arms as he unconsciously held her close to him like a teddy bear.

Evelyn twitched slightly at her Spirit’s over the top dedication to such a relatively simple task. She loved her Spirit, really, she did, but there were times where she wished Reya was a little bit more laid back like Theo.

After leaving the small bedroom, both parents let out a sigh as they leaned against one another.

“Life is getting interesting again, isn’t it?” Evelyn muttered.

“Indeed, but this development isn’t the biggest change we’ll be facing.”

“Mm, the big one will be in nine more months.” Evelyn rested her hands on her stomach carefully. Warren came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her to do the same. “I wonder how our son will react, now that he’s going to be a big brother.”
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                When Ezekiel woke up the next morning, he was greatly surprised as he looked back on the events that had occurred the previous day. He had not only gained some answers regarding his quest for the magic he had seen used so often around the city but had also discovered that he had a knack for sensing mana.

Of course, this was utterly pointless at the moment as the only mana he would be able to absorb and refine safely was void mana, which did not have an ambient form in the world.

At least, not as far as humanity was aware.

Regardless, as he crawled out of bed, carefully placing Reya down on the ground, and Theo no longer draped over his headboard, Ezekiel went about getting ready for his day before rushing out to the small dining area where he smelled breakfast being cooked.

Pulling out his chair and climbing up to sit down, he noticed that his father was absent as his mother continued making breakfast.

“Where’s father?” he asked.

“Your father was called out by his commanding officer earlier this morning, so he will not be joining us for breakfast today.”

“Are things okay?”

“They should be, yes. But even if they aren't, your father won’t be in too much trouble.”

As she said this, Evelyn removed the pan she was using from the fireplace, placing their breakfast meal on two plates for them to eat.

Remembering that he hadn’t had dinner last night, Ezekiel realized just how ravenous he was feeling at that moment. Grabbing his utensils, he quickly dug into the simple breakfast his mother had cooked for him; though he didn’t forget to set aside some meat for Reya to snack on.

Watching her son eating away at the food in front of him, Evelyn couldn't help but give a silent sigh of relief as she saw that he didn’t seem to be suffering any side effects from his ordeal the previous night. From where she was eating her own food, Reya turned to give her partner a look to reassure her of the fact that Ezekiel was alright, and that nothing had happened whilst he had slept.

Finishing his meal, Ezekiel quickly went back to his room to continue his meditation, but he didn’t even make it halfway to the door before his mother called for him to stop.

“Hey now, where do you think you’re going?” she called out as she rushed over to him, “you weren't thinking of going back to meditating again, were you?”

“Maybe...” Ezekiel whispered as he looked towards the ground, not wanting to see his mother’s look of disappointment towards his actions, “Now that I know what not to do, I thought I’d be able to try it again without causing any problems for anyone.”

Evelyn's face held a look of frustration as she looked down at her son. Whilst she was delighted at his work ethic, she was extremely annoyed at the fact that Ezekiel didn’t seem to have much care for his own wellbeing. In fact, whilst neither she nor Warren would ever say it aloud, they were both secretly hoping that the shock from the previous night would’ve discouraged Ezekiel from continuing to try and cultivate any mana.

As proud as they were at what he could do, the worry brought forth by years of dangerous attempts to channel void magic had taught them to be doubtful towards the possibility of a Void Mage ever coming into being.

“Ezekiel... you haven’t caused problems for anyone. No one could’ve expected that you would be able to sense mana on your first attempt. Let alone remain in that state to the point of exhausting yourself mentally.” Evelyn said as she held her son’s face in her hands, turning him to look up at her. “But that doesn’t mean that you can go right back into rushing these things. If one day you become a Void mage, then that day will only come about if you take care of yourself, first and foremost. Understood”

Ezekiel’s face turned slightly red at how his mother was handling his face. “I understand mother. Does that mean that I shouldn’t try again today, just in case?”

“It means that you should not try to sense mana again. Meditation should be fine, but you will immediately stop if you begin to sense mana again. Alright.” Though it was worded as a question, Ezekiel understood that his mother’s words were nothing less than a solid statement, and that he would not be permitted to exhaust his mentality as he had the previous day by sensing mana once again.

“As it is, I would, in fact, prefer that you do not try meditating again today. I am hoping that you will go out and play with some Children your own age for once, especially since you won’t be spending any days with them in a classroom.” Evelyn said as she let Ezekiel go.

“Go out and play? But isn’t school starting now that all the testing has been finished?” Ezekiel asked.

“Of course not. Now that all the children your age have been tested, the schools need to organize things to properly divide the classes. This will take at least another week or so, so you’ve got at least another week before you need to worry about anything like that.” Evelyn told Ezekiel as she went to clean up the table.

“But who would I even go play with? It’s not like I really know anyone.” Ezekiel said went to help his mother.

Evelyn smiled at him as he gave her a hand. “You can play with Shari and Aldor, you met them yesterday during the awakening ceremony. Your father and I have been great friends with them since we first arrived in this city. I’m certain that the three of you will be great friends with one another.”

Ezekiel thought back to the time just after his awakening. He clearly remembered the look of confusion on Shari’s face as their parents looked at him with disappointment and pity. But he also remembered the conflicting look of disgust on Aldor’s face that he did his best to hide from his parents.

From this, Ezekiel was apprehensive about becoming friends with someone who so clearly, at least to him, did not want to even acknowledge his existence, let alone befriend him. It was obvious that Aldor was already developing into a bully. The kind that was good at hiding who he really was from others as well, if the fact that his parents didn’t know about his developing distaste for Void mages was any indication.

That said, whilst he wasn’t looking forward to attempting to befriend any children, especially since he himself was not really a child, at least not mentally, he would go out to play if that was what his mother requested of him. To do anything else would be rude to his mother, and he refused to treat the parents who treated him so well in this life with anything but respect.

“I don’t know if we’ll be friends for certain,” he said after he finished thinking, “but if you want me to try and be friends with them, then I will at least do my best to.”

Evelyn’s face broke out into a gleaming smile at Ezekiel’s words. She was worried that he wouldn’t want to try making friends with anyone. Especially after learning that he was a Void mage, and what that meant for him with regard to how others would view him. As such she was very happy that he had agreed to at least try to make friends. Especially with the children of her own dear friends.

With that in mind, after cleaning up the kitchen, the two of them headed out into the city. Making their way to the outskirts of the Inner-City market entrance, Ezekiel couldn’t help but let his eyes wander as he found himself enjoying the sights of yet another new place.

As they walked, Evelyn couldn’t help but chuckle softly as Ezekiel’s attention was grabbed by one thing after another.

Hearing his mother’s quiet laughter, Ezekiel couldn’t help but blush slightly as he realized how he was behaving. Regardless of the fact that he was a child now, the memories of his previous adult life caused him to be embarrassed at how he was acting. He immediately stopped looking around in a wide-eyed wonder, but kept his glances more discreet, his eyes now darting around rapidly as he tried to take in every sight he could without being as obvious as before.

This merely made his mother laugh again at the hilarity of her son trying so hard to, in her eyes, act like a grown up. Not realizing that his failure to do so was far more embarrassing than she could possibly understand.

Fortunately for Ezekiel, it didn’t take long for them to reach their destination. Sitting right on the side of the main road leading into the Inner City, only a few hundred feet away from the inner gates, sat the Alkena Auction House. Home and business of the Alkena family.

A far grander place of residence than the Luminance family’s home, the Alkena Auction House was a massive structure, more closely resembling a convention center from Earth than a mere storefront. There were even armed guards surrounding the building, with the “Alkena Auctions'' emblem of the Alkena family emblazoned on their chests.

Secretly, Ezekiel found it quite hilarious that the emblems had a stylized “AA” on the front, reminding him of a certain organization from Earth. But since no one in this world had issues with alcohol due to cultural differences, and magical health care for those who can afford it, no such organizations existed, nor were needed.

Marching up to the front entrance of the building, the mother and son duo were stopped by two guards with spears. Glancing at the small black panther on Evelyn’s shoulders, the two guards gulped nervously, realizing just what Reya was, and understanding that, if she wanted to, Evelyn could enter the building however she wished, and there would be little they could do to stop her beyond calling in the rest of their forces, and hope to stall her until the city guards could provide some aid.

Luckily for them, they were able to relax when she brought out a black metal card with golden engravings, indicating that she was a VIP, and friend to the Alkena family. As the two guards welcomed them into the building, they couldn’t help but wonder just who these two folks with commoner appearances were.

Third Tier Hunters were considered to be the highest rank that most people could reach after all. To dress so commonly when visiting a business located just outside the Inner City was quite strange, as most at that level held positions of authority, or had connections to some of the larger noble families.

If these guards had seen Warren accompany them, they would have been a little less shocked, seeing a member of the city guards, a captain no less, as it would make sense with his position and authority within the city. As it was, the news that a commoner, True Hunter, was visiting the auction house, and had a VIP card at that, would be well known to the employees before the end of the day.

Ignoring the looks they receive from the other patrons of the store, Evelyn and Ezekiel make their way to a staircase in the back with VIP banners on either side. Flaring her mana, and flashing her card, gets Evelyn and Ezekiel through without issue, and it isn’t long before the two reach the top of the building where they are welcomed into what is clearly a private residence.

Walking through the entrance, a boisterous voice calls out to them.

“Evelyn! My dear, my dear. It’s so good to see you!” Allon’s voice is slightly raised as he welcomes Evelyn and Ezekiel into his home, giving Evelyn a kiss on her knuckles, and bending down to pat Ezekiel on the shoulders. “You as well, little Ezekiel. I am happy to see that your... unexpected... Awakening has done nothing to diminish your spirits.”

Hearing Allon’s words, Ezekiel stares into his eyes, looking for any hint of deceit or mocking he can find. Surprisingly, there is none at all, and Allon’s words are true. He really is happy to see Ezekiel in good spirits.

“Ezekiel.” Evelyn’s harsh whisper snaps him out of his scrutinizing gaze. He blushes in embarrassment when he realizes that he is being incredibly rude.

“Greetings, mister Alkena, it is a pleasure to see you again. I thank you for your kind words and apologize for my lack of decorum just now.” Ezekiel says with his head lowered in apology.

There is silence for a moment, before Allon reaches forwards and ruffles Ezekiel’s head as he lets out a chuckle at Ezekiel’s behavior.

“It’s good to see you too, child. I am happy to see such good manners in such a fine young man as yourself. Come, let’s go to the playroom. You can spend some time with Shari and Aldor. Some of Aldor’s schoolmates are here, but I’m sure they’ll love to make a new friend.” Allon stands up straight as he leads Evelyn and Ezekiel to a large room filled with toys, and what appears to be a medieval indoor playground, with swings and slides, and what looks like a jungle gym.

Sitting off to the side, Ezekiel recognizes Shari, who is sitting off to the side watching as three older children, Aldor, two other boys, and two girls, all roughly the same age, are practicing their magic as they weave their way through the indoor playground, waving small fires, bits of sand, spurts of water, and gusts of wind being thrown back and forth.

Ezekiel now understands why it was rare for children to play out in the open with each other when they’re young. It would be too easy to get injured by stray magic if they annoyed anyone who had already Awakened.

Noticing the three of them entering the room. The five young teenagers stopped what they were doing and turned to look at Ezekiel, who was partly hidden behind his mother’s legs. None of them looked pleased to see him. Infact, other than Aldor, who was much better at hiding his emotions, all of them looked nearly disgusted or pitying as they saw Ezekiel. Only Shari had a look of confusion as to what was going on.

“It’s official,” Ezekiel thought to himself, “I’ll be making no friends here.”

With a deep breath, Ezekiel stepped forwards with his mother. Ready to face his newest challenge.

Prejudiced adolescents.

            

    
        CH 11: Meeting New People

    
    
    
    
                Needless to say, Ezekiel did not like the situation he found himself in, and regardless of his mental age, his currently childish form meant that his cringing and hiding further behind his mother’s legs was not abnormal. If anything, given the surprisingly intense stares that he was receiving from Aldor and his friends, it would almost be expected that he would recoil as he did.

Unfortunately, there would be no reprieve for him, as his mother gently nudged him forwards as she took a step to the side.

“Don’t be nervous Ezekiel, introduce yourself.” Evelyn said with a slightly strained smile on her face. Clearly, she was just as stressed out at this meeting as her son, but she couldn’t stand to see her only son so scared. It was so strange to her, to see the boy who was always curious, and always moving forward and wanting to know more, suddenly shy away from something for the first time in his life. It nearly broke her heart.

“Ah! Right.” Ezekiel said as he straightened himself up. “My name is Ezekiel Luminance. I hope that we can get along well.”

There was a quiet pause as Ezekiel’s finished speaking. The silence stretched on for a bit. Usually this is where the other kids would introduce themselves, but it was clear that none of them wanted anything to do with Ezekiel.

Glancing at all of them, he could see looks of disgust on two of their faces, a look of anger, barely hidden by disgruntlement, on Aldor’s face, and looks of pity and annoyance on the last two teenager’s faces.

Shari was the only one that didn’t have a negative look on her face, but instead she showed confusion. Clearly, she didn’t know how to react in this situation. Most likely her parents had told her one thing, and her brother had told her another, and she likely didn’t know which set of instructions she should listen to.

A moment of silence passed by as the adults and Ezekiel waited for the children to introduce themselves. A look of displeasure came over Allon’s face as he looked toward his son. Aldor didn’t say anything, and just looked away with an equally displeased look on his face.

Noticing the tension in the room, one of the two older girls spoke up.

“Hello Ezekiel, my name is Peni.” Said the girl who looked at him with pity. She had on a small smile now, as it seemed she was trying to be as welcoming as she could be.

She had a slim build and long green hair. She was also dressed in a light green and white shirt and a dark green skirt. Of the five older children, she was the only one who hadn’t been throwing around any spells when Ezekiel and the adults had first entered the room.

“This is Stephen.” Peni said as she gestured to the boy beside her. “Don’t mind him too much. He’s fairly quiet.”

The one who seemed annoyed at him. He had dark brown hair and was dressed in what looked like a school uniform. He was fairly skinny and looked like he hadn’t gotten any sleep for the past few days. There was also a small gust of gray colored streams encircling his hand. Ezekiel hadn’t seen it before, but he assumed that this boy was a tempest mage. A mage who controlled the wind.

“These two are Alys, and Everet. They’re siblings, which you might be able to tell.” Peni said as she pointed out the other girl across the room, and the boy standing next to Aldor.

Alys was a fairly tall girl, with a somewhat stocky build and blonde hair. Surrounding her body was a perfect circle of sand which she had been using to shape into little figures. Everet was also fairly tall, but still shorter than his sister, with blonde hair and small spheres of water floating around him. These two were clearly cavern and glacial mages.

“And you already know Aldor and Shari.” Peni said before looking back at the boy with fire in his hands. His eyes narrowed at her momentarily, causing Peni’s demeanor to fall slightly. The look of pity she had given Ezekiel was back, but there was also concern. She was likely worried that she had upset Aldor, which she had, but everyone there knew not to say anything. Getting burned was painful after all.

“Thank you for the introduction, Peni, however, in the future you must remember that it is the host and their family that are meant to introduce guests to one another. Aldor!” Allon said with a frustrated tone of voice.

“Yes father.” Aldor said with disinterest. “In the future, should an actual guest arrive, I will be certain to introduce them properly. My apologies, Mrs. Luminance, for not introducing my friends.”

Unspoken was the fact that Aldor did not consider Ezekiel to be a guest. Though it was obvious what Aldor’s words had implied.

Evelyn simply glared at Aldor, before doing something that no one in the room expected.

She flexed her magic as Reya growled from her perch draped across Evelyn's shoulders.

Her shadow extended towards the corners of the room. Everyone in the room found themselves unable to move. The only exception to this was Shari, who didn’t seem to notice anything wrong, and Allon, who was aware of what was happening, but knew better than to interfere. He trusted Evelyn to not go too far. Besides, it wasn't like he, or anyone else in the manor, was strong enough to stop her.

“Thank you for the apology, little boy,” Evelyn said as if talking to an infant, “however, it is not me you need to apologize to.”

She gestured for Ezekiel to step forward. He did so, standing confidently in front of his mother and her familiar. He knew full well that nothing bad would happen to him so long as he was near his mother and Reya.

“Now, little boy,” she called Aldor once again, “I believe you have an apology to make to my son, don’t you.”

Aldor gulped silently as he found his body forced into a standing position. He found himself taking several steps forwards until he was right in front of Ezekiel. With eyes full of hatred that a thirteen-year-old shouldn’t be able to express.

Biting his lip in anger and frustration, Aldor calmly held a closed fist to his chest, and bowed ever so slightly at the waist.

“My apologies, Ezekiel Luminance, for my rude behavior. As the first-born son of the Alkena family, and heir to the Alkena Auction House, I should’ve introduced you to my companions after you had introduced yourself. I thank Madam Evelyn Luminance for her guidance in these manners.” Aldor said impeccable manners and clenched teeth. It was quite clear that he was angry, but his fear at the situation had outweighed any thoughts of further insulting the mother son duo at the moment.

“Hmph.” Evelyn made a noise of complaint, clearly aware of the fact that Aldor was lying through his teeth, and his apology was entirely insincere.

She felt slightly guilty at how heavy handed she was being, but she couldn’t stand how her son was being treated. In front of her eyes no less. She truly couldn’t understand how the son of one of her closest friends had turned into such a pile of flaming garbage.

Ezekiel on the other hand, could only sigh internally. He knew full well that, regardless of his confidence, he wasn’t going to be leaving the Alkena manor unscathed. Especially if he was left alone with these brats. But there was nothing he could do. One of the things he had studied over the years, and learned from his parents upon past promptings, was etiquette between mages.

“I thank you, Aldor Alkena, for your words of apology.” Ezekiel said with a monotone voice. He really didn’t mean a single thing he said, but he understood how frustrating his and his mother’s position was. Especially since there were at least three other children in the room that most certainly had connections to other nobles and aristocrats in the city.

“I hope that you and your friends can put this all behind us, as I don’t think there is any need for knowledge of this breach of etiquette to leave these walls.” Ezekiel mentioned as he looked towards the other children in the room. Each of them looked quite nervous, but not nearly as angry as Aldor.

All of the older children nodded their heads. They knew full well the consequences of acting outside their station, and whilst Aldor’s behavior, reprehensible in a public setting, and even worse when directed towards those of equal class as him, was merely considered rude when directed at Evelyn and Ezekiel, the fact that he pissed off a Tier three Mage was not something that should be made public knowledge.

This was due to the fact that Aldor, coming from a lesser noble family with ties to the aristocracy of the city due to his family’s auction house, was of a higher-class station than Evelyn, who was considered to be of the merchant class. The fact that he himself was a child also meant that his actions were not as great a reflection on his family’s name.

The fact that he was rude to Ezekiel, a child younger than him, and of a lower station than him, wouldn’t be something worth being reprimanded for if it had happened on the street. His polite words to Evelyn were also something that would offset his previous behavior.

However, due to the sheer difference in power, with Tier three mages considered to be high class when it came to magical ability. If it was let out that Aldor had pissed off a Tier three mage, then it wouldn’t matter what their social classes were. The Alkena family would receive quite a number of complaints from the rest of the high-class citizens in the city.

Luckily, the fact that none of the children in this room knew who Evelyn Luminance was meant that she was one of the few Tier three mages that didn’t like to have their names well known to the public. This meant that they would be able to keep things behind closed doors, so long as they themselves kept quiet. As such, it was a simple matter for them to all silently agree to not mention what had happened here to anyone outside the room.

Shari, of course, just continued to look around in confusion. Although she had run up to her father after seeing Aldor stand up at Evelyn’s command.

‘Poor kid,’ Ezekiel thought to himself, ‘She doesn’t deserve to grow up with a worthless piece of trash like this.’

Evelyn, seeing that things weren’t going to get much better, but that things had been formally resolved, looked at her son in admiration. She couldn’t help but feel proud at how her son was behaving.

‘Ha! My son might be a Void Mage, but he’s the most impressive Void Mage in the world!’ Evelyn thought to herself as she mentally cheered on her son from behind him.

Reya just pawed at her face, the equivalent of a human's face-palm as she listened to her bonded human cheer for her son’s well-behaved mannerisms. She loved her human, and her human’s son, but she couldn’t help but think that Evelyn behaved like a lovestruck schoolgirl when it came to Ezekiel. Not that she had any right to complain, as she turned into a pile of putty whenever Ezekiel started scratching under her chin in just the right way.

“Well then,” Allon said, his voice breaking through everyone’s thoughts as he clapped his hands together to clear the air as best, he could, “Perhaps it would be best to leave the children to themselves for now. I doubt young Ezekiel wants to sit around doing nothing as talk business, right?”

Evelyn looked unsure of herself but nodded in agreement. “Very well, Allon, I guess really should get at least some work done today. Ezekiel!”

Ezekiel straightened up as his mother addressed him.

“Be careful. Void mages are naturally tougher, physically, than other mages when they aren’t augmented with spells, but that doesn’t mean you should do anything that could get you hurt.” She said as she stared down Ezekiel with a look of concern on her face.

“Okay mom. I’ll be careful.” Ezekiel said as he walked towards the group.

Unfortunately, both Ezekiel and his mother knew that sometimes it didn’t matter how careful you were when outside forces were trying to get you. Aldor’s continued glaring did nothing to ease off any fears.

Evelyn and Allon left the room. Ezekiel was slightly surprised when he noticed his mother taking Reya with her. Usually, the deceptively small black feline would accompany him wherever he went, a silent guardian for when his parents couldn’t look after him directly.

Turning slightly to see the doors close behind his mother and Allon, Ezekiel let out a sign and felt a little bit of relief as Reya looked back and gave him a wink. The doors close with a soft click as the children are now left to their own devices.

Turning back towards the other children, Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a sigh as he prepared himself for his next confrontation.

            

    
        CH 12: Sparring Begins

    
    
    
    
                The silence that occurred as the adults left the room stretched on for what seemed like an eternity as Peni began to fidget slightly and the others glanced back and forth between Ezekiel and Aldro, waiting for one of them to make the first move.

“Well,” Aldor finally says as Ezekiel turns his attention to him, “It looks like momma’s boy doesn’t have mommy here to protect him anymore.”

“Who told you Void mages are worthless?” Ezekiel asks. He completely ignores Aldor’s attempts to taunt him, fully understanding that being goaded into a fight wouldn’t help him in this situation.

“...What?” Aldor asks in confusion. He couldn’t understand how this kid, eight years younger than him, was just ignoring his insults.

“Who told you Void mages are worthless?” Ezekiel repeated himself. “I know it wasn’t your mother, or your father, since they boxed your ears and punished you for insulting me when we spoke during the awakening ceremony, so I was curious as to who told you such lies.”

Aldor’s face was turning red at the reminder of what had happened not long ago. As well as at the insinuation that his knowledge was wrong, and that the words were lies.

But surprisingly enough, it was the siblings that spoke up first.

“They’re not lies!” Alys exclaimed as she and Everet stalked forward. “To dare to call the words of the Church of Light a lie is too much of an insult to allow it to stand.”

“Sister, no.” Everet said as he tried to hold his sister back, even as he was glaring at Ezekiel from behind her. “It’s not worth it right now.”

Glancing around the room, Ezekiel could see the flecks of sand laying around the room gliding across the ground as they started to gather around Alys’ feet.

“I don’t know about that. I think if the little brat wants to talk big, he should back it up.” Aldor said as he started moving his fingers, a stream of fire fluttering through them. “It’s not like Peni can’t patch him up if he gets in over his head. That’s the only reason she’s even welcome here after all.”

Peni couldn’t help but look down at her feet in embarrassment. Life mages weren’t well known for their combat prowess, mostly being regulated to supporters, farmers, or healers depending on their focused talents. To be honest, she didn’t really want to be here, but her circumstances meant she couldn’t actively go against Aldor at the moment. No matter how much she wanted nothing to do with taunting Ezekiel.

“I’d have thought that you would be above goading a ‘worthless’ Void mage into a fight. Aren’t you supposed to be better than me? If so, wouldn’t fighting me not prove anything at all? Why not do something that’s actually challenging, like sparring with Everet? I heard Inferno mages can’t do much when it comes to fighting Glacial mages. Of course, that could just be you.” Ezekiel said as he held his chin in a mockery of thoughtfulness.

“You little-” Aldor exclaimed as he clenched his hand. The fire within flaring up as a reflection of his anger. He stopped himself from attacking but took several seconds of deep breathing to calm down.

The rest just looked at him with concern. They knew that the adults weren’t in the room, but they didn’t want Aldor doing anything to Ezekiel. Peni might be a healer, but burns were still beyond her ability to fix, so if they did anything to Ezekiel, it could only be small bruises and cuts, so they could get rid of any evidence before Ezekiel could get them in trouble.

“Fine.” Aldor said as his temper cooled enough for his fires to go out. “Me and Everet will do a bit of sparring. But afterwards, you and Alys can show us what you’ve got. You’re ‘tougher’ than most people, aren’t you? It’s the only thing Void mages are known for other than being traitorous monsters.”

Around the room the other children shot Aldor a couple of strange looks. It seems like Aldor had more information than the rest of them did.

‘It seems like whoever is telling Aldor to hate Void mages is also giving him information that he isn’t supposed to have. I wonder if I can make him let a few things slip before our parents come back.’ Ezekiel thought to himself. Looking over to the side, he also noticed Shari moving to step forward.

“What about her?” Ezekiel says as he points towards Shari. “If you’re involving someone eight years younger than you, shouldn't you involve your sister as well? To let her prove herself?”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a little bit guilty about dragging an actual child into this fight, but it was clear that Aldor didn’t think well of anyone but himself, so the more he could get this little brat to dig a hole for himself the better. Besides, he doubted that Aldor would actually let any harm come to his sister. There’s no way he’d get away with his current behavior, but there was also no way he’d survive at all if his mother found out he’d hurt his little sister.

“She can spar with Stephen after we’re finished with you.” Aldor states as Stephen narrows his eyes, at both Aldor and Ezekiel, in frustration. He didn’t want to spar with a little kid. He wanted to chill in a mansion and not have to worry about anything bothersome. Shari just continued to look confused.

Ezekiel was just disappointed. He had hoped that involving his sister would get Aldor to stop this annoying behavior, but clearly Aldor didn’t understand a single thing regarding his current situation.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel could see the shadow behind one of the chairs off to the side of the open area was shaking slightly. This occurred outside the line of sight of the older children.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but smirk a little bit as he saw this. Now he felt confident that things were going to be alright. Of course, Aldor and the other children noticed him smirking, which only made Aldor more angry.

“What’s so funny?!” Aldor yelled across the room.

“Your face.” Ezekiel said without thinking.

“You... “Aldor was starting to grit his teeth at how angry he was getting. He had been expecting Ezekiel to act similarly to his sister after his mother had left, but it seemed like the courage he’d shown previously at the awakening ceremony wasn’t just for show.

“Me.” Ezekiel said in reply. Simple, to the point, and with an expecting tone of voice, as if waiting for Aldor to make the first move.

He nearly did, as smoke started rising from his fists. But after a few deep breaths, Aldor calmed himself down enough to straighten up and once again dawn a mask of serene superiority.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder how much and how long Aldor practiced such a look in the mirror. He knew there was no way that a kid like Aldor could get that kind of face right without quite a bit of practice. This time, however, Ezekiel decided that he wouldn’t taunt Aldor anymore than he already had. Instead, he just moved towards the side of the room, somewhat away from the others as Everet and Aldor moved to the center of the room, where they began throwing punches and kicks at each other from about ten feet apart. Each movement was accompanied by a small blast of sparks or water. Everet’s water didn’t seem to be doing that much, but it was enough to douse the sparks that Aldor was throwing around.

Seeing the magic being performed in front of him, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel somewhat amazed at what he was seeing. Although he refused to show it on his face, he was utterly drawn in by the feats of magic.

A part of him understood that what was being done wasn’t anything special. Just basic elemental manipulation, which was really nothing compared to what he expected the higher level of magic could actually do. But given that he’d only seen small tricks performed by his parents, though at a larger scale, he didn’t have much to compare it to.

But the most amazing part, for him at least, was the fact that he could see small flashes appear whenever the water and fire thrown by Everet and Aldor made contact with one another. It greatly reminded him of the motes of light he saw when he was practicing his meditations. So focused on these flashes, Ezekiel found himself beginning to fall into the meditative trance for lightning, just as he had done the night before, closing his eyes as he did so.

To the other children, however, it seemed like Ezekiel was continuing to mock them, as he wasn’t showing any of his emotions on his face and wasn’t even watching as Everet and Aldor sparred. This led them to believe that he didn’t think that their magic was at all impressive. Something that was making Aldor more and more angry. Until finally, he couldn’t keep his focus anymore and his magic started losing restraint.

“RAAHG” Aldor yelled as he started punching and kicking with a greater ferocity. His movements were beginning to grow more and more erratic as he could feel Ezekiel’s emotionless gaze bearing into him. Everet was also growing haggard, but that was more because he was getting tired from defending against Aldor’s attacks. They had often sparred in the past, but never at the level that Aldor was raising the stakes to.

“HAAA'' Aldor gave one final yell as he threw a punch with his full force behind it. The plume of fire that flew out from his fist quickly evaporated the water that Everet had moved in front of himself to act as a shield. Luckily the fire itself didn’t make any contact with him, but the steam was still hot enough to give him some burns along his arms.

“AARG” Everet screamed in pain as he immediately jumped backwards as quickly as he could to get away from the boiling heat. He stumbled as he landed and fell to the ground clenching his arms in pain. Afraid to hold his injuries lest he hurt himself further.

“Everet!” Peni called out as she rushed forwards to the downed Glacial mage. “Hold still, I need to heal you before the burns have a chance to scar over.”

Peni immediately bent down and held her hands over Everet’s as they began to glow with a dull green light. It didn’t take long for Everet’s hands to stop shaking and unclenched as the pain slowly began to fade away. They still looked incredibly red, but there wasn’t much to be done about that as Peni herself was only a Tier 1 mage like the rest of them.

“Hold still. Just because I’ve dulled the pain doesn’t mean you can start moving just yet.” Penin said as her hands began moving up and down the length of Everet’s arms. “I’m going to fix the nerves first, so it’ll start to hurt again briefly, but if I don’t do this then there could be permanent damage to your hands.”

“Okay” Everet managed to squeak out as his hands started feeling tingly as a warmth that was only slightly less painful than the burns Aldor had given him began to spread through his hands.

“Tch. Don’t baby the guy, Peni. It’s just a few small burns.” Aldor said as he turned away from Everet and looked over at Ezekiel.

“You nearly burned off all his skin!” Peni exclaimed in shock. Aldor had always been dismissive of his so-called friends, but he’d always been sure never to go too far during sparring. “You know your magic is the most dangerous out of all of us. You need to be more careful, and make sure you control your temper. You know getting emotional can disrupt a person’s magic at the lower Tiers.”

Aldor ignored Peni’s words as he glared angrily at Ezekiel, whose eyes were still closed as he remained in a semi-meditative state. The others in the room were also feeling a little indignant as they watched Ezekiel seemingly ignore the world around him.

“I wouldn’t be getting angry if this worthless waste of space wasn’t here. He’s supposed to be sparring with us, but here he is falling asleep!” Aldor’s voice rose in volume as he gestured towards Ezekiel’s form. “You hear that, you stupid nobody! You’re nothing more than a waste of space. So why don’t you stop standing around with your eyes closed and get over here and do something!”

Aldor’s words were punctuated by the throw of a fist as he punched out towards Ezekiel.

Shock flowed through Peni and the other kids. They knew Aldor was likely to do something stupid and dangerous, but to attack a newly awakened child, one who was nearly a decade younger than him, was beyond their wildest expectations.

“Aldor! You’re going too far!” Stephen shouted as he moved his arm in a swinging motion towards Ezekiel. A gust of wind blew out from his hand as he did. “Move Kid!” he called out.

He knew that using his Tempest to push Ezekiel out of the way was dangerous, but hopefully it would keep him safe, and if it didn’t, at least his attempt to save the child of a True Hunter like Evelyn would hopefully stay her wrath if he got hurt.

Luckily, he didn’t have to worry too much, as Ezekiel quickly dropped to the ground, eyes still closed, rolling forward underneath the small blast of fire that had come shooting out of Aldor’s fist.

Which was a good thing, as the moment the wind thrown by Stephen met the fire thrown by Aldor a large boom occurred as the wind fanned the flame and caused the fire to grow exponentially.

Everyone in the room quickly covered their ears and face as the sudden increase in heat and light caused them to flinch back. It took them a couple of seconds to calm down and take a look at what had happened.

“Stephen” Ezekiel said as he stood up from his crouched position several feet in front of where he was standing before. “Thank you for trying to get me out of harm's way, but in the future please remember that, unlike Glacial which douse Flame, Tempest enhances Flame, unless it’s sufficiently powerful enough to buffet the flames to the point where it blows out.”

The others continued to stare in shock as they listened to Ezekiel tell them something that they all should’ve known.

“Ah... right. Thank you for the reminder.” Stephen managed to say as he overcame his shock.

Finally, Ezekiel opened his eyes and turned towards Alys. Ignoring Aldor completely as he moved towards the center of the room.

“Now then. I think it’s my turn. Right?”

            

    
        CH 13: Resolution

    
    
    
    
                There was silence for several seconds as everyone in the room looked at Ezekiel with a new evaluation in mind. Each and every one of them had originally thought that he would be easily bullied and wouldn’t even be able to fight back as a Void mage. Yet here he was, dodging dangerous attacks with his eyes closed and calling them out like they were nothing worth mentioning.

As the silence stretched on, Alys looked towards Aldor, whose hands were lightly smoking as his anger flared through his magic. Given what just happened, she really wanted to go up there and knock Ezekiel down a couple of pegs. But she wasn’t sure if things should go on given what had occurred.

They were already probably going to get into trouble if the adults found out about what just happened. She wasn’t going to risk getting Aldor into more if things got more heated, but if Aldor told her to she would go up and spar. She considered herself to be the most loyal after all.

Aldor was also someone who supported her though most of her troubles in school and with the Church of Light, so it wasn’t like she disagreed with taking out some stress relief on someone who wasn’t worth the air they breathed.

“Alys,” Aldor said as he turned to walk away from the center of the room. “Get up here and spar with the brat. Show him that getting lucky once in a while isn’t anything to be proud of.”

“Sure thing boss. I’ll teach this little punk not to mess with his betters.” Alys said with confidence as she stepped forward. She had no doubt in her abilities, and fully believed Aldor’s words when he said Ezekiel was just lucky with his dodge. It would be far too humiliating for all of them if they couldn’t land a hit on a Void mage that had already insulted and shown such derision and hostility.

“Sis,” Everett called out, “show him what you’ve got.”

Everett’s voice was filled with support, even as the pain he was in also echoed out. It seemed like he wanted Alys to beat Ezekiel just as much as Aldor, which was surprising, as you would think that he would feel some resentment towards the one who burned him.

“Alright you little brat. Time for me to show you your place in the dirt!” Alys exclaimed as she reached the center of the room roughly ten feet away from Ezekiel. Sand rose from the ground and swirled around her hands and legs. “Try not to get too hurt now. Wouldn’t want mommy to see how pathetic you are.”

“No need to worry. My mother loves me, so I don’t have to prove myself like you most likely fail to do every day just by being alive.” Ezekiel said with a monotone voice.

“You little brat!” Alys screamed as she waved her hand and caused a horizontal line of sand to shoot towards Ezekiel at a fairly rapid pace.

He immediately repeated his previous actions and rolled underneath the attack. This time moving towards the side as he avoided the sand that would’ve doubtlessly scraped off a little bit of skin had it hit him. Of course, this only made Alys even more angry.

“You know, I just realized. Are we just going to go at this until you run out of stamina and can’t move? It’s not like I can actually attack you after all. So, I don’t really think there’s another way for me to prove that I’ve won.” Ezekiel said in a casual tone as he quickly stood up and side-stepped a rock that was punched in his direction.

It was a small rock, only a centimeter in diameter, but still larger than the sand particles that were being moved around more frequently. It would’ve caused bruising for sure, but not so much as to be debilitating. Just painful and annoying.

“You act like you’re already going to win. How deluded must you be if you think that’s even possible?” Alys called out as she compressed her sand into five small spheres and physically threw them at Ezekiel as hard as she could.

This time Ezekiel did a backwards roll as he avoided the rocks. Which only caused Alys to grow even angrier.

Off to the side with the other children, Aldor’s hands were releasing even more smoke. To the point that it was turning black rather than the comparatively harmless white smoke he was letting off before. His grinding teeth and maddened glare were also growing worse. To the point where Stephen moved himself between Shari and Aldor. Better to have a Tier 1 mage between the Tier 0 and the angry Flame Mage than to have nothing between them at all.

By this point Peni had finished healing Everett to the best of her ability. He wouldn’t suffer any permanent damage, as it was primarily surface damage, but he would still need to get checked out by a certified healer to fix up any minor damages that she couldn’t get as only a Tier 1 mage.

Looking up at the sparring between Alys and Ezekiel, Peni decided that it might be best if did her best to recover what mana she could, as she knew that someone else was going to get hurt sooner, rather than later. Although, who was going to get hurt was a question she couldn’t answer.

Ezekiel continued to dodge Alys’ attacks for several minutes, up to nearly twice as long as the spar between Aldor and Everett, as he danced around the room whilst she stayed relatively still and didn’t move much. The difference in movement did not reflect the difference in stamina, however, as it was Alys that looked to be growing more and more tired by the second, whilst Ezekiel had only a slight sheen of perspiration on his forehead.

“You know, we can stop at any point. This is supposed to just be a spar. And I think I’ve learned quite a bit about what it means to fight with a Cavern mage.” Ezekiel said as he avoided a much slower rock than the ones previously thrown.

“Hu...haa...hu...haa...” Alys could barely get a word out as she forced herself to shoot another blast of sand at Ezekiel. This time however, he didn’t bother to dodge it, as it lost cohesion before it even made it close enough to hit him.

“And now you’ve used up all your mana. Really, was this pointless display really-” Ezekiel tried to say as he began to approach Alys, who had slumped to the ground on her hands and knees. Unfortunately, he was cut off before he’d made more than a couple of steps as a ball of fire forced him to jump back as fast as he could.

“Aldor!” Peni and Stephen cried out at the same time.

“What are you doing! Once was bad enough but attacking from behind and interrupting a separate spar that doesn’t involve you isn’t right!” Peni said with a surprising amount of heat in her voice.

“SHUT UP!!!” Aldor screamed as he carelessly threw another wave of fire at the rest of the kids in the room. Everett, who had recovered fairly well by this point, quickly threw up his own shield of mist so as to defend against the fire as best he could, whilst Stephen grabbed Shari and dashed backwards as fast as he could. Doing his best not to increase the power of Aldor’s flames with his wind.

“This little brat needs to learn his place. Better yet, he should be removed from this world before he can become a threat to humanity as a whole!” Aldor yelled as his hand ignited in fire. “A Void mage that is worthless can be swept aside and permitted to live in mediocrity and servitude towards their betters, but a Void mage with any sort of capability is the ideal host leader for the Cruor, and a potential heir to the Broods. They cannot be allowed to live. I’ll take whatever punishment I need to, so long as this brat doesn’t leave here alive!”

With that final scream of rage Aldor blasted forwards, moving far faster than before, as he flared his flames as hot as he could make them go. Lashing out as quickly as he could, a rolling wave of fire headed towards Ezekiel, as well as Alsy who was on the ground behind him, wide enough and tall enough that he wouldn’t be able to roll out of the way in time to not be hurt.

But seeing the fire coming towards him, Ezekiel didn’t do anything. He didn’t try to dodge, and he didn’t try to defend himself. He didn’t even look away as the fire moved towards him.

He didn’t need to do any of these things, as a wall of shadows shot up in a line from the opposite side of the room. Reaching up from the ground and preventing the fire from getting anywhere near Ezekiel, or the fallen Alys behind him.

As the fire hit the wall of shadows and fizzled out, the room grew exponentially darker as the shadows encompassed the room, wrapping around both Aldor and the rest of the children. Most of them simply had their limbs encompassed like shackles, or handcuffs, the exceptions being Shari, Alys and Aldor. The first because she was too young, and the second because she wasn’t able to move on her own right now anyways.

Aldor, on the other hand was wrapped up like a mummy, unable to move even a finger as he was fully bound in shadows such that only his face, specifically the area around his eyes, was visible. He was even held aloft as his body was raised up, spun around, and flipped upside-down so that he was forced to look at Reya as she climbed out from the ground in front of the doors leading out to the hall.

But this Reya wasn’t the same housecat as the one they saw earlier that day. This feline was nearly four feet high at the shoulder, and eight feet long whilst not including the tail, with six limbs and three tails, as well glowing runes emblazoned across her fur in a shifting pattern of wispy smoke like waves rolling across her fur. The symbols of a Tier 3 Spirit.

BANG

The doors to the gathering room slammed open as Evelyn and Allon entered the room. Both of them had looks of absolute fury on their faces. Evelyn, though dressed in simple clothing that decried her status as a True Hunter, now looked like a lady of supreme nobility just from posture and aura alone. Whilst Allon, dressed in his finery and high-class business attire, looked much more enraged than even Evelyn did, and all of that rage was directed toward his son, who clearly didn’t understand his position if the glare he was sending Evelyn was anything to go by. In his hands was also a small glass cube that was only a couple of inches wide.

Behind the two parents there were eight guards, six of them split into two groups as they held two badly beaten guards in chains as they dragged them into the room behind their boss and Evelyn.

Approaching her son, Evelyn knelt down in order to pick Ezekiel up. Looking over her son, she was quite annoyed that she could see several small bruises on his body from where he dodged incorrectly or was forced to avoid a hit that would’ve injured him more than was acceptable.

“Oh, my poor boy. My poor baby. Did these little brats hurt you?” She said as she started coddling Ezekiel as best she could whilst holding him tightly to her chest. “I promise, they won’t get to hurt you ever again. If I have to go to their homes and wreck them so badly, they have to leave the city forever, I’ll do it if it means you’ll be safe.”

While Evelyn's words were meant to be reassuring, and to Ezekiel they were, they were nothing more than the promises of pain and suffering for the rest of the children in the room.

“Mother... mother!” Ezekiel exclaimed as she pulled himself partway out of Evelyn’s embrace. “I’m okay. They weren’t even able to touch me. I’ve had rougher times playing tag with Reya and Theo.”

Ezekiel’s statement brought out a small chuff from Reya as she chuckled at his comparison of an actual sparring match versus the games she and Theo played with him. After all, how could these children have caused him any trouble at all when she and Theo were teaching their partners’ little cub to fight and hunt properly.

“Evelyn,” Allon said in a tight tone of voice as he stared down his son, who was doing his best to not meet his eyes, “I think you can release the children. Except for my son. Let him speak, but don’t let him go. I need to speak with him.”

Evelyn, at the reminder of Aldor’s presence, turned to glare at the fool that tried to kill her son, but acquiesced to Allon’s request. At her nod, the shadows binding the lower half of Aldor’s face retracted.

“Father-”

SLAP

Aldor’s angry exclamation was cut off as his father slapped him without a second’s hesitation. This shocked him well enough that Allon was able to speak without being interrupted.

“You are a disgrace.” Allon’s voice was a harsh whisper as he berated his son. “Not only have I found out that you are disrespecting our guests, the family of a True Hunter at that, but I’ve now also found out that you’re in line with those bastard cultists who dare besmirch the legacy of one of the great Ancients.”

“Father-”

SLAP

“I’m not finished.” Allon said as he lowered his hand from his son’s face once again. “Worse yet, I’ve found out that you’ve been using your allowance to bribe my own household guards to hide information from me, as well as disobey me, under the false belief that one’s affinity for magic determines their worth.”

He gestured to the two guards that were being held on their knees by the doorway.

“When your mother returns from her shift tonight, she will be informed of what occurred here, and we will be doing a full sweep of the guards, to ensure they understand who they work for, and to make sure that there are no additional traitors hidden within MY house.”

Allon stopped for a minute to take a breath and calm down.

“In addition,” he followed up, “we will be deciding what your punishment will be.”

Aldor said nothing as he glared at nothing as he continued to avoid eye contact with his father.

“Do you understand?” Allon asked.

Aldor said nothing.

“I said, do you understand!?” Allon said with a raised voice.

Aldor didn’t say anything as he continued to glare at nothing.

Allon just let out a sigh and turned away, walking towards the door and the guards.

“... I didn’t do anything wrong...” Aldor said with a quiet voice.

Allon stopped as soon as he heard this. His hands clenched as his face twisted in anger. Nothing happened, however, as he continued walking towards the guards.

“Take these two to the holding cells in the basement. They will be tried and punished accordingly for breaking their contracts.” Allon said to the six guards that were still standing. They quickly pulled the two injured guards and headed further into the estate.

“Evelyn,” he said as he turned around, “I’m sorry, but it seems like I need to clean house. I’ve alerted the head of my guards, and he will be accompanying me as I deal with my household’s issues. But I would request that you not be here as I have already had my family embarrassed enough for one day. The other children will also be sent home, so I hope that you will not take my words as further slight towards you and your son.”

Evelyn said nothing as she nodded her head.

“It’s fine.” Evelyn said as she picked up Ezekiel, who only put up a token resistance to being so easily handled by his mother. “I’m sorry for the ordeal you are having to go through at this time.”

The shadows around the room slowly retracted themselves as they returned to normal. Reya also shrank down to her house cat size as she leapt onto her partner’s shoulders.

“I will contact you tomorrow. Just to ensure that no miscreants like those two scumbags have caused you any undue harm.” Evelyn said, nodding in the direction the guards headed off to.

Allon said nothing as he turned to the children in the room. He might’ve only been a Tier two mage, but he was more than capable enough to ensure his safety from a group of children. Especially when said children were terrified and had no desire to fight.

As they walked away, Ezekiel couldn’t help but notice that Aldor’s glare was just as strong and full of rage as it was before. Rage that he could also see reflected in Everett and Alys eyes, as they too glared at him as he and his mother walked away.

‘Well,’ Ezekiel thought, ‘this was certainly an eventful day.’

            

    
        CH 14: Interlude 1

    
    
    
    
                Right after the doors had closed after Evelyn and Allon left the children to their own devices.

“Lord Alkena,” Evelyn said as she and Allon walked down the expansive corridor towards another area of the manor, “I have a somewhat presumptuous request to ask of you. One that you may consider to be most insulting.”

Allon tensed up slightly as he turned and listened to Evelyn’s words. Her speech had shifted to a formal enough tone that he knew she was asking something in a more official capacity. One not tied to their social standings, as Evelyn was of lower rank than him in regard to social class, but instead to the difference in power between them. Her, a Tier three True Hunter, and him, a Tier two Mage.

He also grew nervous as he noticed the distinct lack of her iconic black cat partner draped across her shoulders. The fact that he didn’t even notice Reya hadn’t left the room with them sent shivers up his spine, as he knew that that cat was dangerous enough to wipe out his entire manor without anyone ever noticing anything was happening until someone outside came to visit.

Allon and Evelyn stopped for a moment in the corridor. They fully turned towards one another. Allon with a respectful but wary look on his face, and Evelyn with sad eyes and a determined expression carved into her face.

“Yes, Huntress Eve, please voice your request. Nothing you would ask of me would be too presumptuous so as to be insulting to my house. That you would be concerned shows just how much you value me and my family.” Allon said, his own tone and speech also shifted to something much more formal than the friendly conversations they often had in the past.

“In that case, I must ask that you take me to your manor’s surveillance room.” Evelyn said in a hard and serious tone, fully understanding the implications of what she had just asked.

Allon did not reply right away. To ask for access to his manor’s surveillance room was to ask for access to every room and every visually accessible aspect of his home. This wasn’t just an invasion of privacy, this was setting oneself up for a complete and total breach of security, that would require him to revamp his entire guard rotation so as to keep his home secure.

He had no doubt that Evelyn would never reveal what she learned in the surveillance room, but to grant access to someone not spiritually sworn to his household was something that simply wasn’t done. Regardless of people’s stations in life.

Oh, any other True Hunters, one’s with official Imperial Writs of certification could demand the same thing, but most would not as it sowed district and resentment in the many nobles who enjoyed their power and authority in whatever capacity it might be.

Allon could definitely see why Evelyn was so concerned about being too presumptuous in her request. He was very tempted to deny her, which was well within his rights to do, as she was not officially certified, nor had she worded it as an order. But the memory of his child’s behavior during Ezekiel and Shari’s awakening still rang clear through his memory. That was not the son he thought he had raised. Worse yet, was Aldor’s mention of one of the lesser churches, and his subsequent refusal to answer any questions Allon or his wife had asked afterwards. The anger and behavior he displayed not a few minutes prior was also something of concern.

Ultimately, he decided that this request was one that he was willing to acquiesce to. Afterall, it wasn’t like he didn’t have backup rotation that the guards could change to, nor was it likely that Evelyn would request any information on any of the rooms outside of the children’s meeting room.

“Whilst I was wrong about your request not being too presumptuous,” Allon said after several moments of thought, “I will agree that your unspoken concerns are indeed valid, but I hope that you will not request control of our surveillance and will still allow me to direct our viewing of what those children are up to.”

Evelyn’s face immediately relaxed. She knew that Allon was uncomfortable with her request but was greatly relieved when he agreed to it.

“Of course, Lord Alkena, I would never ask for access to your more private areas of the manor. It’s just that my concerns have been bothering me for a while now, and I don’t want my baby getting hurt. 
Not that I think that he is likely to get hurt, but he’s never been around other children, and whilst they’re not his own age, I’m worried he won’t know how to behave or that they’ll be too rough or-”

“Ahem!” Allon loudly cleared his throat in order to break Evelyn out of the worried ramblings she was falling into. He couldn’t help but smile as Evelyn’s true nature came back to the forefront as her serious and noble persona faded back into the background.

“Ah. Sorry.” Evelyn said as she sheepishly rubbed her hands together.

“It’s fine Evelyn, but if you could do me a favor?”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t call me Lord Alkena outside of formal occasions again. I’d really rather we stay on friendly terms.You and I both know how stuffy most nobles are.”

Evelyn couldn’t help but let out a small snort as she and Allon chuckled at the thought of noble behavior.

“Alright, come along now. We’ll be able to check the surveillance room quickly if we hurry.” Allon said as he started down the corridor once again. Evelyn moved to follow as they made their way towards the center of the manor.

As they reached one of the more private areas of the manor, Evelyn noticed that the guards were much more vigilant in their awareness of what was happening around them. The fact that there were also far fewer decorations and other items on display was also something that she noted with interest. For as long as she and Warren had been close friends with Allon and Sherra, neither she nor her husband had been this far into the manor before. Usually only staying in the public areas, or on occasion the personal areas. Not the private areas reserved for family and sworn retainers and servants.

There were several instances where Allon waved down a couple of the guards that had approached, their eyes filled with concern and wariness as they got closer, whilst not taking their eyes off Evelyn, or their hands off their swords.

There was even one instance where Allon waved his hands in a unique pattern. Evelyn recognized it as one of the more complex methods of checking for mental contamination or coercion. Such hand signs and secret codes were not uncommon for nobles to use as a means of security.

Finally, after walking a fair distance from the playroom, Allon and Evelyn reached the surveillance room. Upon which Allon frowned, before stopping a few feet away from a pair of guards standing in front of a large steel door. Curious as to what was wrong, Evelyn was about to speak up when Allon spoke first.

“Where are Regis and Marks?” He said as he faced the two guards in front of himself and Evelyn. “I know for a fact that they were scheduled to guard this room today, as I am the one who arranged the guard shifts, so tell me where they are, and who are you?”

Evelyn tensed as she heard Allon ask who these guards were. Given how far in the manor they were, none of the guards in the area should be unknown to Allon. But at the same time both of these guards were clearly employed by the Alkena family.

“Regis and Marks requested we cover their shift, Lord Alkena. They are currently in the infirmary after suffering from a bout of food poisoning. Nothing too serious, from what we were told. But bad enough that they were told to get as much bed rest as possible lest they be out of commission for even longer.” The guard on the left said in response.

“I see, well, I will be checking your stories later, when I go to speak with Regis and Marks in person.” Allon said with doubt clear in his voice. “For now, I need access to the surveillance room, so if you would stand aside.”

Allon moved his hands in shoo-ing motion as he gestured to the guards to move aside.

The two looked towards each other as they shifted nervously. They then glanced towards Evelyn before speaking up.

“Sir. We’ve been told that this room is off limits to anyone not previously approved prior to their visit to the manor, by both yourself, Lady Alkena, and guard Captain Argent.” The same guard as before said as he shifted to a defensive stance.

“Now who told you that?” Allon said as he waved his hands and fingers in a complex manner. “As head of this household, I am in fact capable of granting entry to private areas of my home should I wish. The approval you speak of is a courtesy towards the guards so that we do not alway bring surprises into this home. Evelyn is a good and longtime friend of both myself and my wife. One who is familiar with many of our personal guards. Not just our household guards.”

The two guards shifted into a more offensive stance as they glared at Allon and Evelyn.

“Sir. I’m sorry, but I believe you are being affected by psychological magic. Please stand back from the woman and we’ll get this sorted out.”The guard on the right spoke up this time. He began moving forward with the intent to apprehend Evelyn.

“For the Ancient's sake.” Allon said in exasperation as he reached into his chest and pulled out a whistle, bringing up to his lips as quickly as possible.

The two guards’ eyes widened, and they immediately dashed forwards. This time going for Allon and Evelyn both. They didn't get far, however, as they both let out grunts of pain as they found themselves seemingly slammed into an invisible wall. However, rather than fall to the ground, they found themselves unable to move at all as the fell what seemed to be ropes wrapping around their limbs.

“What-!?” The guards called out before immediately being silenced as their own shadows wrapped around their mouths, cutting off anything they were intending to say. Noticing that Evelyn was gazing at them with a disparaging look, both of their faces turned red with rage as they realized that Evelyn was the one holding them in place.

One of the guards dropped their sword and a gust of wind picked it up and blew it towards Evelyn’s head. It was immediately stopped by a shadow that crept out from her hair and wrapped around it. The sword was then warped and broken apart as the shadow twisted and squeezed.

Allon blew the whistle before the other guard could do anything. A moment later a dozen more guards came running down the hall. Allon lowered his hands and held them behind his back, gesturing with his fingers in several complex forms.

Seeing that their lord wasn’t in any trouble from Evelyn and recognizing her as Allon’s friend and guest. The new guards instead moved around to surround the two guards being held by strips of shadows.

“Lord Alkena,” One of the guards said after they had approached. This one with a different colored sash bound around his arm than the others.

“Harry,” Allon said, “Tell me, are Regis and Marks laid out in the infirmary with food poisoning right now?” He asked with a flat tone of voice.

“...Not that I’m aware of. I believe they were overseeing a shipment of relics that are being prepared for the auction next week.” Harry said with a questioning tone.

“Interesting. Who gave them those orders? I know for a fact that they were assigned to guard the surveillance room today.”

“I believe they received a note this morning with your sigil. Young master Aldor gave it to them this morning before breakfast at the barracks outside.” Harry explained.

Allon marched forwards as soon as he heard this. Holding his hand up to the metal door and activating the sigils emblazoned upon it. The door immediately melded into the walls as a dark and empty room was revealed to everyone standing in the hall.

“THAT LITTLE BRAT!” Allon yelled as he saw that the surveillance room had been disabled. “Evelyn, do as you wish to those two traitors before you start lashing out. Just don’t kill them, as I need to get some answers from them as soon as possible. I need to get the viewing crystals back in place before we can do anything with this.”

Evelyn took Allon’ words to heart, and immediately slammed the two bound guards into the ground, cracking their armor and more than a couple of bones.

“... I think there might be one answer we can get right now, Allon.” Evelyn said as she paused in her beating.

“Feel free to get it if you can.” Allon replied.

Evelyn gently retracted her shadows from the guards’ mouths. Allowing them to take some deeper breaths, which caused them some more pain, but a much-needed breather.

“The Church of Light is nothing more than a disgrace to the Ancient of Light and are just as bad as the Cruor they fight.” Evelyn said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.

The newly arrived guards and Allon looked at Evelyn in confusion for a moment, but it was the reaction of the two injured guards that surprised them.

“You wretched whore!” One of the guards screamed up at her.

“Your soul shall be purged in the purifying Light of Radiance. Your abominable shadows will be shattered, and your body burned in a holy fire!” The other hollered just as loudly.

They couldn’t say much more as Evelyn chose to lift them up before slamming their head into the ground, knocking them unconscious. She then retracted her shadows, allowing the other guards to take hold of the traitorous guardsmen.

“Well. Now we know where their loyalties actually lie.” Evelyn said with a chipper sarcastic tone.

“Indeed.” Allon said as he moved a couple more crystals within the surveillance room. A low hum ran through the room as the gemstones on the wall began to light up. Images appearing on small crystal screens sitting throughout the room.

One screen in particular grabbed their attention. The screen with the room where Ezekiel and the other children were meant to be playing.

A screen that showed Ezekiel dodging blasts of sand and stone being thrown around by Alys as Aldor stood in the background with smoking fists, and Peni was just finishing up with helping Everett recover.

Turning from the screen, Aldor grabbed the crystal recording that particular room, but left a display on the screen. He didn’t want anyone else removing this before he could show his wife and they could punish Aldor later.

“Evelyn, I promise you, my son will not get away with this. Harry, I want you and these five to stay here and ensure that no one but myself enters this room from this point forward. The others will bring those two with me-” Allon stopped as the screen showed Alys on the ground, and Aldor released a large burst fire at Ezekiel, who just barely managed to jump out of the way.

Nothing else was said as Allon and Evelyn rushed out the door and ran back to the playroom as fast as they could. Size of the guards dragging the two unconscious bodies behind them.

The surveillance room, now empty, was sealed shut as the steel on the walls melted back into position. Harry and the other guards taking up stances around the door and along the walls. As their master dashed through the manor to stop his idiot son.

            

    
        CH 15: Interlude 2

    
    
    
    
                Just after Evelyn and Ezekiel have left the Alkena Auction House Manor.

As Evelyn carried Ezekiel out from the manor Allon withdrew his whistle once again. Bringing it to his lips he let loose a loud shrill noise that immediately summoned several more guards to the awkwardly quiet playroom. As a half dozen guards entered, each one being a person he knew by name and had worked here for several years, unlike the two from outside the surveillance room, Allon gestured to the children.

“Please escort these children off the premises. A family issue has occurred, and we will need to ensure that they are safely returned to their homes.” Allon told his guards as he stepped away from his son and began giving orders. “Please take Shari to her room and get Milly to watch over her for now. She’s just been through an experience she should not have had to suffer through for several more years yet.”

The guards moved forwards to perform their duties. Four of them split off to accompany the four guests off the premises and towards their homes should they wish it. Whilst one of the guards, this one female, approached Shari in a cautious manner, having seen how frightened she was.

“Lady Shari... “the guard said as she approached. Shari flinched slightly as she felt the attention on her. “Can you come with me right now?”

Shari looked back and forth between the guard and her father.

“Papa... “she said in a quiet voice. “Is Aldor in trouble? Am I in trouble?”

Finally realizing that his daughter was absolutely terrified by the incredibly destructive magic and violent actions she had just witnessed, Allon moved forward and knelt down next to her. Ignoring Aldor who continued to sit on the ground where he had been dropped by Evelyn not a few minutes prior.

“No, my dear, you are not in trouble in the slightest.” He said as he held his daughter’s hand in his own.

“But... you’re mad and hit Aldor and you’re sending me away. I don’t want to go away. Don’t make me go away!” Shari was starting to panic as she spoke.

“I’m just sending you to your room dear. I’m not sending you away.” Allon said with a calm voice as he did his best to reassure his daughter.

“But you sent Ezekiel and the scary lady away. Just like Aldor said you would.” Shari said as she began crying as everything was starting to hit her all at once.

“Shut it!” Aldor called out from the side.

Allon slammed his foot on the ground, encasing Aldor’s feet in stone as he channeled his mana through the floor to manipulate the stonework.

“Aahh!” Shari cried out as she saw her father use magic on her brother.

Turning back to Shari, Allon gently reached out to cup her chin.

“Shari; Ezekiel and Evelyn left of their own free will. I did not send them away, so much as I asked them to leave. That means they agreed with me that they don’t need to be here right now.” Allon said. “If they really wanted, I would’ve let them stay. But what’s happening right now is a private matter. Like how you and your mother have little secrets where you giggle at me and your brother when we do funny things.”

Shari was beginning to calm down as her father spoke.

“Right now, I need to do a couple of things that I don’t want Evelyn and Ezekiel to see right now. But for you, I want you to be safe, protected. There was a fight in this room, so I thought you’d like to leave.” Allon explained. “Would you like to leave? Just to your room? I’ll have Milly bring you some warm milk and a storybook you both can read. Alright?”

“...Okay... “Shari said quietly as Allon nudged her towards the guard.

“Okay. Now, before you go, why did you think I was going to send you away?” Allon asked as he sent a warning glare towards his son. He received a glare right back from Aldor as he did.

Looking between Aldor and Allon, Shari was confused and scared as she slowly tried to answer.

“Aldor said that you were just being nice yesterday, and that we needed to show the Void trash its place or else you’d get angry and send us away right after you sent them away. I didn’t do anything to be mean to Ezekiel, so I thought you’d throw me away like you did with them, like he said you would.” Shari said as she nearly started crying again.

“You little-” Aldor began.

“Quiet!” Allon snapped at his son, a look of anger and disappointment on his face. Turning back to Shari he quietly explained. “Shari, look at me, do you see me looking mad when I look at you?”

Shari shook her head. “But Aldor looks angry, and I look angry when I look at him. That means that he’s in trouble, because he lied. So, from now on, I want you to tell me whenever Aldor tells you to do anything, because I need to know if he’s still lying. Okay?”

“Okay.” Shari said as she looked at the ground.

Seeing that this was too much for his daughter to handle right now, Allon looked up at the guard with a nod and a gesture. She immediately reached down with a hand to offer it to Shari as they walked out of the room. Shari tentatively reached up to hold the hand as they walked away.

After he felt they were sufficiently far away, Allon turned to the last remaining guard in the room.

“Tobbard!” he said sharply, causing the guard to straighten up at attention. “You’ve worked for me for five years now, and whilst I’d like to trust you, I’ve just found out that I’ve been betrayed by two of the new recruits, as well as my own son. Recite your oath to my house. Now.”

Tabard, never leaving his position immediately recited his oaths, channeling his magic as he did so that the flow of mana would show that his mana channels were still at Tier two. As well as displaying the runic scriptures that symbolized the Ancient’s language, which could be enforced with the proper use of magical contracts.

Somewhat reassured that he wasn’t going to be attacked by his own guard once again, Allon allowed himself to relax just a bit.

“Thank you. Whilst we will need to do a proper investigation later, for now, please take my son to the inner guest quarters. Stand at the door and do not let him leave” Allon instructed as he started walking out of the room.

“Father! Why?” Aldor called out as Allon walked away. “Why am I being punished for enacting the will of the Church?!”

“DO NOT SPEAK OF THE WILL OF THE CHURCH!” Allon yelled in anger. “You do not enact the will of the Church. The Church worships and honors all the Ancients and respects the lives of all humans and spirits. That damned cult you follow is not a Church, no matter what they call themselves. They murder, spout nonsense that goes against the Ancients’s teachings, and encourage the murder of guests, as you have so obviously tried to do.”

Allon’s voice was cold and gravely, his mana flared slightly as he lost his temper.

“As it is. It seems like your mother and I have been far too lenient with how we have educated you regarding etiquette and behavior towards guests, or all walks of life.”

Allon paused in his march from the room as he turned briefly to look at his son.

“Perhaps what you need, in order to understand that you should be respectful to all others, is a bit of hard life and discipline. Maybe, when your mother returns, I will need to bring up the topic of letting you go work for your uncle for a few years. Maybe then you’ll realize the error of your ways.”

Shocked at what his father was suggesting, Aldor didn’t speak up, finally realizing that any more talking would just get him into more trouble than before.

Watching his son fall silent, Allon turned once again and marched off with a huff as he thought about how much trouble this was going to be, and how much he was dreading the talk he was going to be having with his wife.

Telling the woman you love that her godson was nearly murdered by her own son wasn’t something to look forwards to after all.



It was several hours later in the evening when Sherra returned from her duties as part of the patrol guard for the city. Whilst she never really needed to perform such duties, being married to one of the richest men in the city meant she really didn’t need the money, but she was part of the guard since before she was married, and she didn’t wish to give up just because she was a wife and mother now. She loved the city and her team members too much to just leave them.

However, that didn’t mean she didn’t have moments that she regretted not being home more often. Being a city guard captain meant that she had training in all sorts of skills that could be used to ensure that her home was safe and secured from all sorts of threats, as well, it meant that she could work from home much more often.

The current talk with her husband was one such instance. She always loved her son, and whilst she tended to ignore his behavior towards some people, she just thought that it was due to the other kids he spent time with.

She knew full well that the higher nobles didn’t look well upon Void mages, or those from lower walks of life. But to actually want to kill a child, just because he was a Void mage that was fairly talented? That was something she did not expect. Worse yet, her son was tied to a damned cult of all things.

“We need to call my brother.” Sherra said with defeat and frustration in her voice. “I will also be handing in my resignation with the city.”

“Dear!” Allon stood up from his desk in shock at his wife’s words. Not so much the brother part, but the fact that she was going to resign. “I know exactly how much you love your job; do you really think-”

Yes, Allon, I really do think I need to quit. For Ancient’s sake you’ve just discovered two disloyal guard members, and our own son has been forging your seal to get what he wants for who knows how long!” Sherra exclaimed as she threw her hands in the air. “Who’s to say he hasn’t forged any official documents in your name? Can we afford to be locked into any agreements that we can’t backup?”

Allon sat back down at his wife’s words. Unfortunately, she was right, and there was just too much for him to handle regarding the auction house for him to deal with the guards and his children all at once. Having Sherra back at the manor full time as she took over security for the family would be more ideal.

“Luckily, it hasn’t come to that.” Allon said to his wife who looked at him in curiosity. “I’ve had Aldor locked in the inner guest room for the last few hours. There aren’t any windows, so we don’t have to worry about him sneaking out. I then had his room searched, and whilst we found some disturbing letters between him and a girl, who remains unnamed because they used codenames of all things, the only other incriminating thing we found was a mundane stamp with my seal on it. Enough to fool a household order, maybe a few letters, but not enough to lock us into anything magically binding.”

Sherra slumped down in a chair at the relatively good news.

“He still needs to go. We can’t handle things right now. With us needing to investigate our own guards, as well as the Church of Light cultists getting more influence in the city...” Sherra trailed off as she mentioned the Church of Light, a look of worry and concern crossing her face.

“Wait, what?” Allon said in confusion. This was the first he’d heard of the Church of Light gaining influence.

“It was something that I spoke of with Warren today. It seems like Void mages will not be given complementary education like other children. They will have to pay some absolutely exorbitant fee to be given the basic education that all children get.” Sherra explained as Allon’s face grew more and more horrified by the moment. “Apparently this was an order given by Duke Harper Harkem’s brother, Count Forret Harkem. Which, because of Lord Harper’s current absence due to the extended conflict near the Lost Wild’s border, means that it won’t be overturned anytime soon.”

Clasping his hands in front of his face, Allon let out a frustrated sigh as he thought of what he could do. It seemed like having his wife join the family guard full time really was the only thing they could do in this instance. Sending Aldor away for a time was also looking like a better and better idea. He was old enough to attend an official magic academy, but that would only encourage his currently abhorrent behavior.

“It seems like we have little choice in the matter. Please, send a letter to your brother, and see if he and his mercenary band can take in Aldor for a time. I don’t want him entering conflict this soon in his life, but I really don't think of anyone who I would trust to take a firm hand with him.” Allon said with a weary voice filled with frustration.

“Also, I think there’s something else we need to do.” Allon said with a level of cautiousness in his voice. Sherra just looked at him curiously. Hadn’t they already figured out how they would address their current issues?

Allon stood up for a moment, going to a seemingly random spot on the wall, he waved his hand and the brick folded outwards, revealing a hidden safe. Opening the safe via the use of several magic sigils drawn with his own mana, he reached inside and withdrew two badges on which the symbol of the Church of Ten was engraved. These were special passes that would grant them access to the Spirit lands, beyond the publicly accessible areas.

Sherra let out a quiet gasp as she saw the two precious items in her husband’s hands.

Allon handed one of the special passes to the Spirit lands over to his wife. A solemn look was plastered on his face as they both hesitated briefly before binding the badges to their mana.

“It might be time we try our luck with the Spirits once again.”

            

    
        CH 16: Success and Surprise

    
    
    
    
                Evelyn and Ezekiel had just left the Alkenas’ home, the family’s guards closing the gates behind them. Apparently Allon was hoping to lock down any news from spreading too quickly. Ensuring that no one got in or out of his property would assist in this, but the fact that the children saw much of what happened meant that news would get out no matter what, but that wasn’t Evelyn or Ezekiel’s problem right now.

The problems for them both were very different. Evelyn’s problem was that her friend was going to be very busy for the next few days cleaning house, which was both upsetting because they were friends, but also because she was one of the Alkena family’s suppliers for enchanted clothing. She would purchase cloth and fabrics at a discounted price, and in exchange she wove basic enchantments into several items of clothing that she sold back at a reduced cost, whilst retaining quite a bit of fabric for her own shop.

For Ezekiel, his problem stemmed from two things. First, was the fact that he simply wasn’t going to be making any friends anytime soon due to the stigma against Void mages, as well as the lack of pleasant social interactions likely to occur in his immediate future. Second, was the interesting sight he had when he meditated during Aldor and Everett’s sparring match.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t something he thought he could deal with right now. Whilst he had managed to get through the past hour or so without too many difficulties, his head was pounding during the entirety of the so-called “spar” that he had been forced to suffer through.

Something that he was starting to show on his face as he winced at the sound of the gates slamming shut. His mother noticed and panicked a little as they walked away.

“Ezekiel! What’s wrong!?” Evelyn exclaimed as she noticed her son’s distress. He hadn’t shown any injuries from the spar, so she didn’t think there was anything wrong with him before this.

“...Nuthin...” Ezekiel mumbled as he closed his eyes to rest his head on his mother’s shoulder. He didn’t think it was that big of a deal, but he knew his mother would worry if he explained what he had done. He’d rather his mother just keep moving so they could get home faster.

Unfortunately, in his grogginess, Ezekiel had forgotten who else was not only with them at that moment, but also who had watched the whole of the events from within the playroom.

Reya, seeing the pain that Ezekiel was in, was also worried, and whilst she was proud of the little cub’s tenacity, she also thought that he was being stupid. So, she explained what had happened in the spars. Helping Evelyn get a better idea of what she had missed, as she had only seen the events that had occurred during and after Ezekiel's spar with Alys.

Hearing Reya’s explanation in the back of her head, Evelyn couldn’t help but feel exceptionally conflicted. She couldn’t help but feel pride in her son, as she knew that her baby boy was better than all those worthless brats. Except for Peni and Stephen, she thought those two were okay. Although Stephen needed to focus more on elemental interactions. On the other hand, she couldn’t help but feel incredibly upset at the fact that her son had entered into a meditative state whilst standing in such a dangerous environment.

“Ezekiel, baby...” Evelyn said in a quiet voice so as to not exacerbate his headache.

“Mmmh?” Ezekiel, whose eyes remained closed, softly moaned out a sound of acknowledgement.

“I want you to know that Reya has explained everything.” Evelyn told him.

“... Tattletale... “Ezekiel replied as he opened one eye to glare at the unrepentant feline sitting on his mother’s other shoulder.

“And regardless of how upset I am. I am also quite proud of you.” She continued on as if Ezekiel hadn’t said anything. “But honey, you can’t keep doing these things. You’ve already passed out from using too much mental stamina. How you managed to go for even longer than the last time without passing out is remarkable.”

“I didn med’tate frr longr. I count tuh ten and stop. Like dad said.” Ezekiel continued to mumble, closing his eyes once again. “Jus kep eye shut. Make mad.” He explained.

Evelyn was once again impressed. If what Ezekiel said was true, then that meant that he had managed to dodge and attack with his eyes shut without seeing the mana forming to tell him what was happening. This was a skill that took years to develop, as only those who had honed their senses through countless battles could understand their environment to such a degree.

“Rya en Tio snek atac beter.” Ezekiel said, throwing the small black cat next to him under the bus.

Now, slightly less surprised, but still frustrated, Evelyn couldn’t help but glare slightly at her bonded Spirit. Who looked back at her in a smug and satisfied manner. Proud that her hunter teachings were paying off on her partner’s young cub.

“Yes.” Evelyn said with a sigh. “Reya and Theo’s sneak attacks would be better than some hot-headed little brat. Especially one as angry as that one was.”

“Angry Chihuahua.” Ezekiel muttered clearly and angrily. His frustration at Aldor and his behavior gave him enough focus to talk clearly. He immediately drifted off once again.

“HA!” Evelyn barked out a laugh as she made the mental connection in her mind. Comparing Aldor, a little boy with a big temper and bigger mouth to a tiny dog that couldn’t do anything, but bark loudly was a wonderful image in her opinion. One that she thought was not at all inaccurate.

The mother and son pair walked and were carried home in silence for a short while. Slowly, Ezekiel’s headache lessened, and he was able to focus more easily as they arrived home.

“Mum...” Ezekiel whispered quietly as they entered their home. Evelyn’s ears perked up as she focused on what her son had to say. “I don’t think I like other kids that much. Peni and Stephen were okay, and Shari didn’t do anything, but the other three were mean. Mister Allon was nice though.”

Evelyn’s heart broke as she heard her son’s words. Her greatest desire was to see her son make some friends. Close companions that would help him get through the troubles of life that were certain to come for him. But even she had to agree that his first experience was not a good one.

“Well, maybe that will change later on. You said you liked Allon, right? There are certain to be people your own age that are like that. Not caring about what magic you have, just what kind of person you are.” Evelyn said in a hopeful voice. She really didn’t want this one bad experience to taint her son’s view of other people for the rest of his life.

“Maybe...” Ezekiel didn’t say much else as he walked off to his room. “I’m gonna take a nap.”

He walked up the stairs and laid down on his bed. Not looking back to see his mother’s downtrodden face as she tried to hold back tears. There was so much she wanted to say to him right now, but she just couldn’t get the words out after hearing how despondent he seemed to be. Worse yet, she couldn’t even tell him the news that she had been hoping to talk to him about earlier.

Reya tried her best to comfort her, but there isn't much that she can do right now. Spirits just didn’t understand the complicated social connections humans had with one another. Usually Spirits only really cared about their bonded human and, to an extent, the ones said human cared about.

Her hand fell to her stomach as she walked into the home’s attached workshop. She couldn’t do much right now, but she could at least take steps to keep her son safe. Some enchanted casual wear that could protect him when he went out would certainly be of help. She’d even make them look like normal clothes rather than the high-quality clothing nobles wore so that it wouldn’t stand out.

While Evelyn started plotting and designing magical clothing for her son, Ezekiel couldn’t help but replay the events that occurred earlier in the day in his head. Watching Everett and Aldor spar was eye opening. Especially after what he saw with his eyes closed.

He didn’t lie when he said that he didn’t spend more than ten seconds meditating. Ten seconds at a time that is. Not technically a lie, though certainly a misdirection. Not once did he meditate for longer than ten seconds. He just meditated for ten seconds six separate times.

He knew he shouldn’t have, but really, with what he saw he considered it to be completely worth it. As he saw something in the fight between Everett and Aldor that he wouldn't have noticed otherwise.

Previously, when he had meditated before, he saw motes of light in every single color. The ones that didn’t have much were the elements that weren’t prominent in his room, lightning, life, death, water, etc. However, whilst he saw maybe a couple of motes of mana for the elements that weren’t prominent in his room, the one element that he didn’t see at all was Void. At no point during his previous meditation did he notice any white motes of light to indicate the void was there.

Yet they appeared when Aldor and Everett sparred. They appeared quite a bit, to the point that they were, at one point, the most prominent motes of light in the room.

At first, Ezekiel had been confused, thinking that he was wrong, and that he wasn’t meditating properly since he was standing up, and in a room where the ambient mana was weird because Aldor and Everet were throwing around their own mana like monkeys flinging feces.

The fact that the white lights were disappearing almost as soon as they appeared, lingering for maybe a second at best, also meant that they didn’t seem that real.

But they kept appearing. They had kept appearing, over and over again. During the whole of the spar that he witnessed whilst meditating the white motes kept appearing.

It took him longer than he’d have liked to figure out what was happening, so focused as he was on making sure he wasn’t imagining things. But during his fourth ten seconds of meditation, he finally figured it out. The motes of Void mana were appearing whenever Aldor and Everett’s mana clashed with each other. That’s when he figured it out. In nature, opposites tend to attract, this rarely happened with mana, as it was naturally attracted to mana of the own type as itself, but just as opposites tend to attract, opposing forces also cancel each other out when they equal one another.

At the same time, Void mana wasn’t a specific type of mana. It was the neutral form of mana that only existed when the other elemental types weren’t present. But because of that absence, it was easy for Void mana to change back into a different element as soon as it formed.

The Void mana was no element but was also every element at the same time.

This new discovery was something that shook Ezekiel to the core. Was this it? Was this his path towards the future? His path towards becoming an actual mage?

He didn’t know, but what he did know was that this was something he had to experiment with. As soon as possible. So, after playing through the scenes of the spar in his head for a few times, he did in fact take a nap, only waking up a couple of hours later. The sun still hadn’t set, and his father was still out patrolling. He could also faintly hear his mother working downstairs. Guilt briefly flared up inside him as he realized he’d probably upset her earlier with what he had said, but for the moment he had to push those thoughts aside.

Sitting up in his bed, Ezekiel looked around his room for anything he could for sources of opposing mana, before realizing that he could just use Tempest and Cavern. Air and stone were plentiful afterall.

He immediately entered into a state of meditation, being careful to pay as much attention as he could to how long he was meditating, whilst not allowing his focus to deviate from the Motes of mana around him. It was a difficult balancing act, but one he thought he had achieved.

However, focusing on the mana around him was extremely difficult. He found that, as the techniques he had were all about focusing on and cultivating one type of mana, so as to help prevent accidentally absorbing the wrong mana types, he could only attract one type of mana at a time. Meaning that when he tried to attract Tempest mana, the Cavern mana would return to its natural state, and that when he tried to attract Cavern mana, the Tempest mana would float away.

He ended his first ten seconds without making any progress whatsoever. This was obviously not ideal, but he knew that there wasn’t much he could do without taking a risk. So that’s what he did.

Deciding to do something incredibly stupid, Ezekiel decided that he would remain in his trance, and instead of visualizing one element, he would visualize two. This was dangerous as, for one, people were not meant to absorb multiple mana types. And for two, due to his own skill at meditation and visualization, he ran the risk of absorbing too much mana at once, causing it to run rampant through his body and destroying him from the inside out.

But Ezekiel didn’t care. He’d had the second worst day of his life in this world so far, and he refused to let himself become a wastrel that couldn’t repay his new life, his new family, with anything other than debt and disappointment.

Deciding to meditate for longer than the ten seconds he was supposed to, Ezekiel decided he would double the time, thinking that would be long enough to get what he wanted without too much harm.

Thus, entering into his trance once again, Ezekiel immediately started visualizing something strange, and unknown to this world. He pictured a yin-yang symbol within his core, right in the lower area of his gut. The image of wind swirling in a tornado stood on one side, and a steady boulder that didn't move at all on the other, slowly circling one another as he continued to meditate.

His head immediately began to hurt as the visualization took up his mental stamina, but he internally rejoiced as he noticed both brown and gray Motes of light drifting towards him. But he saw that there was far more gray than brown, and began to panic. He needed to have the same amount of Cavern and Tempest energy, or he could seriously injure himself due to the incompatible mana entering his body freely.

He started to change his visualization. The tornado within his core no longer looked as fierce as before, blowing much more softly as if buffeted the boulder next to it. But now the Cavern mana was moving faster than the Tempest mana.

Quickly, before the mana could enter his body, he pictured the boulder moving, ever so slightly, as it was pushed by the wind. This swapped the speed of mana once again, but it was much closer this time.

Finally, as the mana began to get absorbed into his body, he directed the two opposing mana’s towards one another before they could settle. There was an almost perfectly equal amount of Cavern and Tempest mana in his body. Three and five motes, respectively.

This was not ideal, as he knew that the wind mana would immediately blow through his body the moment he stopped meditation, but he couldn’t do much about this right now. He had to finish what he had started.

As the motes of mana inched closer and closer together, they finally made contact within his body. All three Cavern motes make contact with Tempest motes, and a bright flash erupts from within his body. Ezekiel is almost startled out of his meditation, but barely manages to stay in a trance as he sees three motes of glowing pure white lights floating gently within his body.

Overjoyed at his success, Ezekiel almost forgets to be concerned about Tempest mana still within his body. Worse yet, he can see that more mana is still coming towards him. Attracted to the image he is visualizing so clearly. It’s slower and will take a few seconds to be absorbed by him, but he can feel himself growing tired. He needs to drop his meditation right now.

One last crazy idea passes through his mind as he is about to exit his meditation. As the image he visualizes starts to face away, he imagines two of the three Void motes pushing the remaining Tempest motes outside of his body.

To his surprise, the Void mana moves as he wishes it too, and the Tempest mana, not attuned to him like the Void mana are, doesn't resist as the Void mana pushes the Tempest mana outside his body.

Excited that he won’t be hurt by his discovery, and overjoyed at his success, Ezekiel’s happiness is immediately doused as the the two motes of Void mana exit his body whilst pushing the Tempest mana, and upon leaving his body are immediately converted into Tempest mana, and the Tempest mana around him enters an excited state of being, causing a small windstorm to blow up around him and throwing him off the bed in a burst of air.

THUMP

“... Owwiieee...” Ezekiel wheezes out in pain from his crumpled position on the floor. Now he had a headache and a sore back.

“Ezekiel!?” Evelyn nearly screamed as she rushed through the door to Ezekiel's room. After hearing the thump, she and Reya tore through the house and up the stairs as fast as they could to make sure he was alright.

“I’m okay.” Ezekiel said as he rubbed his eyes and did his best to not show that he had another headache from meditating. “I just rolled off my bed.”

Rushing over to take a look at him, Evelyn saw that he looked quite sleepy, and the only thing that she could tell was wrong that he was favoring one of his shoulders. Clearly, he had landed on one when he fell off the bed.

“Please, honey, don’t scare me like that.” Evelyn said as she calmed down. She bent down and gave Ezekiel a hug as she realized that he was basically fine.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He knew that, as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t tell her about what he had discovered. The effort it took to meditate and accumulate Void mana was far too dangerous right now. Even if his parents decided to help him, he didn’t know if they’d be willing to allow him to continue with his attempts due to how hazardous it was.

After a couple of seconds, Evelyn stood up. Bringing a smile to her face that Ezekiel couldn’t tell if it was fake or not, She grabbed his hand and started pulling him out of the room.

“Well now. Since the little sleepy head is awake now. Maybe you can help me with clearing out one of the larger store closets and helping me move what’s inside downstairs. We’ve still got some time before I need to start dinner for when your father gets home.” Evelyn said as they exited the room and moved towards the storeroom next to it.

“Ok. But why do we need to clear the storeroom?” Ezekiel asked in confusion. Were they going to be getting more supplies? If they were, wouldn’t it make sense to store it downstairs rather than do what they were doing now?

“Simply put, we need to make room for your new sibling.” Evelyn said in a matter-of-fact tone as she started handing items to Ezekiel.

“Oh... what!?” Ezekiel cried out as he nearly dropped the small box his mother handed him.

Evelyn just giggled as she looked at her son’s gob smacked face. It wasn’t much, but it was good to see him no longer looking as down as he did before.

            

    
        CH 17: Time Passes

    
    
    
    
                A much taller and now ten years old Ezekiel was sitting at a desk in his room above his mother’s shop. He was studying a book he had borrowed from the Alkena’s after his last visit to their manor the previous day. A long since burned out candle laid beside him, and streaks of sunlight streamed through his window. He finished reading the page he was on before closing the book and leaning back with a sigh as he looked around his room. Marveling at the amount of space he now had.

After making enough money to expand their home and shop, the building was now three stories tall, with the previous living space on the first floor converted to more space for the shop, whilst the second and third floor were now the sole living spaces for the Luminance family.

Ezekiel’s room was also much larger, no longer having just a bed and toy box like it did five years ago. It now contained a slightly larger bed, as well as a desk and small bookshelf, upon which there were several tomes regarding study of several Ancient temples and ruins from both the Golden Era and prior. Depictions of the Ancients and their symbols were emblazoned on the front.

Several scrolls detailing different meditation techniques were also laid out haphazardly around the room. None of which were more complex than the publicly available techniques provided by the church, but they had helped him greatly in his endeavors. Although, he was still annoyed at how long it was taking him to make any progress with his studies and mana accumulation.

Due to the inherent danger of his unique meditations, Ezekiel never did decide that he could tell his parents what he had figured out. If he did, he was certain they would forbid him from ever practicing, not willing to let him risk his life for the power he so dearly needed.

Even now, after five years, he had only managed to get up to eighty-two motes of Void nama within his core. Close, but still not enough to attempt to open his first Chakra, the gates that one must pass through to increase their Tier and become official mages.

Most kids his age had already become Tier one mages. Even Shari, the only person he was really friends with, had opened her first Chakra a few years ago.

Luckily, this wasn’t too much of a concern for him, as he knew that the moment he managed to break through to the Tier one level he’d become the talk of the town, as he’d long since discovered that never before had a Void mage broken through without the use of a Pure mana stone. Which, as it was pure solidified mana, was almost impossible for him to get without getting sponsorship and support to one of the Greater Noble families. One with at least a Tier four Hunter or Mage within their ranks.

Knock knock knock

The knock at his door pulled him out of his thoughts as he turned to the side.

“Come in.” He said as he stood up to clean up some of the scrolls laying around his room.

Opening the door, Evelyn walked through just a bit, taking in the scene of her son cleaning up, a small frown marred her otherwise beautiful face. Reya was still draping herself over Evelyn’s shoulders as she always did.

Hi mom, how are you?” Ezekiel said as he finished putting away the last scroll on its shelf.

“I should be asking you that.” Evelyn said as she approached her son, a disappointed look crossing her face as she took in the dark circles under Ezekiel’s eyes. “You stayed up all night again reading your books, didn’t you?”

Ezekiel had a guilty look on his face, unable to meet her eyes as his mother spoke. He stayed quiet however, as he didn’t want to lie to her when they both knew it was true.

“Honey, you know you can hold onto that book for at least another day.” She said as she reached for Ezekiel’s face and turned his head to look at her. “You’re already tutoring children your own age. There’s no need for you to keep studying so hard right now.”

For the past five years, Evelyn’s worries had changed substantially as her son grew older. He had always been mature, but it seemed like he had matured much more quickly than she could have ever imagined. He seemingly aged twice as fast after the incident with Aldor that first time he had visited the Alena manor.

Since that day, Ezekiel had begun to ask for books and what money they could spare to buy or borrow books from shops or the city library. Luckily, there were no bans on who could and couldn’t enter the library, and with a writ from his father he was even able to borrow some books that he usually wouldn’t be able to.

The Alkena’s were helpful as well, having the desire to make up for their son’s cruelty. Sherra had managed to get her brother, Scotty, to take in Aldor as a ward and trainee in his mercenary company. It took a month, but Aldor eventually met up and left with the Firebird Mercenaries as they escorted a caravan of Alena Auction House goods to one of the neighboring towns. Aldor ended up staying with them and was forced to work as they left.

Ezekiel and his family hadn’t heard anything about him since, and they were perfectly fine with that. Except for Warren, who wanted to lock Aldor up in the city dungeons for a night so he could see what it was like to actually be punished for his actions but was forced to accept that Sherra and Allon’s decision was the right one.

“The fact that you’re going to the Alkena’s today should’ve been enough reason for you to not spend the entire night reading.” Evelyn continued to berate her son’s behavior. Ezekiel just looked back down at his feet again.

“But I ‘ve already had the book for a couple of days. I was hoping that, since I would be going back today, that I could return it while I was there.” Ezekiel explained as he tried to defend his actions.

“And how are you supposed to help Shari with her studies if you’re dead on your feet, hmm?” Evelyn asked as she spared no mercy on her son. She knew that, even if that was his thought process, he knew better than to pull all nighters like he had.“You know how much she and her parents appreciate you helping her study. The fact that you’re already more learned than most Magic Academy students is something we have always been impressed by, but it’s stunts like this that make me wonder if you cheated on those tests we got you.”

That was another thing that had happened. After Aldor had left with the Firebirds, Ezekiel and Evelyn had once more gone to the Alkena’s, but this time it was just Ezekiel and Shari, and by this point Shari had started at general school.

Some of the guards had changed as well after Sherra had taken over and began taking things more seriously. The contracts had also been changed, causing more than a few to be arrested and thrown out as they were found to be spies that were either actively working against the Alkena’s, or were providing information to outside parties.

That didn’t matter to Ezekiel and Shari, however, as it was soon discovered that Ezekiel already knew everything that Shari was learning in school, and upon learning of this fact, Allon and Sherra asked if Ezekiel would be willing to tutor Shari, and in exchange they would allow him to look at most, if not all, of the books that they had in their possession. The exception being their family’s private tomes, and books that had been ordered or reserved by other parties.

The book he had spent all of the previous night reading was one such book. Technically, it hadn’t been bought yet, but it was a first edition that Allon had acquired from one of the teams that had returned from an excursion into the Desolate territories a couple weeks ago.

“You know I didn’t cheat on that test. I worked really hard on that!” Ezekiel couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could his own mother even joke about him cheating like this. She was there when he took the test. She saw him answer every single question with nothing but the pen in his hand.

“Of course, I know that, but when I compare the you who passed a test for thirteen year olds who had studied at the general school when he was eight, to the you right now who doesn’t even understand the basic need for sleep, you can understand why I might think there’s some discrepancy.” Evelyn explained in exasperation. She still loved her little boy, but really, he was like a dog with a bone sometimes. When he found something interesting, he just wouldn’t let it go until he decided he was done with it.

“Regardless,” Evelyn continued, “I need you to help me wake your sisters as I get breakfast ready. You can head over to the Alkena’s afterwards.”

Ezekiel gave out a big yawn as he stretched before following his mother out of his room. It’s not like he needed to change right at this moment. He could change quickly before he left. Whilst he wanted to go over and see Shari as soon as possible, he wasn’t bound to a set time, so he didn’t need to rush.

He and Shari had become great friends over the years. He was actually the one to encourage her to speak more with her peers, eventually leading to her making more friends. She had also lost friends when they had learned that she was friends with a Void mage like Ezekiel, but the ones who stuck around were the only ones she cared about, so it wasn’t a big deal.

“Alright. I’ll go wake up the little monkeys.” Ezekiel said with a mutter as he left his room to go up the stairs to the third floor. Whilst the house had been expanded, they still only had two floors to live in. The top floor had his mother, father, and sister’s rooms, whilst he had a room on the main floor where there was also the kitchen and den area.

Reaching the top of the stairwell, he entered into the door on his left, leading into a room with a bunkbed, and invention of his own design, which he had introduced to his parents when it was revealed that his mother was having twins.

Not that it mattered that much, as his sisters had both decided to curl up and sleep on the same bed. So, after giving off a sigh, Ezekiel climbed up the ladder to the top bunk, leaning over to rip off the blanket covering his little sisters.

“WAKEY WAKEY GIRLS! Come on Wendy! Come on Ellen! Time to get up!” Ezekiel shouted as he threw the blanket onto the bottom bunk.

“BIG BRO!” his sisters screamed as they were exposed to the cool morning air. Dressed in their pajamas, both had looks of fury on their faces that reminded Ezekiel of a pair of pouting kittens. Too adorable to take seriously. “Why’d you do that? We were sleeping.” They said in sync.

That was something that tended to weird him out at first, but he had slowly gotten used to his sisters talking in tandem. The fact that they quickly became drowsy again and rubbed the sleep out of their eyes in sync as well just made them all the more adorable.

Reaching forwards, Ezekiel gently pinched his sisters’ cheeks, pulling slightly as he spoke.

“Now, now. Mom sent me up here to wake you both up for breakfast. Can’t have you sleeping through the first meal of the day, can we?” He said with a smile on his face that belayed the tiredness he felt.

“Mmmph.” Wendy and Ellen grunted in unison as they made their way to the ladder so they could climb down. Ezekiel quickly dropped to make room for his sisters.

Helping them down the ladder in their tired state, Ezekiel brought them to the washroom and helped them wash and wake up before leaving them to get changed. The three headed downstairs, following the smell of freshly cooked breakfast with hungry stomachs growling.

“Good morning!” Ezekiel and his sister said in unison as they greeted their mother.

“Smells good mom!” Ezekiel said as he helped set the table while his sisters sat down at the table. Evelyn finished putting food on serving plates and moved to place them on the table.

“Indeed, it does.” A voice from the stairs called out. “Good morning girls, Ezekiel.”

Warren walked down the stairs dressed in his full guard uniform as he approached the table. Awkwardly sitting down, he served himself as much food as he could before eating.

“Dad! You’re still home? I thought you’d have left a while ago?” Ezekiel said as he looked at his father in surprise and confusion. He usually saw his father in the evenings. It was very rare that he saw him in the mornings, as he was usually the first one in his team getting things ready for patrols and going through paperwork for their district. Sometimes his father even stayed up later than he did if things went bad in the taverns and required the help of a higher-level mage.

“Merri and Trisk were willing to take the morning shift today, so I was able to sleep in a bit. I figured I’d walk with you to the Alkena’s. Say hi to Sherra and Allon while I was at it.” Warren explained as they all sat and ate their food.

Wendy and Ellen ate quietly, as they were still tired, and would likely take a little while longer before they started playing with Reya. They preferred playing with Theo, as he would let them dress him up, but Reya put up more of a chase, requiring that they catch her in order to put her into anything. Sometimes Ezekiel would help, but that just made Reya play harder. He couldn’t complain though, as it was these little games that they played that helped him survive his first life and death situation with magic.

The meal didn’t last long, and soon enough, Wendy and Ellen were chasing Reya around the room to try and put her in a dress. Theo sat at attention at the door to the house. Waiting for his partner and Ezekiel to be ready to leave.

“I’ll be ready to go in a few minutes. I need to clean up and get ready to go.” Ezekiel said as he rushed to the washroom on this floor. He quickly entered the stall, turning on the water and activating the runic arrays that would heat it to just the right temperature.

Washing quickly, Ezekiel headed out with his hair still wet to get dressed. His clothing stitched with enchantments that his mother had ever so painstakingly stitched to keep her baby boy safe.

With that all finished, Ezekiel packed up a couple of books, copies the Alkena’s had given him of the general studies books and a few old editions of the first year Magic Academy books that they had managed to get their hands on. As well as the book he had spent the previous night reading.

Getting to the bottom of the stairs, Ezekiel saw his mother giving his father a goodbye kiss as his sisters chased Reya in the background. He paused for second, taking in the sight as he felt a love for his family that he never wanted to give up.

“Ready to go dad!” He said with a smile as Warren pulled away from his wife, a big smile on his face. Walking to the door with long strides, Warren ruffled Ezekiel’s still slightly damp hair as they left the house. Theo jumped up onto Warren’s shoulder as they walked down the final set of stairs that led to the ground floor.

“Well then. Let’s get the day stated, shall we.” Warren said as father and son walked off into the city they called home.
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                The walk from their home to the Alkena manor wasn’t a long one, but it was still long enough to be frustrating as the people in the town gave him weird looks. Most were forced to look away as Warren and Theo flashed their eyes at the people who stared.

It was more annoying than anything, as no one had ever actually done anything to him, but the unfortunate fact of the matter was that most people knew who Void mages were. Especially when they started getting older than five to six years old.

The reason for this was due to a couple of reasons. First was that he wasn’t in school even though he was obviously old enough. The second was because of the fact that upon becoming a Tier one Mage a person’s eye color would change to reflect their respective element. This wasn’t the best indicator for a Tier one Mage, as a few colors were common, but for the more unique colors this worked quite well.

Sometimes, a child not in school was considered a prodigy, but only if their eye color reflected their mana, as it meant that they were prodigies that had already opened their first Chakra before the age of ten. They were usually the children of nobles or those that had connections with the Church that could afford to get access to the various materials that would increase the speed of one’s magical development.

Ezekiel’s family did not have the necessary connections, and even if they did, him becoming and official Tier one Mage would make the fact that he was a Void Mage all the more obvious due to the changes he would undergo. These unfortunate circumstances meant that it was impossible to hide the fact that he was a Void Mage.

Regardless of these circumstances, however, Ezekiel still considered himself to be quite lucky, as he knew for a fact that there were Void Mages that were far worse off than himself. Nowadays, most Void Mages were lucky if they could get work as porters for one of the various parties going in and out of the Lost Wilderness, or on the opposite side of the city near the port area.

He had only been that far into the city once, and it was so far away that it was several hours away by foot. At least one hour by carriage.

He really never realized just how big this city was. But considering a large portion of the city was like a slice of pie cut from a circle to open it up to the northern forest of Erenon it wasn’t too strange for it to be so big. Second biggest city in the Willowbrush Empire as well, so Ezekiel figured that it had to be this big if it was only one step down from the capital.

One would think that such an opening into the heart of the city would be a massive security issue, but invaders would have to first get through the countless Spirit Beings that lived there before they got anywhere close. Most people who entered the Spirit Lands or tried to get into the forest were taken care of fairly quickly if they didn’t have a special Spirit Badge that would allow them to enter without fear of death. The dozens of small patrols that were constantly checking and rechecking the security were another safety precaution.

The various looks that he and his father got weren’t too bad though. Most people were too busy at the moment to really pay them more than a passing glance. It was the end of the week before this year’s awakening ceremony after all. So, everybody around had much more important things to be worrying about than a random kid Void Mage.

“Are you excited for tomorrow?” Warren asked Ezekiel as they got closer to the Alkena manor. It had been a quiet walk up until this point, but as they got closer to the Inner City the number of people increased, as did the number of busy bodies moving about. This meant more distractions so he wasn’t the center of attention any more.

“I’m a bit nervous.” Ezkiel replied with his head down. “My life’s been pretty good. I know it could be worse, but I can’t help but worry that Wendy and Ellen will end up like me.”

Warren couldn’t help but wince as he heard his son’s response. Although he and Evelyn had done their best, it just wasn’t possible to keep people from discriminating against Void Mages. There was too much bad history to just move past it all. If a Void Mage could simply do something with their magic, then maybe things would be different. But the methods for a Void Mage to cultivate mana just didn’t exist, and the cost to do it artificially was too expensive.

He had always hoped that Ezekiel would be the first natural Tier one Void Mage, but as far as he knew, there hadn’t been any progress for the past five years. He sometimes felt like kicking himself for having such high expectations for a child. Millenniums had passed without any signs of Void Magic being discovered, and if it hadn’t happened already, then it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

Were Exekiel able to read his father’s mind, he would certainly feel both pride and guilt at the fact that he was fulfilling his father’s hope, but also lying to him about his magic.

“It’s alright to be nervous, but I’d be incredibly happy if your sisters were just like you. Afterall, who wouldn’t want two more genius daughters who managed to pass the test required for acceptance into the Magic Academies.” Warren said with a smile on his face as he ruffled Ezekiel’s hair. Laughing a little as Ezekiel made a small noise of annoyance before trying to tidy up his hair.

“Dad!” Ezekiel said in a huff after finally flattening out his hair again. Warren just chuckled again as they finally arrived at the Alkena Auction House.

Making their way through the gates, Warren and Ezekiel made their way through the large buildings and into the manor area where Sherra was waiting for them, having been notified by the gate guards that they had arrived.

Sherra had changed a fair bit in the past five years. Now with her hair grown out to just past her shoulders and kept in a loose ponytail behind her neck, she was no longer decked out in the uniform and armor of Harkem City guards, she was dressed in the uniform of the Alkena Auction House instead. As well, there was a small rusty red dog sitting next to her.

The dog in question marked the biggest change that Sherra had undergone, as it indicated that she had successfully found and bonded with a compatible Spirit who would share its life with her.

A Tier two Spirit, the fire attributed canine was officially Sherra’s most loyal companion, having undergone an incredible amount of growth, what with it originally being a Tier one Spirit when bonded with just over four years ago. It had Tieried up when helping Sherra undergo her own breakthrough, aiding her in channeling her mana to open her third Chakra, something that Sherra never thought would happen.

“Warren! Ezekiel! It’s good to see you both. How have you been? Are you both ready for the girl’s big day tomorrow?” Sherra spoke at a rapid speed as she questioned Warren and Ezekiel as fast as she could. Even with her change in responsibilities and the fact that she had sent her son away five years ago, nothing had managed to douse her fiery and passionate attitude. The fact that she hadn’t been able to say hello the last few times they had visited also contributed to her currently exuberant behavior.

“Sherra. Good to see you. I’m sorry I missed you the last time I visited.” Warren said with an apologetic wave. Theo then jumped down from Warren’s shoulder and marched up to the small dog on the ground. Although roughly the same size, the fiery pup was utterly submissive to the radiant cat. If dogs could sweat, this one most certainly would be as it sat up straighter in the face of the much more powerful Spirit in front of it. “Theo, don’t be a bully to Feris.”

The small dog, Feris, turned its head to give Warren a thankful look, but immediately looked back at Theo as the cat Spirit hissed loudly. Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a chuckle as he saw the traditional dog and cat dynamic be reversed like this.

“Hehe, come on now you scaredy dog. Don’t just let him bully you like that, you’re my partner, aren’t you?” Sherra said with a laugh and a smile. Feris gulped nervously before standing up and raising its hackles before giving out a loud bark that echoed through the corridor.

There was little reaction on Theo’s part as the bark just caused some of his fur to be slightly blown back. Theo gave an aloof and careless look as he continued to stare down Feris. Finally, as the three humans watched, Theo gave a short nod before turning and jumping back on Warren’s shoulder.

“... Well, that wasn’t at all pointless.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath as he moved forward to give Sherra a hug. Which she gladly reciprocated. “It’s nice to see you, Lady Sherra. I’m sorry we couldn’t meet much these last couple of weeks.”

“It’s no worry, Ezekiel, even if it’s been a while, it’s always good to see you. Especially when I know you’ve been helping my Shari out as much as you have.” Sherra said as she let go of Ezekiel and ruffled his hair, just as his father had not too long before. He once again gave off an annoyed huff as he tried to straighten out his hair.

“Ezekiel!” a high pitched and happy voice called out from further down the hall.

Caught off guard, Ezekiel wasn’t able to brace himself before a red headed missile hit him from the side. He reflexively used a couple motes of his mana to reinforce his body so that he wouldn’t hurt himself when he hit the ground. Something that neither Sherra nor Warren noticed as they watched in bemusement.

“Shari! What?! Why are you still home? Shouldn’t you be going to school today?” Ezekiel asked in confusion as he looked at the girl lying on top of him.

“Ha! I finally know something you don’t.” Shari said as she sat up and climbed off of Ezekiel. “The Church closes their facilities the day before the Awakening Ceremony in order to ensure that there aren’t any possible issues, as well as to ensure that all the names of the families participating can be sent to the appropriate rooms for their ceremony.”

Shari stood proudly as she explained what was going on. As she stood there, Ezekiel stood up to look at the little girl who was once too shy to speak even a single word in his presence just a few years ago. She was no longer the nervous little mouse she used to be. She had grown up into an excitable ten-year-old, one who was steadfast and stubborn when it came to the things she cared about. Which happened to include Ezekiel after having known him for so long.

“Now c’mon, c’mon, we just got a new batch of items from the Guild. We’ll be auctioning them off soon, but I wanted to show them to you before they all go away.” Shari was practically bouncing in place as she started dragging Ezekiel off to their manor’s storage facilities. “Papa is already over there, so we should be able to go in as soon as we get there!”

“Ah, Shari, Shari! Dad, please help!” Ezekiel said as he was dragged away. Warren just laughed as he saw the two children having fun.

“You’ll be alright son! Go have fun and return that book while you’re at it.” Warren said as Ezekiel was pulled around the corner. The smile on his face dropped as he turned to Sherra.

“New relics from the guild? Ones that that damned cult didn’t get their hands on first?” He said to Sherra as he stood on guard. “I’m surprised that Lord Forret is allowing it, given his most recent ‘City Improvement Reforms.’ Don’t they all have to be checked by the’Lord’s Inspector’s’ before they can go on sale?”

Sherra looked a little nervous for a second. Realizing that this information might be troublesome for Warren, as he was officially employed by the city, and therefore the Harkem family which Lord Forret was currently the temporary head of. At least until his older brother, Duke Harper, returns from the borders of the Desolate Lands.

“... Technically, the new reform only states that relics must be checked before being released for sale to the public. So, if they’re held and sold in private, at an invitation only auction, for instance, or outside the city, then it means that no laws are being broken. Besides, Lord Forret has no right to confiscate these relics if they don’t go up for sale. Until such a time as this occurs, they are considered the private property of the Alkena family.” Sherra said as she fidgeted under Warren’s intense gaze, growing nervous as he didn’t say anything when she finished.

“Good job!” Warren finally said as he gave Sherra a thumbs up. The serious look on his face looked ridiculous as he used a bit of his mana to make his face sparkle as he reassured her that things were okay.

“Warren!” Sherra exclaimed in exasperation. Her friend was always serious when he was on the job, or when it came to his family, but when neither of those were involved, he sometimes acted like far too much of a goofball to be taken seriously.

“What? I can’t be happy that my friends managed to find their way around a ridiculous scheme created by a worthless man who has been trying to enforce rules and laws that would see my son fail at every turn?” Warren asked with a raised eyebrow as he looked at Sherra. “Besides, we both know that the only reason that reform was made was to take a shot at your family’s auction house. You’re one of three organizations that can acquire and sell relics, and the only one that is based in this city. That makes you a target. Especially since it’s well known that you don’t agree with the Count’s stance on things.”

“Well, I’m hoping you’ll be able to keep what I’m about to tell you about a secret for as long as possible. And maybe be there when we hand something over to the Church of Ten.” Sherra says nervously as Feris comes up and rubs against her leg encouragingly. Warren just looks at her curiously, as he can tell that this is something that is seriously bothering her. “One of the relics we acquired. It’s been decided we’re going to give it to the Church of Ten as soon as possible. If those Church of Light cultists get their hands on it, they’re certain to destroy it.”

Warren and Theo both stand up straighter as they hear this. Only the most dangerous of relics were straight up destroyed, as they almost all originated from either the Age of Growth, when the Ancients were still present, or the Age of Hubris, when humanity was at its highest. Almost all relics from those eras were of great contribution to the development of humanity after the Age of Despair fractured the world into factions as they did their best to fight off the Brood’s Cruor.

“Is it dangerous?” Warren asked as he started to take this more seriously. “If it is, then I don’t know why destroying it would be a bad thing. Keeping it from that cult is a must, but keeping it from being destroyed?”

“It’s not dangerous. Not at all. In fact, we can’t figure out what it does at all. We’ve actually only discovered one thing about it.” Sherra explained as she alleviated some of Warren’s worries.

“And that is?” Warren asked, now once again curious as to what the issue was.

Sherra spoke softly, as if worried that her words would be heard even though there was no one even close enough to be able to.

“The relic has mana, but no affinity. It’s a relic left behind by the Ancient of the Void.”
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                Ezekiel couldn’t help but stumble slightly as Shari pulled him along further and further into the manor. They had gotten a fair distance away from their parents by this point and had passed by several guards that were stationed along their path. Most smiled or smirked as they passed. The thought of a small girl pulling around a small boy was quite the sight compared to their usual monotony.

There were one or two frowns here and there, but from what Ezekiel knew from his years of visits, that was more due to the fact that they thought that Ezekiel and Shari’s behavior were inappropriate, than anything to do with Ezekiel being a Void Mage. Given that Allon had fired a large number of his previous staff for their discriminatory views, and their apparent ties to the Church of Light, Ezekiel felt that he could trust that there weren’t any people out to kill him in the Alkena’s employ.

“Shari! Hey Shari!” Ezekiel yelled as he finally pulled his hand loose from Shari’s grasp. “What’s going on? You’ve shown me stuff in your family’s warehouse before, but this time around you’re really kind of freaking me out.”

Shari took a moment to catch her breath. One of the things that hadn’t changed since they were children was the difference in stamina. On occasion, when Ezekiel visited with his mother, they would play tag with Reya, to help with their cardio and physical development. Ezekiel knew that having an active lifestyle in his new life was important so he tried to balance his studies with his fitness as best he could, but since he didn’t want to stunt his growth, he knew he couldn’t hit the hard weights just yet.

Luckily for him, it seemed that Void Mages have an innately large stamina compared to other mages, who had to rely on their mana to boost their abilities, which was only possible once they reached Tier two. Void Mages, on the other hand, didn’t seem to physically tire unless they pushed themselves past their physical limits in ways not directly to endurance. For instance, Ezekiel could jog or pick up and put down books almost forever but sprinting or lifting heavy weights was something that would tire him out just like everyone else.

This wasn’t as visually stunning or impressive as the feats of elemental manipulation that other mages could do, but it did mean that physical feats when training or playing were often won by him when interacting with the few children that tolerated or enjoyed his presence.

Several seconds after they had stopped, Shari managed to catch her breath and sent a beaming smile in Ezekiel’s direction. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel both embarrassed and confused as to why she was smiling so happily at him.

“This is different,” Shari said with excitement in her voice, “Most of those relics were broken weapons or tools from cities that fell during the Age of Despair, or from places that were reclaimed and uncovered at the start of the Age of Conflict.”

“Isn’t that when most relics are from now-a-days? Relics from the earlier Ages were mostly destroyed by the Cruor during the Age of Despair, as they drove humanity from their major cities and centers of civilization.” Ezekiel said with a questioning tone of voice.

This information was something that most children didn’t learn until later in their schooling. Usually during the preparatory period between the ages of ten and thirteen, when most kids would be trying their best to either gain an opportunity to enter the Spirit Lands to try and bond with a Spirit, or when they were preparing to enter an Academy by breaking through to Tier two as a Mage.

Due to Ezekiel’s extensive studying, however, he had managed to find out this information much sooner than most children. This also meant that Shari learned some of it during their study sessions when he would tell her tales of the past Ages in order to either get her interested in something or to get her to stop bugging him by scaring her away. The former was usually fun, but the latter got him in trouble with their parents.

“What makes this Relic so special?” Ezekiel couldn’t think of anything that would get Shari this excited over a Relic. They’d seen dozens of basic common Relics before, some useful, most not, but this really seemed like too much.

“I can’t tell you here.” Shari said as she glanced around, not noticing any guards particularly close by. “You’ll have to wait until we get to the warehouse. Daddy can tell you more when we get there.”

Shari then grabbed his hand again, but this time Ezekiel was ready, and instead of being pulled along awkwardly, Ezekiel ran in pace with Shari as they exited the manor’s back entrance out into a moderately sized courtyard. On one side was a large fence and arched gate leading off the property. On the other was a slightly smaller gate that was guarded more heavily than any other areas on the manor that weren’t the Alkena family’s private living quarters and security rooms.

The warehouse itself was a large building, about a quarter the size of the Alkena’s manor, but that was only the portion of the warehouse that was above ground. It was the most bland and basic looking structure in the entire estate. It had gray walls with no seams or areas to indicate connecting joints or support structures. And the only thing that stood out from its appearance was the slightly slanted roof for water runoff. Beyond that, it was just a massive rectangular box with no details.

Ezekiel had been here enough times to know that there were several floors beneath the ground, of which he had only been to the first subfloor, as anything deeper was restricted to those who hadn’t signed any contracts. After coming to an agreement with the Church of Ten and the Prime Guild, not even Hunters were allowed to go deeper without official documentation from the proper officials of at least one of those organizations.

This was a feature of the Alkena family that had been around for four generations. The auction house itself, and the warehouse, were considered a gift to the then Tier four Hunter who founded their family and took residence in the city of Harkem. It was a shame that the Alkena family had since fallen to the status of lesser nobility due to the more recent generations not having Hunters in the Alkena bloodline, but even so, their business practices had managed to retain their status to a larger extent than most.

This was something that annoyed many Nobles and members of the smaller Churches, but since it was supported by branches of the only two organizations that operated throughout the whole of the lands claimed by humanity, there wasn’t much anyone could do about it.

Making their way towards the smaller of the two gates, Ezekiel and Shari approached the team of guards that stood in front of the entrance to the warehouse. Shari held up a small amulet that granted them entry into the warehouse after she gave three of the guards a complex sequence of hand signs.

She only had to redo the second one once, and that was only because she tried to go too fast and snubbed her finger against one another as she did so.

This didn’t set the guards off, however, as Shari was still young, and the hand signs were complex enough that rushing through them too quickly was a sure-fire way to screw them up. But taking too long was also something that couldn’t be done, as it meant that one was having to put in what should be unneeded effort to perform what should be a trained task

“Alright, young Lady, feel free to enter. Your father previously informed us you would be coming with young Ezekiel at some point. But please be aware that your father has a guest, and that he is having to deal with another party that’s interested in the things I’m certain you two are here for.” The leader of this team of guards said as he waved Shari and Ezekiel through with a smile on his face.

“Thank you, Kars. We’ll try not to disturb them too badly.” Ezekiel said as they walked towards the warehouse. “I’ll be sure to keep this one in line.”

“Zeeekeee.” Shari whined as Ezekiel allowed her to shake his hand in frustration at his teasing.

Ezekiel just reached up and ruffled her hair, causing her to squawk in indignation. Ezekiel had no qualms with continuing his ruffling as they walked forward, however, as he knew full well that Shari knew he didn’t like it when she called him that.

The guards saw this and just laughed it off in good humor. They enjoyed seeing their little Lady having fun with her friends. They didn’t think Ezekiel was too bad either. Especially when he was willing to spar with the guards to learn how to use weapons. They couldn’t help but think it was such a shame that such a talented and hardworking young man was a Void Mage. They were certain that Ezekiel would become great if only he could use magic.

Gates closed behind Ezekiel and Shari as they made their way towards the warehouse. Ezekiel finally let go of Shari’s head as they reached the side of the warehouse. Shari held up her amulet and flipped open a small area at the front that resembled a photo locket. Inside was a small needle that she pricked her finger on. She didn’t even flinch whilst doing so. The locket then glowed briefly as lines on it lit up. Shari tapped the walls a number of times, listening to the sound the stone made as she did. After one particular tap, Shari smiled before touching the amulet to the wall.

Ezekiel didn’t understand how this was an accurate method of figuring out where the entrance was. But he assumed that the Amulet allowed its owner to hear differences in the taps made when it was activated with blood as it was when Shari was using it. Such a thing would be necessary, as

The amulet turned dull once again as a seam opened in the featureless wall.

Ezekiel and Shari entered into the warehouse with the opening closing behind them as soon as they both passed the threshold. Shari then placed the amulet she used to get in here on a small plate on a low pillar next to the entrance. The plate then lowered down into the pillar and descended down a hole that immediately closed after it was finished. This was another automatic security precaution which would activate if the amulet to enter wasn’t deposited immediately after entering.

Ultimately, the entrance and exit were in two entirely different areas, so even if you could get in, you wouldn’t be able to get out if you didn’t know the completely different steps necessary for exiting. The only other option was to overpower and break your way out, but that came with its own problems. Usually in the form of the Guilds or Churches coming along to fight anyone who broke out.

“I still think it’s likely that someone in the past got trapped in here and starved to death.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath as he looked around nervously.

“And I’ve told you that papa and mama said that those were only rumors spread by the guards to scare off pests. Besides, contracted employees of the Alkena Auction House, with special permissions granted by the family head conduct regular checks on the warehouse specifically to ensure that there are no trespassers poking their noses where they don’t belong.” Shari explained with her hands on her hips with an indignant expression on her face. She was clearly reciting something that her parents told her, and her pose was something Ezekiel figured she thought made her look proud and imposing.

Her ruffled hair that was straying all over the place just made her look like she was pouting angrily rather than proudly showing off.

Ezekiel just patted her on the head before turning away and walking towards the center of the warehouse.

“Zeeekeee!” Shari whined out once again. This time she pulled out a small brush from a pouch in her belt before going through the motions to fix her hair.

The two walked past several rows of miscellaneous items. Weapons, armor, potions, pills, tools, basic clothing, and various other things, both useful and not, were hanging on hooks, sitting on shelves, or leaning on stands. A fair number of these shelves, stands, and hooks were surrounded by a dim forcefield of orange light. A basic alert spell meant to burn whoever reached for the items without the proper keys. For the majority that weren’t surrounded in the small forcefields, those were mundane items that were usually kept in piles or mass-produced stockpiles in specific areas.

Ignoring the various items surrounding them, having seen them many times before, Ezekiel was more interested in what was going on in the center of the warehouse. Shari was too distracted with her hair, but he could faintly hear voices discussing something as they got closer and closer, but whilst they weren’t whispering, whoever was talking was still keeping their voice quiet.

“I’m telling you... we can’t just... he’s... young...”

“It’s not... all... he just... touch... full responsibility.”

Deciding that they’d probably get in trouble if they just snuck up on Allon and whoever he was talking to, Ezekiel decided to call out to get the two gentlemen’s attention.

“Lord Allon! Shari and I are here! Should we come back later? It seems like you have a visitor.” He called out as he and Shari rounded one of the corners right next to the center of the warehouse.

The two men, now in sight of Ezekiel and Shari, straightened up from the table they were both leaning on. Both looked like they had gotten caught with their hands in the cookie jar.

“Ahem, ah, Ezekiel. It’s good to see you. And Shari! How’s my dear little lady doing today?” Allon said as he greeted Ezekiel before approaching and picking Shari up to give her a hug and a twirl before settling her down. “I wasn’t expecting you quite so soon. I figured I’d have a few more minutes with my guest here before I’d get to see you both.”

“We can come back later if you’re still busy.” Ezekiel said as he looked between Allon and his guest. He couldn’t help but take a moment to further examine the man who Allon was talking to.

An elderly gentleman with grayish violet hair and a graying violet beard, with bright violet eyes looked at Ezekiel and Shari as the approached, with Allon. He wasn’t dressed the same as most of the guests that Ezekiel had seen on occasion when visiting the Alkena Manor. Those people were dressed in suits that were made of the finest materials that were meant to show off their wealth and power within the city. Usually their status as nobles and fellow rich merchants.

Wrapped around the man’s neck was a violet and green snake that coiled around him like a shiny scaly scarf. The snake yawned as it looked at Ezekiel and Shari, opening its mouth wide, and showing off a lack of venomous fangs.

The man was dressed in half plate armor, with greaves and gauntlets covering his limbs. The rest of his body seemed to be covered in layers of clothing over a form fitting bodysuit. It reminded Ezekiel of the armors he’d seen in video games and other fantasy RPGs in his past life on Earth.

The man also had a sash tied around his arm with a symbol on it. It wasn’t a symbol that Ezekiel recognized, but he was certain it must’ve belonged to one of the guilds. A fairly high ranking one as well, if his memory wasn’t failing him.

The various Guilds of the world were composed of Hunters and Mages that were determined to fight the Cruor on their home turf, often going into the Desolate regions of that world that had long since been claimed by them in order to find and recover lost Relics from ruins of the Age of Growth and Age of Hubris. The various guilds were broken up into five Tiers.

The top Tier only had one guild, and this was the Prime Guild. This guild was the only guild that had a Tier five member, and its main job was to ensure that no other guilds were overstepping when it came to Hunters dealing with the affairs of the various cities around the world. This Guild had a pure white sash with the symbol of a black featureless face on it.

Beneath the Prime guild were other guilds going down from Tier four to Tier one. Tier four guilds have black sashes and were required to have at least three Tier four Hunters among their ranks.

Tier three guilds have gold sashes and a minimum of at least one Tier four Hunter.

Tier two guilds have green sashes and at least three Tier three Hunters or Mages in their ranks.

Tier one guilds have blue sashes and at least one Tier three Hunter in their Ranks.

The sashes worn by guild members also had a number of lines in a noticeable color used for indicating what Tier an individual guild member was at.

The violet haired man in front of Ezekiel had a black sash and three violet lines running around it, with a symbol of a roaring lion emblazoned on it. This man was a Hunter that was at least as powerful as either one of his parents, although clearly, he was much older. Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder why that was. Were his parents just geniuses or was it just that difficult to breakthrough to Tier four that this man had been at Tier three for a very long time.

“There’s no need for that, young man.” The violet haired man said as he gestured to both Ezekiel and Shari to relax. “Ah, my apologies, I still haven’t introduced myself, even though I know both of your names. Please, call me Ishkel. I am a Hunter and executive of the Roaring Ruins guild. I am the man who found and retrieved the Relics from the newly discovered ruin in Erenon forest.”

Both Ezekiel and Shari were a little bit starstruck as Ishkel introduced himself. Both of them knew that Ezekiel’s parents were Tier three Hunters, but they weren’t part of the guild, so it was assumed, at least by Shari, that they weren’t combat Hunters, but rather they were just Mages that were lucky enough to bond with Spirits to help them advance.

“Indeed. This is one of my friends who has had ties to the Alkena family since the days when my own father was still alive.” Allon explained as he gestured towards Ishkel. “Though I’ll admit, whilst he brings me the most interesting of Relics, he also brings the most troublesome as well.”

Ishkel’s face didn’t change from its serious look as Allon spoke about him. Nothing said was incorrect after all.

“Regardless, it’s actually a good thing you both are here right now.” Ishkel said as he stared at Ezekiel. “As it just so happens, I am in need of your help with the Relic that little Shari has likely already told you about on your way here.”

Allon’s face took on a look of furious rage as he glared at Iskel.

“I thought I told you already! We are not using Ezekiel in your experiments!” Allon nearly shouted as he moved to stand in front of Ezekiel and Shari.

Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed at what Ishkel and Allon were saying, and Shari was growing nervous as she heard her father yelling. The only times she knew her father to yell at were when someone was in great trouble and was likely to be forcibly removed from their property. She didn’t like it when her parents got angry. She thought they got scary when they were angry.

“I’m not saying we’re going to. I’m simply going to present the issue we are both facing right now, and if the boy is willing, we will go through with it. That is all.” Ishkel said in a matter of fact one.

“So, you’re saying I can leave right now, and nothing will come of it? You won’t chase me down, take me captive, threaten my family or the Alkena’s, and by that, I mean taking steps to ruin their business as well.” Ezekiel spoke up as he started to glare at the old man in front of him. “I am a Void Mage after all, so I can’t imagine you’re all that approving of my presence.”

Ishkel and Allon both looked at him in curiosity. They didn’t know where a child Ezekiel’s age had gotten such wild ideas from, but Allon realized that he couldn’t fault Ezekiel for thinking the way he did. He knew for a fact that Ezekiel had been accosted on the streets more than a few times for being a Void mage, so these were probably threats he’d heard before.

Ishkel, on the other hand, looked like he had just suffered one of the greatest insults of his life.

“No, young man, I will not be doing any of those things. And whilst I admit I don’t have too many positive thoughts on Void Mages, that is simply because this world revolves around magic, and you simply don’t have any. Even the few who have managed to waste enough pure mana crystals to become a Tier one Void Mage have never been able to do anything with the mana that they have. If anything, I pity Void Mages for not having a use in society beyond that of an extra pair of hands.” Ishkel said, his voice containing a tone that indicated he was slightly annoyed.

“If you are wondering why, you specifically, then please do not think you are special. I simply do not trust most people with what I am hoping to do, and I am hoping that you will help me with this task because Allon trusts you. He’s bragged and boasted about you more than enough in our previous meetings when talking about his daughter and her friends that I feel like I have at least some ideas about your character.” Ishkel continued to explain both his purpose and reasoning for being here.

Ezekiel looked shocked for a moment before giving Allon a thankful look as he was once again surprised at how much this man and his family seemed to value him when so many others did not.

“What, exactly, do you need help with?” Ezekiel asked as he stepped to the side to look around Allon’s figure.

“Ezekiel, you don’t have to do this.” Allon said as he looked down at the young man, he considered family. “We should at least wait, and perhaps ask for your father to be here before you agree to anything.”

“My father has his own duties to attend to as one of the city’s guard captains. He was lucky enough to not have to cover the early morning shift today, and I’d rather not force him to be late for his work just because of me.” Ezekiel said stubbornly.

Ishkel gave Ezekiel an appraising look, as if trying to tell whether or not Ezekiel was just saying these things as an excuse, or if he really meant them. Apparently, he liked what he saw, because he gave a small smirk before turning and stepping around the table.

“The task is simple. I wish for you to use this mana crystal, and use the absorbed mana to attempt to activate this, Relic.” Ishkel said as he gestured to a shallow box laying open on the table in front of him. “As I believe you know, some Relics can only be used or activated by mana of a certain type. Every type has been used on this Relic, but none have done anything. And since mana absorbed from pure mana crystals automatically convert into a person’s mana type when used, we need a Void Mage to activate this one.”

As Ezekiel approached in order to take a look at what was in the box, he couldn’t help but freeze up momentarily as he saw what exactly the relic was.

It was a black opal pendant, in the shape of a human hand. It looked just like the pendant he had worn in his past life, only it was of a different body part.

“From what we can tell, it should be a Relic left by the Ancient of the Void, as we can sense the mana inside it, but not any elemental affinity. Given that the Relic was also found in a temple in the ruins dedicated specifically to the Void, it is almost certain that the Ancient of the Void left this behind.” Ishkel continued to explain.

Ezekiel didn’t hear him though. Instead, he walked forwards to the table and began reaching out to the Relic, as if in a trance. He could feel a pull coming from inside of him.

“... Ezekiel, are you okay?” Shari asked as she noticed something strange with Ezekiel.

Allon and Ishkel looked at Ezekiel and noticed that something was wrong as well.

“Ezekiel!” Allon called out with concern in his voice as Ezekiel reached out to the pendent.

“Young man, you need to absorb mana from the crystal first or you won’t-”

Ishkel’s voice cut off as Ezekiel picked up the pendant. A bright flash of pure white light burst from the pendant, nearly blinding the occupants of the room.

“EZEKIEL!!!” Shari screamed as she rushed forward, only able to watch as Allon caught him as he fell to the ground.

The last conscious thought he had was noticing that over half his stored motes of mana had been drained into the pendant, and then everything turned to black.
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                Ezekiel felt a burning pain as he froze to death. Only to be shattered as lighting struck him down. The pieces of his broken body were pulled back together and melted to reform in his current appearance. Cracks ran through his body, both smooth and jagged. The signs of a forceful change when a slow and steady adaptation would have provided a better benefit.

“You are here sooner than I had expected.”

The desolate landscape he half remembered and happily forgot had returned. But something was different. Something had changed. The chaos and destruction brought about by the battle between the Broods and the Ancients had settled. 

The land had begun to heal, slowly but surely, the land had begun to show life and growth once again. The Ancients traveled the world, reshaping what they could to restore balance to Eldramir and allow the lesser beings to return to the world. 

Light no longer warped and twisted, burning and blinding all that it touched. It became a Radiant beacon that lit the path forward.

Fire no longer ran rampant, turning all that lay strewn about before it into ash and dust. It became the Flame of warmth and creativity.

Earth and stone no longer shattered and crushed all that breathed beneath the weight of mountains. It became the Caverns in which many races and treasures found safety.

Water no longer flooded the land with salt, nor froze what little life there was to death in the chilling cold. It became the Glaciers that capped mountains, creating freshwater runoff for life to thrive.

Plant life no longer decayed, no longer fed solely upon the blood of lesser lifeforms for sustenance. It became Life in its truest form propagating its own body to provide sustenance for others.

Darkness no longer became a thing to fear and run from will all that one had. It became Obscurity, the sanctuary that all that shied away from the light, seeking comfort in the unknown.

Wind no longer stripped the flesh of animals from bones, nor tore roots up from the ground. It became the Tempest that pushed the clouds and let the rains fall all throughout the land.

Lightning and thunder no longer struck down all that stood before it in a wrathful smite. It was still Lightning, but it had become tempered, and whilst it was never safe, its path could be directed.

Death... Death stayed the same. Forever the end of life. Forever the cessation of one’s time within the waking world. But now it was also a release, from the trials and tribulations of life, and the first step of the next journey a soul partook.

“Time changes all things. We move forward. We live. We grow. We die. And then the cycle begins again. Something you know very well.”

Ezekiel stood still, unable to move an inch of his body beyond his eyes. Looking down upon the world he’d called home for the past ten years he felt his chest tighten in awe as he saw the Ancients, the grand embodiments that they were, reshape the world itself, doing their best to restore the world to how it was before the final war began.

Mountains rose from the sea as rivers carved out the land and plant life bloomed, granting food and other sustenance for the various lesser beings in the world.

“It is not yet time for you to be here. Our time runs short, and you have much to learn, and far to travel.”

From his position frozen above the world, Ezekiel looked upwards at these words.

There, encompassing the sky as a starry night, with eyes that shone with the light of distant galaxies, seemingly cold and unfeeling in the sheer magnitude of what they saw and what they knew, was the Ancient of the Void.

A hand reached down from the dizzyingly enormous figure. Endless yet bound into the form that Ezekiel could perceive. A single finger extended from the gigantic hand that reached across the world to poke him in the forehead.

The world disappeared from Ezekiel’s view, as did the Void. Instead, there was nothing but darkness, and a few small motes of light. Pin pricks when compared to the cast stars that filled the Ancient Void. Miniscule and overlooked by any who could compare the things that he had seen.

“You have found the key, but the door remains closed. Open it! Else you will not survive the coming trials.”

The grand voice that had haunted Ezekiel’s dreams a lifetime ago and granted him a new life at fair cost fell silent as Ezekiel remained in the darkness. The only source of illumination being the meager handful of Void mana that still resided within him.

...

.....

“EZEKIEL!!!”

Ezekiel woke with a gasp reminiscent of a time he’d thought he’d move past from. Lying on a couch in a well-furnished room Ezekiel was surprised to see his father and Shari standing around him. Shari was crying whilst Warren’s hands were glowing as he held them at the sides of Ezekiel’s head.

“You’re awake!” Shari cried out as she buried her face into Ezekiel’s stomach as tears fell down her face.

“Son! Ezekiel, are you alright?” Warren said as he removed his hands from Ezekiel’s temples.

Ezekiel took a minute to take in his surroundings a little better. Taking a few slow deep breaths as he stayed on the couch, he did his best to remember what he could of the dream he had. He could remember that he had seen the Ancients in the glory once again. He could remember the Ancient of the Void. He also remembered something about a door and a key.

“... The Door...” He muttered dazedly as Shari cried into his shirt. “The Door is closed.”

“The Door? What door, child? What are you talking about?” A refined but gruff voice spoke up from the side of the room.

Ezekiel tried to lean up to see who had spoken, but his father placed a hand on his chest and kept him down on the couch. He opened his mouth to protest, but upon seeing his father’s face he decided better of it. Very rarely did he know his father to express his anger, but you would have to be blind to not see the absolute fury on Warren’s face.

“You be quiet!” Warren’s voice cut through the air like a knife as he turned to glare at the Ishkel, who had been sitting on a chair at the other side of the room from the couch Ezekiel was lying on. Ezekiel didn’t try to get up, but he did turn his head to see who was there.

The older man was looking a little worse for wear as he sat down with an ice pack held to the side of his face. His clothes were ripped in some places, and his Spirit was lying on his lap with several scrapes and cuts and bruises discoloring its body. It appeared to be sleeping as its eyes were closed and its breathing was occurring in a consistent rhythmic pattern.

Ezekiel noticed that there were very faint glowing lines woven into the clothes that Iskel wore, meaning that they were at least partially enchanted, much like his own clothes were, but to what extent he couldn’t tell. The fact that they were damaged meant that he got in a fairly tough fight, however, as not much should’ve been able to break enchanted clothing like these ones clearly had been.

“How many times do I have to tell you, this was not my fault! Your boy was the one who activated a Relic without any sort of protection or precaution. It is not my fault that whatever the Relic did knocked him unconscious.” Iskel heatedly stated as he defended himself.

“It’s your fault for trying to get an untrained child to activate an unknown Relic in the first place!” Warren’s voice had grown much louder as he spoke. “You could’ve picked any Void Mage in the city to help you with this, you gave him the crystal that he used to activate it, so don’t try to push the blame. If you wanted to know what the Relic did so much you should’ve given the mana crystal to an Ancients be damned adult! LET ALONE MY SON!!”

“The fact that you ignored any and all decorum when it comes to contacting the guardians of a minor in good standing, which my son is, means that you clearly don’t care for the laws of this city, and that I should arrest you right now for the endangerment of children. For the Ancient’s sake, my son’s mind nearly snapped under the strain of whatever that Relic did!”

At this Ezekiel was slightly shocked. For his mind to have nearly snapped would’ve taken an incredibly powerful force placing an immense amount of pressure on him. He knew for a fact that his meditations were longer than most Tier one Mages and Hunters, so for something to be able to nearly snap it that wasn’t a spell designed to do such was something that had to be powerful.

“But you won’t because that would bring the Alkena’s to the Count and the Church’s attention!” Ishkel said as Warren finished speaking. A small hint of guilt crossed his face but was mercilessly shut down.

“Finally, you’ve said something correct! You should consider yourself extremely lucky that I care for Allon, Sherra, and Shari so much, or you’d be having to deal with far more injuries than a few scrapes and bruises.” Warren stated. Theo, who was curled up on the floor and nearly four times his usual housecat size, rumbled out a growl as he emphasized Warren’s point.

The snake in Ishkel’s lap shivered before opening one eye to look at Theo, before it shivered again and closed its eyes. Ezekiel just looked at his father in shock. He knew his father was upset, but he didn’t think he’d start throwing threats at a member of a high-ranking Guild.

“... I understand my mistake in not contacting you or your wife, but there was little time and I had wanted to check the boy for myself before approaching you. I’ve found that children who have no one to hide behind find it much more difficult to lie to their betters.” Ishkel explained, sparks of electricity danced in his eyes and around his arms as he flexed his mana in frustration.

“Why you wretched-”

“ENOUGH!”

Warren and Ishkel paused, the loud shout echoing through the room. Sherra standing at the door with Feris at her feet and Allon at her side. She looked incredibly angry at the two men who had been shouting back and forth in a room that they were meant to be recovering in.

“That’s enough.” Sherra said once again as she entered the room. Allon and Feris follow in after her. The scent of smoke lingered in the air, showing just how upset she was if she had allowed her mana to start smoking at all.

“I believe that at this point, it might be best to split things off here and now.” Allon said as he addressed Warren and Ishkel. “Tempers are still high, I understand, but yelling at each other over and over again won’t solve anything. Ishkel, I believe that you need to report the destruction of the Void Relic to your guild. Please be aware that the Alkena Auction House will be more than happy to pay reparation for the loss of your Relic.”

He turned to Warren after addressing Ishkel.

“Warren, there are some things we need to discuss regarding what has happened today. Things that were revealed, and that are going to mean a certain amount of trouble for you and your family.”

“What things?” Warren said he looked at Allon in confusion. “And why are you not infuriated at the old man over there? He betrayed your trust and got my son to absorb a mana crystal to activate an unknown Relic. Even if you’re not his match, you should’ve tried to do something to stop him!”

“Dammit Warren! That’s one of the things we need to talk about!” Allon said in frustration.

“What are you talking about!”

“He’s talking about the fact that I didn’t force your son to absorb any mana from the Pure Crystal I brought with me. Your son already had Void mana inside him when he entered the warehouse!” Ishkel said with a voice just as frustrated as Allon’s as he held out his hand, a ring on one of his fingers glowed before the unused mana crystal from the warehouse appeared. “Which is something you would obviously have already known as the only ones he would get a pure mana crystal from are you, your wife, and the Alkena’s. Had I known he already had mana, I'd have kept the Relic out of reach so we could wait until he was properly prepared to activate it. But since he already had mana inside him, he was able to activate as soon as he touched it. Which caused it to turn into dust and disappear as soon as the boy fell over.”

“As it is, you spent so much time going after me that you didn’t even think it could’ve been your son. Instead, you did everything you could do to get me locked up in the infirmary at best, and the hospital at worst!”

“Why aren’t you in the infirmary right now?” Sherra asked as she looked over Ishkel’s wounds. “The ice pack and the broken enchantments tell me that you can’t be feeling good right now.

“I’ll live. Going to the infirmary with wounds as minor as these would simply take up precious time. That I can’t waste right now.” Ishkel explained.

Warren ignored the banter between Ishkel and Sherra as he looked at Ezekiel, who couldn’t meet his eyes as he realized that his secret was out, and that his father was about to learn his greatest secret. Warren then turned back to Allon before speaking.

“Allon. Did you give my son mana crystals behind my back?” Warren asked in a hard and quiet tone.

“NO!”

“No.”

Ezekiel and Allon responded at the same time, startling those in the room as they hadn’t expected Ezekiel to reply as well. Warren turned his head to his son, a look of surprise on his face that turned to disappointment.

“Ezekiel. I know you mother and I haven’t been giving you mana crystals. If Allon and Sherra haven’t either, then you need to tell me right now, because there are very few places that have access to them, and whatever you’ve been doing to get them. Is. Not. Worth it.” Warren said slowly and seriously as he knelt down next to Ezekiel.

By this point, Shari had stopped crying, and was looking between the occupants of the room with a face filled with fear and confusion. She had only half listened to what was going on, but she knew that Ezekiel seemed to be in trouble. More trouble than Ishkel, who had brought the thing that had hurt Ezekiel in her mind.

Ezekiel squirmed under his father’s intense stare. Worse yet, he couldn’t even stare at the ground, as Theo had moved down and was looking up at him with as much intensity as his father.

“Ezekiel. Tell me, now.” Warren said, his voice was now harsh and unrelenting. He could imagine numerous things having happened for Ezekiel to have acquired mana crystals, but not a single one of them was good.

Finally, Ezekiel looked around the room before looking at his father. Shame and guilt held a tight grip on his chest as he felt cold at so many people looking at him.

“It wasn’t illegal. I swear it wasn’t. I know the laws of this city better than most people; you know that. But... but I can’t tell you right now. Right here.” Ezekiel finally said as the pressure on him grew too intense.

“... Fine.” Warren said in a short tone of voice. “Allon. Can I have a moment alone with my son.”

Warren was not asking a question, and all of the adults in the room knew it.

“Of course, Warren, but whatever you speak of, know that you and I still need to speak afterwards.” Allon said as he walked over and helped Shari up before heading out of the room. Sherra held her hands as they left, helping her still worried daughter to keep moving.

“Ishkel, you as well. We can discuss payment after your, or another representative, returns from your Guild after you inform them of what happened. I promise you; remuneration will be paid for what occurred.”

“I doubt that will be reassuring to them. That Relic was meant to be Auctioned, Allon. Meaning that the actual price was ultimately unknown. Worse yet, one of our members died to an Umbral when we were diving for it in the ruins. I know you have connections, but I don’t think you’ll be able to pay for this. Maybe if preparations had been finished, and the boy hadn’t just reached for it then things could be settled, but as it is. I think my guild leader is going to ask for something from them, more so than you.” Ishkel gestured towards Warren and Ezekiel as he said this. Walking out the door with his Spirit around his neck right after.

Ezekiel felt even more guilty when he heard this. He’d spent his whole life so far doing his best not to cause trouble for his family, but in one day he had destroyed a potentially priceless Relic, nearly had his mind snapped by the weight of an Ancient and was now suspected of wrongdoings for the sake of power. Something that, due to rising tensions causing them to misunderstand some things, meant that a Guild executive now knew that Ezekiel had cultivated mana. Something that he shouldn’t have been able to do given his position in life. Not without doing something illegal at least.

“Well then,” Warren said as Allon exited the door after the others, “what did you do Ezekiel? How in the world did you get your hands on enough money to get a mana crystal, potentially more than one, without me or your mother finding out?”

“... I didn’t.” Ezekiel muttered quietly.

“Don’t you lie to me young man! I don’t know what you’re trying to hide, or who you’re trying to protect, but lying to me right now won’t do you any favors!” Warren was getting angry. As far as he knew, Ezekiel had never lied to him before, but now he couldn’t help but wonder just how well he knew his son.

Was Ezekiel just like Aldor? Was he a completely different person behind closed doors than when he was in a room full of people?

Theo, feeling the turmoil and confusion inside his partner butted his head up against his side as he attempted to comfort him. Telling him to have faith in his son. To at least hear him out as best he could.

“Please let me explain. I swear, there weren’t any mana crystals. I’ve never lied to you about this. I just didn’t want to tell you, so I didn’t.” Ezekiel said. Sorrow and guilt were flooding his voice as he spoke.

“How can there have not been mana crystals?! Those are the only things that can be used to get a Void Mage the mana they need to try and cultivate. Void mana doesn’t appear anywhere else!” Warren explained with a raised voice.

“I found it!” Ezekiel nearly screamed. “... I found it.”

“There’s no way you could’ve just found a mana crystal-”

“I found out how to gather Void mana naturally.”

Ezekiel’s statement drew Warren up short. His words were too much for his father to comprehend. Nowhere in all of recorded history had a mage managed to successfully accumulate Void mana within themselves naturally. They had all been forced to use mana crystals to artificially gather mana from a foreign source.

Warren was tempted to call out Ezekiel for being a liar, but maybe it was the look of regret and guilt on Ezekiel’s face, or maybe it was the hope that his son was telling the truth made him stop. If this was true, then his son was truly the most talented person in the entire world. But at the same time, he just couldn’t feel it in him to feel proud of the possibility it was true. He couldn’t help but wonder why Ezekiel would lie about something like this.

“What did you do?” Warren finally said.

“... You know how I meditate during sparring sessions whenever I’m around Shari and her school mates?” Ezekiel started off.

Warren didn’t say anything as he pondered Ezekiel’s words. Ezekiel was known to meditate at times during sparring sessions. Something that was both foolish and dangerous in most people’s eyes. This was one of the few sore spots with his wife regarding their son’s training and socializing. She had wanted to ensure that Ezekiel never got mixed up in a spar ever again. Ezekiel stubbornly fought against this, insisting that it was only by witnessing and experiencing an actual mage’s battles that he would be able to defend himself in the future.

Evelyn stated that he shouldn’t need to defend himself, but Warren and her both knew that such a thing was wishful thinking. The moment he reached adulthood at sixteen, he’d be easy pickings for the less than tolerable aspects of society. Even sooner if he tried to get a job before then, because then he’d be considered an adult by default, even if he wasn’t of age.

“I discovered something when I was doing this. In particular I noticed that, when mana of two opposing types meets one another, they briefly turn into Void mana upon making contact, but then immediately convert into another type of mana right afterwards.” Ezekiel continued to explain.

Whilst Warren was surprised, as this was something that he hadn’t known happened, he realized that it explained quite a few things. Like why Void mana didn’t appear in nature outside of pure crystals. Pure crystals were known for increasing the accumulated mana of any and all kinds of Mages, due to the fact that it turned into the appropriate mana type for that mage. If Void mana immediately turned into a different mana type after forming, then something would be needed to stop the mana from converting. Crystals, or other mana containers would allow this without much issue.

It explained why pure mana crystals were so rare. If Void mana only formed when elements of opposing types met, then that would mean there are very few places where they can be found. It also made sense, as he could remember that, of the few places he knew that had pure crystals found in them had been borders between two opposing elemental environments.

The border between the Tarquessa Desert and the Fjorya Mountains for instance, was well known for being one of the incredibly rare places where pure crystals would sometimes be found. Sometimes as many as several a year.

“Wait. If the mana is converted to a different type as soon as it forms, then how did you gather it? Let alone do so during a sparring match. There’s no possible way you could’ve pulled the mana to you before it changed.” Warren said as he pointed out a flaw in Ezekiel’s explanation.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously as his father pointed this out. This was it. Only the worst part is left to tell.

“I didn’t gather Void mana after it had formed. I... forced it to form inside of my body.”

Warren and Theo had looks of shock on their faces as Ezekiel finished. They both knew what Ezekiel meant as soon as he had said it.

Theo was somewhat amazed at what he had heard. He knew full well just how difficult it was to cultivate one element. But for the cub in front of him to be able to cultivate two at once was a feat he hadn’t ever heard of happening on purpose, let alone successfully.

For Warren, he was less amazed and more terrified, and sick to his stomach. Spirits like Theo didn’t truly understand just how dangerous it was for humans to gather and absorb mana. Spirits weren’t able to absorb or gather mana of a different type from their own. This meant that they didn’t know that to gather mana of a different type was a death sentence to most humans.

Yet here his son had apparently been doing this with not just one, but two elements! Just so he could create Void mana within his body so that it wouldn’t disappear as soon as it formed.

His son had been risking his own life for who knew how long. All without him or his wife knowing anything about it.
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                After dropping the bomb that was his suicidal mana gathering technique, Ezekiel was asked to show that he still had Void mana to his father. He did so, using his mana to overpower a simple light orb that his father had made for a demonstration.

He didn’t ask Ezekiel to demonstrate his mana gathering, as, in Warren’s mind, that was the equivalent of asking his son to run a knife over his arm softly enough to not cut himself.

The walk back to their home was a quiet and sorrowful affair. Both Ezekiel and Warren had felt immense guilt and regret after the events of the day. It had only reached noon by this point, but the both of them were ready for the day to be over.

Nothing much was said beyond Warren telling Ezekiel that they’d talk later when they got home and informed his mother. That made Ezekiel wince, as he knew his mother would be more upset and more terrified of what he had been doing than Warren was. But he knew there was nothing he could do, so he just kept silent and bore with it.

Warren gave his farewells and thanks to Allon and Sherra, whilst Ezekiel said sorry and goodbye to Shari. They also had a letter sent to the district’s guard station so that Warren could inform then that a family emergency had come up, and that he would not be able to work today.

Nothing more was said about Ishkel, but neither Warren nor the Alkena’s wanted to bring him up at the moment. Allon due to the embarrassment he felt, and Warren because he knew that his family would be getting visits from a Guild soon enough.

As the two walked home, both of their thoughts began to wonder.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if he’d made the right choice five years ago. If he’d told his parents about what he’d learned, then maybe they’d have been able to help him. Or maybe they’d be able to use some connections with the Church of Ten to get more people on board with the study of Void Mana.

It was just too bad that he was so scared at being restricted due to the dangers that he couldn’t bring himself to take the chance and tell anybody.

The fact that he was afraid of being lynched by the Church of Light, or people with Void Mage discriminations didn’t help things either. Especially after he finally learned about the history of the Cruor, and how it was exiled Void Mages who started the conflict that has been ongoing for the past three hundred years.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if there was going to be even more arguing when they got home regarding his unique method of cultivating. It wasn’t known if the power of a Void Mage was a factor that determined a Cruor King’s might, but there were some that thought it did. It was one of the unofficial arguments against allowing Void Mages to absorb pure mana Crystals to Tier up.

Warren’s worries were a little bit different.

A part of him was somewhat proud of what his son had claimed to have achieved. He knew his son was a genius, one whose potential was stifled by his inability to cultivate the elements, but that wasn’t a problem anymore.

It was just a shame that the only way he could do so was to risk his life every single time he tried to cultivate. Something that Warren desperately wanted his son to never do again.

But he had seen the look in Ezekiel’s eye’s when he had given up his secret. There was fear, but Warren didn’t think it was fear of punishment. He was almost certain it was a fear of loss, of losing hope specifically.

Worse yet, was the fact that behind that fear was determination that he’d only seen twice before. Once in himself, when he was at risk of losing his wife many years ago, and the second, in Evelyn, when she feared losing him.

He knew in that instant that Ezekiel would sooner run away from home than give up his newly found cultivation. His newly found path. Just as he and Evelyn had done over a dozen years ago.

This was something he could not allow, but he knew that forcing his son to remain at home, whilst also taking away his magic, would be no worse than trapping him in a prison without food or water.

Ultimately, in his heart, even though he’d do his best to prevent Ezekiel from gathering mana in this way going forwards, Warren still wanted to see where Ezekiel’s magic would go. Especially when he managed to open his first Chakra, thereby granting him a minimum amount of mana that his body would naturally recover to.

Nobody had ever managed to figure out what Void mana could do beyond some experiments that allowed it to empower other elements, with diminishing returns the greater the gap in Tiers was. But maybe, once Ezekiel opened the door for himself, he’d be able to pull another miracle and discover something new once again.

But that was only possible if he continued to risk his life to create Void Mana.

Warren thought that perhaps it’d be best to give this information to the Church of Ten, and let them risk their lives to create a less suicidal method. That way his son could use whatever proper techniques the Church created in the future.

With both their thoughts in turmoil, it was actually Theo that alerted them of the fact that they had walked past their home. Something that shocked the both of them, but truly displayed to both of them what the other was thinking about.

“Go upstairs, son. I’m going to get your mother then we are going to have a talk.” Warren said with a solemn voice as he walked towards the back entrance of the store on the ground floor.

Theo had jumped from Warren’s shoulder to his as he started marching up the stairs towards the main floor of their home. He paused briefly at the top of the stairs before Theo patted the back of his head. He entered the house with his shoulders slumped and his heart heavy.

Entering his family’s home, Ezekiel looked around for a moment, wondering where his sisters were, before deciding that they were probably either downstairs helping in the shop, or were upstairs playing with Reya as supervisor.

Looking over at the kitchen, Ezekiel could feel his stomach grumble a bit as he realized that it had been several hours since he’d last eaten, and whilst he usually wouldn’t be that hungry, it seemed like burning through half his remaining mana reserves had given him quite the appetite.

He had just reached inside the “Lesser Ice Box”, which was basically a magic fridge for fruits and vegetables, when he heard the door to the house slam open. His mother was looking around with a panicked expression on her face as she frantically looked around for Ezekiel.

Seeing Ezekiel standing in the kitchen with his hands on an apple, Evelyn rushed forward as Ezekiel quickly closed the ice box and held his hand out so that the apple he was holding wouldn’t get dropped or crushed.

The lack of her iconic black kitten on her shoulder told him that his sisters must be upstairs. Ezekiel felt kind of relieved at this, as it meant that they wouldn’t have to send the girls upstairs without an explanation.

“My baby! Are you okay? Your father said something happened at the manor. Something to do with an unknown relic!” Evelyn said as she fretted over Ezekiel, looking for any signs of injuries or damages.

Finding none, she finally let Ezekiel go as the door closed behind Warren as he entered the room. He ruefully smiled as he saw the going-ons in the kitchen. He knew that this was going to keep up, and that Evelyn’s worrying would only get worse after they’d had their talk.

“Let the boy breathe, dear. He’s been through a fair bit, and we need to have a talk about what happened today.” Warren said as he started running his hands over the upper parts of his uniform. The few pieces of armor that were incorporated into it started to unlatch, and the heavier protective aspects were pulled off until he was in just an undershirt and dress pants, with the lower leg guards not being as uncomfortable he decided to leave them on for now.

He sat down at the table as Ezekiel and Evelyn made their way over. Both sat down as Evelyn looked at both her son and husband warily. It hadn’t escaped her notice that Ezekiel had been especially quiet and morose, whilst Warren had been very serious about everything so far.

“First things first. Where are the girls? Whilst I’d love to see them, we can’t have them hearing what we need to talk about right now.” Warren asked and explained as he looked at Evelyn.

A little bit confused, but understanding that this was really serious, Evelyn focused on her bond with Reya for a moment before telling him.

“The girls are taking a nap in our room right now. It seems they’re a bit tuckered out from playing with Reya before you got back.” Evelyn said.

“That’s actually better than I’d hoped. Please have Reya block the door. The girls cannot be allowed to hear what we are going to be talking about, even a little bit. I’ll also need you to do your absolute best to not freak out, or to otherwise react loudly, as this is serious.” Warren requested as he reached out to hold one of Evelyn’s hands in his own.

This did little to calm her down, as she understood quite clearly that this was not going to be a talk that she wanted to hear. But she still sent a mental set of instructions to Reya, who shadow stepped out from between Wendy and Ellen on the bed and curled up in front of the door. She also took steps a bit further and used her shadows to block any cracks that might’ve let sound into the room from downstairs.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, was still looking down as he tried to think of how he was going to be able to explain everything to his mother in a way that didn’t freak her out too badly. Nothing came to mind, as he fully understood that this was not something that she was easily going to accept.

“Done. Now please tell me what is going on?” Evelyn said as she glared at both Warren and Ezekiel.

“Well, to start things off, it seems that a Hunter of the Roaring Ruins guild was at the Auction House. Apparently, they’d found a new and unknown Relic. One left behind by the Ancient of the Void. Wary of any random Void Mages they could find anywhere else in the town, this Guild member decided to go to Allon, as he’d heard Allon bragging about Ezekiel in some of their previous conversations when he’d talk about Sherry and how her schooling was going.” Warren began.

“Are you saying that Allon volunteered our son to experiment with an unknown Relic?!” Evelyn exclaimed in shock and outrage.

“If it were just that then we’d have far more reasons to get angry.” Warren said. “But no, he did not volunteer Ezekiel for anything, and the Hunter in question didn’t order Ezekiel to do anything either, he even offered up a pure mana crystal to have Ezekiel activate it.” Warren explained.

“However, it seems like Ezekiel fell into some sort of trance, and reached out to grab the relic before Iskel, the Hunter, or Allon could direct him to take the crystal. After grabbing it, Ezekiel immediately fell over, and the relic seemingly activated before crumbling into dust. Now, obviously this shouldn’t have happened, as Ezekiel shouldn’t have had any mana inside him to activate the Relic, nor would a standard Relic activate on its own.” Warren explained.

“So, you’re saying-”

“I found out how to gather Void Mana naturally,” Ezekiel blurted out as soon as he heard his mother start to speak. He’d already had to deal with one parent accusing him of criminal activities. He had no desire to go through that again.

Stunned at what Ezekiel had said, Evelyn was too shocked to speak for a moment. She just sat there. She couldn’t help but feel like this should be something good. Then a lifetime of her own experiences flew through her mind.

She could at least partially understand why Warren and Ezekiel were so weary right now. She rightfully figured that Warren had accused Ezekiel of criminal activity, as he’d often go out and was not under their watchful eye at all hours of the day, so it made sense that he could get up to no good.

But she couldn’t believe that that would be the case, as she had no doubts that her son was a good boy. Not only that, but she didn’t think that Ezekiel would feel so guilty about something like this if it was illegal. No, she imagined that this was something far worse.

“Does... does the Hunter know about this? Is that why you’re so worried? Is the guild going to demand compensation? Are they going to come after my baby!?” Evelyn started getting angry as she stood up from her chair. The shadows around her were starting to move as her emotions affected her magic.

“No, honey, the Hunter doesn’t know about Ezekiel’s magic. Although compensation is going to be something we need to be aware of. The Church of Light and other anti-Void Mage groups as well. The Church of Ten I think we can trust, as I have no doubt they would greatly appreciate this discovery.” Warren said as calmly and as strongly as he could, causing Evelyn to calm down as she sat back down in her chair.

“Then what’s the problem? It seems like there’s more to this then what you’re telling me right now.” Evelyn asked after a few deep breaths.

For a moment, neither Ezekiel nor Warren spoke, knowing full well that Evelyn’s previous outburst would be nothing compared to what was about to be said.

Warren just looked at Ezekiel with a helpless expression, but also felt determined to go through with this, as he had no wish to put his son in further harm's way.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, kept thinking about what he could do to get out of this. To not get into any more trouble, and most importantly, to not have his path to magic, his chance to grow, taken away from him by his very protective mother.

“Ezekiel. Tell me what you did.” Evelyn said, her voice flat and calm as she spoke.

For a moment, Ezekiel said nothing, but then he remembered something. Something that might be able to get him out of this.

“Dad, can you do the revelation thing?” Ezekiel said as he looked over at his father. “I think I need you to do this.”

“... Why? Your mother and I have no reason to doubt your words. What you’ve been doing is too foolish to be anything but the truth at this point.” Warren said with a curious tone in his voice.

“Because what I’m about to tell you is a legitimate reason as to why I need to keep training, regardless of the dangers.” Ezekiel said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Evelyn looked confused. She knew there were dangers when accumulating magic, but Ezekiel had made it sound like it was far worse than any of the other dangers she had ever heard of.

Warren, on the other hand, knew exactly how dangerous it was for Ezekiel to continue on this path, and had his doubts.

“I don’t think that’s possible. Whilst I understand that you feel a need to do this. I don’t think there’s anything you can say, even under an Orb of Revealing Light, that would make me think this is too dangerous.” Warren stated in his own matter-of-fact tone.

“I’m going to die.” Ezekiel said in a deadpan tone of voice.

Warren and Evelyn were shocked. Evelyn because the thought of her baby boy dying was almost too much for her, and Warren because he thought that Ezekiel was trying to trick them into letting him train in his suicidal technique.

“I’m not lying. This is not a trick to make you let me train my mana. This is the truth, but you won’t believe me with just my word, because you care too much about my well-being, but this is the truth, which you will understand if you use your magic to confirm that!” Ezekiel’s voice had started to rise as nearly started shouting.

“Now you listen here young man-” Warren started to say.

“No, you listen! I’ve always felt a need to train my mana. To break through and become an official Tier one Mage, but I never knew why until today. I finally found out today why I need to do this, and even if you say that you won’t let me, I'm going to do this. I’m going to break through, within the year if I have to, because I’ve just found out I don’t have as much time as I thought I did. Right now, your fear for me is holding me back, and your rejection of the possibility that I might be right, that my suicidal method might be the only thing that can save me, is causing you to look away from the truth, because it’s something you don’t like!”

By the time Ezekiel had finished his tirade, Warren and Evelyn were shocked. Ezekiel had never yelled like that before, let alone at his own parents. He was usually quiet, snarky, and all together quite respectful of the both of them when it came to their wishes.

To hear their son yelling at them in such a manner was so out of character for him that they didn’t know what to say. But the worst thing for the both of them, were the tears and the fear that they could see in Ezekiel’s eyes.

Before, Warren had just assumed that this was something that Ezekiel had dearly wanted, something that he had made and didn’t want taken away from him. But the danger was so great that he’d decided that, for his own good, Ezekiel couldn’t be allowed to cultivate as he had been.

But now, both he and Evelyn could tell that this wasn’t just something that Ezekiel wanted to keep, this was something that he truly felt that he needed, more than anything else, more than food and water, probably even more than air.

“The Relic, it showed me something. I need to tell you what it was.” Ezekiel said quietly after a few seconds of catching his breath and calming down.

For a second, neither Warren nor Evelyn said anything. Ezekiel’s heart was about to drop as he realized that they weren’t going to do anything.

“Theo, come here please.” Warren said as he held out his arms.

Theo walked over from where he’d been laying on the floor across the room, growing as he did.

Placing one hand on the now full-sized lion’s head, a light flowed through both their bodies, focusing on Warren’s empty hand.

An orb of light appeared, and Ezekiel felt a pressure on his mind as he looked at it.

“Place your hand on the orb and know that you will not be allowed to train your mana if your answers are not sufficient.” Warren said in a calm and soothing voice. The aura he let off in this moment was that of a man with a higher understanding of the world. As if all was revealed to him and him alone, and felt nothing for it.

Swallowing nervously, Ezekiel put a hand on the orb. The pressure in his mind increased, and Ezekiel felt something go inside his mind, his soul. He knew that he would not be able to tell a lie until he’d removed his hand.

“I talked to the Ancient of the Void.” He spoke.

Evelyn gasped as she heard this, but Warren’s face merely twitched before settling down.

“At least, I think it was. It looked just like the Church of Ten’s depictions. A featureless human whose face and cloak are made of stars. He told me that I had found the key, but that I still needed to open the door. If I don’t, I will not survive the trials that are coming.” Ezekiel said, his voice growing weaker as he finished.

He removed his hand from the orb. The light coming from his father and Theo immediately dimmed, and the two slumped forward gasping for breath. Whilst not the most intensive spell, it was still exhausting, and required the both of them pooling their mana to work.

Warren looked at Ezekiel after catching his breath. There were tears slowly forming at the corners of his eyes. He knew what Ezekiel said was true but wished more than anything that it wasn’t.

“You have my permission to keep training. But we are telling the Church, and you shall do so while supervised.” Warren said with a tone of finality. “We shall talk to them after the twins undergo their awakening ceremony tomorrow.”

Ezekiel was relieved at what his father had said. But a question from his mother brought dread back into his heart. He knew he now had permission, but he still didn’t want to tell his mother what he’d been doing.

“That’s all you have to say?! Our baby was just told he could die by a remnant of the Ancient of the Void, and all you’re going to do is give him permission to train? Of course he has permission, why wouldn’t he? What’s so wrong about his training method?” Evelyn was frantic as she started babbling.

Ezekiel and Warren shared a morose look with one another before finally explaining why his training was so dangerous.

“WHAT!?”

Evelyn’s scream was loud enough to wake the girls sleeping in the semi-soundproofed floor above them.
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                After Evelyn was finally informed about what exactly Ezekiel had been putting himself through for the past few years, she immediately told both her husband and son that Ezekiel would never be training with that method ever again.

At which point Ezekiel and Warren were quick to disagree, as Ezekiel had given them his reasons for using such a suicidal method, and regardless of what they thought was best, Ezekiel had spoken to a remnant of the Ancient Void. This was not something that they could dispute without consequence. In this case being the guaranteed death of their son, or his possible death instead.

They argued back and forth for a little while, but eventually they managed to come to a compromise.

The family as a whole would be going to the Grand Cathedral for Wendy and Ellen’s Awakening ceremony. Whilst they were there, they would speak with one of the members of the Church so that they could confirm what Ezekiel had said about his cultivation technique. After displaying this method to the church, they would then try to work out an agreement so that Ezekiel could get supervision and protection as there was no way that he would be able to practice in peace without help.

With that said and done. The three wrapped up their conversation as Wendy and Ellen woke up.

Surprised but happy to see Ezekiel and Warren, the two little girls barreled into both of them as they insisted on playing since they essentially weren’t going to be going anywhere for the rest of the day.

As this was happening, Evelyn, who was still upset at the news and the decision that had been made, went back down to her store to deal with the rest of the customers for what little time was left in the day.

During this time, Ezekiel had a good time playing with his sisters. Sure, he had often spent time with them over the years. Especially when he proved himself capable of taking care of them on his own after the first few years had passed. It certainly helped his parents out, as it meant they could afford to be out of the house more often.

But there was a sense of burden that had been lifted from his shoulders. Sure, he had new worries due to the fact that he had no choice but to tell the church what he had discovered. But it also meant that he no longer had to keep it a secret from his parents.

Better yet, it meant that he’d be able to get some actual help with his progress. Maybe even information regarding higher level techniques that he could use to further refine his current method.

All in all, Ezekiel spent the rest of the day in higher spirits that he had come home with, and he had hopes for whatever was going to happen tomorrow, as he knew his parents would continue to support him.

It wasn’t until morning came, however, that he found a new problem. One that was utterly unrelated to the ones from the previous day.

“I don’t wanna go!” Wendy cried out as Evelyn tried to hold her down and get her dressed in a somewhat formal dress.

“Me neither!” Ellen said as she sat down and pouted in a chair. She had also been a hassle to get dressed, but the girls both knew that doing anything to damage the clothing their mother made for them was likely to get them put in time out. And time out with Reya as a warden wasn’t very fun, as you were harmlessly held in place, but couldn’t get out of the corner no matter what.

Ezekiel could remember going through it once or twice when he insisted that he could do something that his parents said he couldn’t, so he knew how frustrating it would be for two actual children to go through that. But at least his parents did do spankings. That was something he’d never experienced, and never wished to either.

“Girls, why are you both being so stubborn? We told you we’d be going out today a while ago. I thought you were looking forward to this?” Warren asked as he cleaned up his own uniform, making sure that he was presentable, as this wasn’t just the ceremony they were going to. Something that was causing him to be a bit more fidgety than he usually was.

Evelyn, on the other hand, was close to pulling her hair out in frustration. Usually, she’s put the twins in time out, but they had to leave, so that would defeat the purpose.

Worse yet, she was still apprehensive about the talk they would be having with the church’s Scholars that they were going to be meeting afterwards. Her nerves were still quite frayed from the previous day’s talk, and she wasn’t handling it half as well as Warren appeared to be.

“I don’t wanna go to the church! I don’t wanna see the people that hate big bro!” Wendy yelled as she hid behind a chair from Evelyn who had finally gotten her into her dress.

That brought Ezekiel, Warren, and Evelyn up short, as they had tried their best not to talk about the Church of Light in front of the girls as it would raise several difficult quests.

Ezekiel looked over at Reya and Theo who were sitting near the door. The two Spirit felines saw him staring before looking away awkwardly. He couldn’t help but sigh as his parents shared their own look of confusion and helplessness.

Ezekiel decided that he would try to put things to rest so that they could get going.

“Girls. It’s not this church that doesn’t like me.” He said as he approached Wendy to get her out from behind the chair.

“Huh?”

“Look at Theo.” Ezekiel said. “Theo is a cat, right?”

Wendy and Ellen looked confused as they replied.

“Yes. He’s a cat.” Wendy said as she let Ezekiel pull her out.

“Is he the only cat in the house?” Ezekiel asked.

“No. Reya is here too!” Ellen said as she watched Ezekiel pull Wendy over.

He brought the two over to Reya and Theo as their parents watched. Both were happy that Ezekiel was dealing so well with this.

“So that means that there’s two cats here. Now, are they the same cat?” Ezekiel asked.

“No! Theo is white and Reya is black.” Wendy said.

“Theo also likes chicken, but Reya likes fish!” Ellen said.

“Exactly! They are both cats, but they are not the same cats. They like different things, and dislike different things. Just like the different Churches.” Ezekiel slowly explained.

“The Church of Ten is at a big Cathedral that welcomes everybody. I like them a lot, and they aren’t mean to me at all. It’s the Church of Light doesn’t like me, but that’s okay because they’re a bunch of stupid people who don’t know their butt from their face.” Ezekiel told his sisters.

The two giggled at Ezekiel’s description, as his parents chuckled and shared and exasperated look with one another.

“Now, since we’re going to the good church, maybe we can have some fun. You two haven’t seen a lot of the stuff you’re going to see today, so how about we head out, and you two can ask me anything you want about the stuff that you see.” Ezekiel said as he helped Wendy and Ellen put on their shoes.

“Okay!” The twins said at once.

“...don’t know their butt from their face...” Warren just muttered as he heard his son’s description.

It was times like this where he wondered where his son came up with these things. But for now, he was just happy that Ezekiel had solved the situation and they would soon be off to the Cathedral. Evelyn was of the same mind as she helped with Ellen’s shoes.

Ezekiel was just happy to be able to call someone a shit talker without actually cursing in front of his parents. He knew it was stupid thing to take joy in, but still felt proud about it.

Finally, after spending far more time than necessary getting Wendy and Ellen ready, the family of five headed out into the city to get to the Cathedral so that Wendy and Ellen could undergo their Awakening. Theo and Reya trailed behind for a moment before they both leapt up to their respective partner’s shoulders.

While they were walking around, the twins couldn’t help but look around in wonder as they saw the various buildings with houses, shops, and restaurants that they passed by. It was more than they had ever seen before, having been mostly raised at their home, or permitted to go and spend time in their family shop.

The look of wonder as they passed over the bridge connecting the outer city to the inner city, as the water flowed beneath them, was a joy to see. Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if that’s what he looked like back when he had made his first trek to the Grand Cathedral with his parents.

The small feats of magic also drew their attention, as the only magic they had seen before were the small feats here and there when Warren or Evelyn did something. Usually, it was Evelyn using her shadows to move stuff around and give herself extra limbs to handle more materials on her own.

Warren would sometimes use his magic to light up the room when reading the twins bedtime stories. Or to heal a couple of scrapes and bruises here and there when they got injured from roughhousing too much.

It reminded Ezekiel that the only other magic that the twins had witnessed before were small feats performed by Suzy and Martha, the current employees at Evelyn’s store. The young Glacial mage was now a full-time employee and would often help Evelyn with her enchanting now that she was an adult and a Tier two Mage.

Martha, on the other hand, was an old hand at the store, who was almost more like a nanny to the twins and Ezekiel than she was an employee. There was a time where she tried to continue watching over Ezekiel like she did when he was the same age as the twins, but he’d shown that he was much more responsible and independent than the twins were.

The twins loved the little stone toys the Tier two Cavern Mage would make for them. The fact that Martha could make them permanent toys was something the twins greatly appreciated, as neither Warren nor Evelyn could make lasting items with magic. Evelyn’s enchanted clothing didn’t count since they couldn’t play with them.

Thinking about Suzy and Martha also reminded Ezekiel of Hellen, and the falling out that had occurred between the woman who was of similar age to his mother. Evelyn had asked if Hellen’s son, who was only a little over a year older than Ezekiel would be able to play with Ezekiel after his school hours so that Ezekiel would be able to make some friends.

Upon learning that he was a Void Mage, Hellen insulted Ezekiel to his face in front of his mother, telling her that if Ezekiel ever met her son, it would only be to put Ezekiel in the trash where he belonged.

Needless to say, Evelyn fired Hellen for that offense, throwing her out of the building in front of Martha and Suzy, who merely cheered Evelyn on as they disagreed with Hellen’s sentiments.

Hellen tried to cause a fuss afterwards, but the fact that Evelyn didn’t do anything to harm her beyond a bruise or two, and the fact that Warren was a guard captain with some pull in the city, meant that nothing came about from it.

At least, nothing publicly noticeable. Ezekiel was almost certain that it was Hellen that had started spreading word about the fact that he was a Void Mage, as he knew his parents didn’t advertise it.

“We’re here.” Warren said, snapping Ezekiel out of his thoughts as they approached the Cathedral.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that there were once again countless people visiting the Cathedral for the children’s Awakening. It seemed like the majority of the city had showed up, but Ezekiel knew that couldn’t be the case.

The Alkenas, for instance, were not in attendance, as they did not have any children of age for Awakening. This meant that they’d still be working at their manor for the most part. Ezekiel mused that Shari was likely spending time ether with her friends on their day off or was spending time helping out with their manor’s day to day business. That or training with their guards, but his money was on spending time with friends. Shari hated business stuff, and much more preferred to goof off.

As they entered the Cathedral, Ezekiel was once again in wonder as he looked at the mural depicting the ten Ancient Spirits who saved the world. Staring in awe and frustration at one in particular.

The Ancient of the Void seemed to stare down at him as he looked up at it. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like he was being judged and was found wanting as if he had failed to meet the expectations placed upon him.

Noticing that Ezekiel had stopped, Warren and Evelyn turned back to seem him staring at the mural of the Ancient Void. His gaze was unreadable to them as Ezekiel tried to deal with his chaotic thoughts.

Ten years in this world, and other than only just finding out he was supposed to grow his Void magic, Ezekiel still had no idea what it was the Void wanted from him. Nor what was expected of him once he finally got stronger.

He felt like he was stuck in a loop of wondering what if’s and how to’s. Yet not a single answer was in sight.

“Ezekiel, son.” Warren spoke out, pulling Ezekiel from his thoughts regarding the unfortunate situation he’d found himself in.

He knew that patience was the only answer. So long as he grew stronger and opened the door, he would find his answers. Sooner or later.

Ezekiel moved at a slight jog to catch up to his family, joining them again as they turned the corner and headed down the hall to the room where Wendy and Ellen would be going through their Awakening.

It was the same room as the one that Ezekiel underwent his own Awakening. As he looked around, he couldn’t help but let his thoughts regarding his sisters’ Awakening pass through his mind. Now that he had revealed his accumulation technique to his parents, he knew that if either of his sisters Awakened with a Void affinity would make his life ten times more difficult, as there was no way his sisters wouldn’t want to practice magic.

Not that he would ever tell his sisters how he practiced even if they were Void Mages, as there was no way that he would let them do something so suicidal. He fully recognized the hypocrisy of his thought process, but unlike him, his sisters didn’t have a life’s worth of caution and experience to fall back on when it came to taking precautions.

Eventually, the same Scholar from his own ceremony, Marid, entered the room and began his introduction, explaining the different elements and the colors that would indicate which one a person was attuned to. Finally, as the speech wound down, Marid began reading off from a list of names.

As the children from around the room stepped forward, placing their hands upon the orb that would determine their fates as they Awakened to the different elements of mana.

The first few kids went up with no problem. Most were nervous, whilst some were excited. Things were going well, at least until one kid went up. A little girl named Sella Kaspere, who had blonde hair and blue eyes. Her parents stood to the side as she went up to the pedestal. The mother had gray eyes, indicating that she was a Tempest mage, whilst her father had brown eyes that seemed to have cracks or cobbles inside them. He was clearly a Cavern mage from what Ezekiel could tell.

Looking at her parents, and then back at the girl with her hands on the Awakening Crystal, Ezekiel prayed to the Ancients as a nervous apprehension spread out through his body.

He could only hope that he was either wrong, or that the girl’s parents were much like his own.

As the orb glowed pure white, Ezekiel examined the girl at the pedestal as closely as he could from across the room. To his despair, the girl had turned stark white and was shaking like a leaf. She clearly knew what her awakening meant and was terrified as to what being a Void mage would mean for her.

“... I’m sorry my dear. It seems you are a Void Mage.” Marid said with a solemn and regretful tone.

Ezekiel was shocked, and from the way his father’s hands tightened into fists beside him, and his mother’s small smile flattened into a grim line, his parents were also shocked and somewhat dismayed at what had happened.

A scholar of the Church of Ten had shown regret at a person’s elemental affinity. Even Ezekiel knew this was strange, as he could clearly remember Marid saying congratulations during his own ceremony, even though everyone in the room was able to tell that he hadn't meant it.

Although, the one saving grace Marid had, was that he clearly didn’t like what he was saying. Especially if the clenched jaw and fists were any indication.

Yet the most shocking thing were not Marid’s words. It was words from Sella’s parents as she approached them.

“Disgusting.” Her mother had said as Sella got closer. “How in the world could I have given birth to something like you.”

At those words, Sella looked up at her father, who just grimaced and looked away. At that moment, Sella looked to the floor and began to cry. The only thing keeping her cries from becoming a loud and echoing bawling was the fact that her mother told her to be quiet in a harsh and rasping whisper.

Ezekiel was half a dozen steps forward before he felt a hand grabbing his arm and pulling him back. Turning around to glare at whoever it was that had grabbed him, Ezekiel was shocked to see that it was his father that had stopped him. More so that it looked like his father was struggling momentarily to hold him back. Theo had also stepped in to stop him, having taken hold of his pants leg to hold him back.

“Not now.” Warren whispered to Ezekiel. “I know you want to help, and I’m so proud of you for it, but if you go over there now, it’ll just cause a scene, and we need to stay on the Church’s good side. Especially for the meeting we’ll be having after this.”

Ezekiel hated the fact that his father was right but knew that there was nothing that he could do right now that wouldn’t get some party in trouble for his efforts. Either his own family, or the little girl crying her eyes out not fifty feet away from him.

As he relaxed from his tensed-up position, Ezekiel noticed that he felt much weaker than he had before. Almost like he was drained of energy. He felt like he was about to fall asleep on his feet.

Looking inwards as he tried to figure out what that feeling was, Ezekiel was shocked to see that he had subconsciously used more of his mana. He knew that he could use his mana to enhance his physical abilities. He tended to do so in order to train with his father and the Alkena’s family guards, but he’d never used it unconsciously before. He couldn’t help but think that this must be what it’s like to lose control of one’s emotions; you end up using your mana in a familiar manner subconsciously. Which was unfortunate, as he barely had a dozen motes left in him after that little display.

Deciding that now was not the time to focus on his new self-discovery, Ezekiel made his way back to stand next to his family. Luckily, no one seemed to have seen Ezekiel’s little outburst. But they didn’t have much time to calm down as Ellen’s name was called out by Marid.

For a moment, nobody moved. Most people had noticed what had happened in the wake of Sella’s Awakening, and it seemed that the remaining children had no desire to risk something similar happening to them.

Looking at his sisters, Ezekiel could see that they were shaking as Marid called out Ellen’s name once again. But she wouldn’t move. Even as Evelyn pulled at her to get her to go up, Ellen wouldn’t move. No matter what Evelyn said, Ellen wouldn’t move, not even when Reya started tugging at her dress. Something that she never did due to fear of Evelyn’s wrath.

“That won’t happen to you.” Ezekiel whispered in her ear as he bent down to hold her close. “I’m a void mage, and you know that mom and dad love me, so you know that they’ll love you as well, just as much. Maybe even more.”

Ezekiel’s words seemed to calm his sisters down a fair bit. They were still nervous, but they were no longer shaking where they stood.

“Ellen Luminance!” Marid said once again, this time in a much less patient tone of voice.

“C’mon. I’ll walk you both up there, and then we’ll both walk back down, and then mom and dad will both give you great big hugs to show how proud of you they are.” Ezekiel said as he grabbed his sisters’ hands and gently tugged them forward.

Pulling them through the groups of people in the way and leading Wendy and Ellen to the center of the room where the pedestal laid at rest for the various Awakenings. Fully aware of the gazes from all the strangers around the room, Ezekiel ignored them all as he calmly coaxed his sisters to the orb.

Behind them, Evelyn and Warren stood tall and proud as they watched their son help his sisters in their time of need. It was more obvious than ever that their son was not the trash that some thought that he was. His compassion alone was more than enough to show them that he was a far better person than most people in this room, if not the whole city.

Pulling Ellen forwards, he gestured for her to step up to the pedestal.

“Ellen Luminance?” Marid asked as he looked down at the little girl standing nervously before him.

“Yes...” Ellen muttered quietly as she approached the orb.

“Please place your hands on the orb.” Marid requested as he gestured to the crystal on the pedestal.

Ellen did as she was told as she closed her eyes in apprehension. For a moment, nothing happened, and then, after several seconds passed, a Radiant golden light emanated from the orb.

Opening her eyes in shock at what she was seeing, Ellen gave a great big smile as she turned to Ezekiel, not even bothering to wait for Marid to declare her a Radiant mage as she barreled into Ezekiel’s chest. Giving her brother a great big hug as she smiled brilliantly up at him.

Marid couldn’t help but smile as well, as he saw the wonderful display of familial affection.

“Wendy Luminance!” Marid called out as he looked at his scroll once again.

Wendy, no longer as nervous as she was before, and being a little bit more brazen than Ellen, marched the dozen or so steps between the pedestal and herself and siblings with as much bravado as a five-year-old could muster when they had just been shaking at the knees in fear.

Not even waiting for Marid to tell her what to do, Wendy placed both her hands on the pedestal. A moment passed, then two, and eventually she had spent more time at the pedestal than Ellen had. But finally, the orb turned an almost solid black color that seemed to absorb all light that got near it.

“Congratulations! You’re an Obscurity mage.” Marid said with as much enthusiasm as he had for Ellen.

Wendy also charged her brother, jumping at him much like Ellen had, and it was much more difficult for him to stay standing as he had both of his sisters hanging off of him like a pair of juvenile monkeys.

“Congrats you two! I knew you’d both be amazing.” Ezekiel said as he carried both of his sisters back to where his parents were standing.

He barely made it two steps before Marid spoke up.

“Indeed, young man. Your sisters really are quite amazing. Most twins of the same sex tend to have the same element. It’s usually only fraternal twins of opposite sexes that have opposing elements. Your sisters are quite the pair, and I’m sure we’ll be able to expect great things from both of them.” Marid said as he looked down at Ezekiel and his sisters. “If you don’t mind my curiosity, as their brother, which of your sisters do you share an element with?”

Ezekiel froze at that question, knowing that all eyes in the room were on him at the moment.

Turning to his parents, he still saw the looks of pride on their faces as they nodded towards him. Lying would do no good after all, and one of the reasons they’d come here was because he was a Void mage. Theo and Reya were nodding as well. So, he turned to look over his shoulder as he answered.

“I don’t share an element with any of my family. I’m a Void mage.” Ezekiel said with certainty and pride as he turned back around and carried his sisters through the room towards their parents. Not once did he look back, so he missed the look of shock that sat on Marid’s face at his words.

A part of him regretted what he had said, as he could clearly see the looks of disdain on several people’s faces, but he did his best to ignore them as he walked forward. The only people he spared a glance towards were the Kasperes, and he kept his face perfectly neutral as he did.

Sella looked at him with a somewhat viscous look of wonder, shame, and more than a little bit of envy as she watched him head back. Her parents were even worse, however, as they noticed the looks, they were receiving from several of the families inside the room. Few of them were pleasant, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but worry that he had made things worse for Sella.

He resolved to ask if his father could use his connections to check in on the poor girl at some point to make sure nothing happened to her in the near future.

The rest of the ceremony passed without incident. There were a few more children that awakened the Radiant and Obscurity elements. As well as a couple of Life and Lightning elements. There was even a single Death mage, who was clearly the son of one of the city’s grave keepers that was given a wide but respectful birth. Ezekiel noticed that his mother had both dark Indigo eyes and hair, so she was at least a Tier three Mage. But she didn’t have a Spirit with her, so she wasn’t a hunter.

Eventually, as the room cleared out, Ezekiel and his family also left the ceremony room. But unlike the rest of the families, they didn’t head to the exit in order to leave the Cathedral. Instead, they headed further into the Cathedral into areas that didn’t have many people.

Going further and further in, the twins grew curious as they were heading to places that they had never seen before. But there were plenty of murals that they could use to entertain themselves with as they looked around.

Finally, they reached a relatively out of the way section of the Cathedral. A simple wooden door stood in front of them.

Warren approached the door and knocked.

“Come in.” Said an elderly voice from the other side of the door.
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                Ezekiel and his family silently entered the room after being invited in.

Opening the door, Ezekiel saw that they were in a far larger and more opulent room than its location would suggest. It was filled with bookshelves and items that were clearly magical in nature, ranging from small spheres or rings floating from stands or pedestals, to paintings and framed relics with runes of enchantment that glowed visibly even in the bright lighting.

The room was also quite large, being at least fifty meters squared. It was not quite the size of their home’s main floor, but still larger than one would think would be needed in such an out of the way area. Yet it didn’t seem too big or too small, with the various objects being well placed around the room. There were also five large windows depicting the opposing elemental symbols in stained glass.

Looking around, Ezekiel also noticed that off to the side was an area that seemed to have been hastily set up with several toys and pieces of furniture meant for children.

“Wendy, Ellen, why don’t you both go play over there for now. Ezekiel, your father, and I need to have some grown up talks, and I think you’d just be bored.” Evelyn said as she knelt down as Reya hopped from her shoulders to go watch over Wendy and Ellen. Theo also joined in after Warren nudged him off his shoulder.

The twins and the two cats went to play in the corner as Ezekiel and his parents walked up to the desk sitting at the far side of the room, directly beneath the center window with the zigzag for Lightning, and the circle for Void.

The woman sitting behind the desk was an elderly woman with hair graying from age, not Tempest mana, but still had a large amount of green in her hair, to match her eyes which were watching the Luminance family like hawks. Her eyes glanced back and forth between the twins, to Ezekiel and his parents, giving a brief smile as she watched Wendy and Ellen playing with a set of wooden swords as they ‘play fought’ with Reya and Theo.

Reaching the desk, Ezekiel and his parents sat down in the seats that were stationed in front of the desk. Ezekiel sat in the middle as Warren and Evelyn sat beside him.

The woman in front of them peered down at Ezekiel with interest, and none of the disdain he often expected from those who looked at him and knew he was a Void mage. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel nervous, but also relaxed, as he felt like the woman in front of him didn’t judge him for his magic.

“Greetings, Warren, Evelyn, and you too Ezekiel. I’ve known your parents since before they came here and helped them settle once upon a time. My name is Lina Ashe, I am a Tier three Life Mage, and previously a Tier three Hunter.” The elderly woman, Lina, said as she leaned forwards to give a polite nod of acknowledgement to Ezekiel. He bowed back as best he could from his seated position.

“It’s nice to meet you, Miss Ashe.” Ezekiel said as politely as he could.

Ezekiel was surprised to hear that Lina was previously a Hunter, but from what he knew this could happen if a Hunter’s Spirit familiar was killed. Not only did it mean that the Hunter inquisition would become significantly weaker, but it also meant that it was far more difficult, if not impossible, for the ex-Hunter in question to progress to a higher Tier, as the backlash of having a Spirit that was intricately tied to a human’s soul and mana paths killed meant that there was usually extensive spiritual damage.

It was also well known that no one had ever broken through to Tier four without the aid of a Spirit familiar before. Which was why all the people who ran top tied guilds were Hunters, and most high-level officials in the Church of Ten were as well.

“What a polite young man you are. But it seems like you get lost in your own head quite a bit.” Lina said as she watched Ezekiel stare at her in a bit of wonder and curiosity. His face turned red at being called out so suddenly but said nothing to refute it as he knew she was right.

Warren and Evelyn just chuckled at Ezekiel as he looked at the ground.

“Indeed. Our boy is always thinking. Always wondering. It’s probably why he managed to get as far as he has when it comes to his studies.” Warren said as he reached out to ruffle Ezekiel’s hair. “That actually has to do a lot with what we came here to speak with you about.”

The faces of the three adults lost their playful expressions as they started getting right to the point. Evelyn nervously clenched her hands in front of her, whilst Lina and Warren were now stoically staring at each other.

“Indeed. Your message said you discovered something that you think will be utterly groundbreaking with regard to your son, and that you needed to speak with me as soon as possible. Given that you’ve had little contact with me since settling down, with only the odd visit once or twice a year, whilst never once introducing me to your children, I took this to mean that this was truly important. Which is why I’m taking time off during one of the busiest weeks in the year for the Church, just to talk to you. So please, tell me what exactly was so important.” Lina asked in an accusing and doubtful tone of voice.

Ezekiel figured that there must be some friction in whatever relationship Lina had with his parents, as it seemed like she was frustrated with them for more than a few reasons. He resolved to bring it up with his parents later, as it seemed like Lina was the person his parents trusted most in the Church, so it would be best to make sure he didn’t step on any of her toes, else he loses what possible support he might be able to gain.

Warren and Evelyn also realized that there was a friction that hadn’t always been there. But the fact that Lina was willing to meet with them at such short notice was a good sign. So, it was with bashful looks as they awkwardly failed to make eye contact with Lina that they explained the situation.

“To be blunt, our son has discovered a method of cultivating Void Mana.” Warren stated, deciding that there was no reason to bother dancing around the subject any more than they already had. “We were hoping to share this method with the Church in exchange for proper supervision and potential aid as he uses it and tries to further refine it moving forward.”

Warren and Evelyn were expecting some sort of surprised expression to cross Lina’s face. Maybe she would express her disbelief and doubts at what Warren had just said. But, to the contrary, neither of these responses were given.

“Prove it.” Lina simply said as she looked at Warren and Evelyn. “Your claim is quite outrageous, so I would ask you, or rather Ezekiel, prove it.”

There was no change in Lina’s expression or tone. There was no disbelief, no outrage or denial. Just a flat statement demanding that the words the spoke be proven to be true.

It was shocking enough that Ezekiel gazed up at Lina in surprise. He examined her face as closely as he could, but this was a Tier three Mage that was older and more experienced than his parents. One who had no emotional attachments to him that might be used to get a read of what she was thinking.

Seeing Lina’s lack of reaction, Ezekiel determined that there were two likely reasons. The first was that she had an impeccable poker face and was so good at controlling her emotions and expressions that nothing would be visible unless she allowed it. The second was that she had heard such claims before from others. Potentially people trying to get something from the Church.

Thinking for a second, he realized that there was a third possibility. One that he had very mixed thoughts about.

Someone else had discovered this method before him. Possibly centuries before him, and for some reason the Church was doing everything they could to ensure that no one knew about it. Which, if that was the case, he didn’t want to think about what they would do to continue keeping it a secret.

Warren and Evelyn seemed to realize something as well but understood that the best thing for them to do at the moment was to go along with it. Leaving right now would leave things up in the air in such a way that might come back to bite them later.

“Fine.” Ezekiel said as he closed his eyes, finally fed up with this nonsense and deciding that he would get this over with then and there.

“Wait!”

“Ezekiel don't!”

Ignoring his parents' protests, he began meditating as best he could in such an unfamiliar and uncomfortable area. Yet regardless of all of that, he found himself falling into a trance easily enough as the familiar sight of motes of mana appeared within his mind’s eye.

Allowing himself to see the mana around himself, he noticed the large balls of black, gold, and green mana surrounding him. The mana of his mother, and father, as well as Lina, as they were within his range of detection whilst meditating. He also felt two more sources of gold and black mana behind him. He assumed that these were Theo and Reya.

He also noticed the two spheres of mana next to him move for a moment, only to pause and back down as the green sphere of mana pulsed all of a sudden, nearly causing him to fall out of his trance. But he held onto his current state of mind as best he could, whilst simultaneously imagining a mountain growing as it reached towards the heavens above, and a great and swirling typhoon that buffeted the mountain with winds superseding the speeds of a hurricane.

His mental imagery immediately drew what little ambient mana was in his range towards his body. Deciding that he would rather prove the woman in front of him wrong than be as cautious as he had always been all these years, he did not worry about getting the ratios perfect like he tended to.

Rather, he decided that, so long as he made more Void mana than he spent spelling whatever leftover mana there was, then that would be enough, and he would deal with the fallout of the enhanced mana effects that would result in this expulsion.

Lina was a Tier three Life Mage, and he doubted that he’d suffer such serious injuries that she wouldn’t be able to heal him if the effects of the supercharged mana he expelled ended up hurting him afterwards. Flesh wounds were significantly easier to heal than wounds to the soul after all.

Thus, with a ballparked estimation of nearly equal parts Tempest and Cavern Mana, carelessly drawn into his body, Ezekiel allowed the clashing mana to meet in a looping stream, keeping enough focus to ensure that the mana within him that turned into Void mana was kept separate from the pure Tempest and Cavern mana. He needed to keep track of what he had left so he didn’t waste more than he had to expelling whatever mana was left inside him afterwards.

Like two streams funneling into a greater one as they met, the motes of Cavern and Tempest Mana merged together, canceling each other out and becoming the motes of pure white light that he was so familiar with.

Realizing that there wasn’t enough to get him back to the same mana levels as he had before he touched the relic the previous day, Ezekiel allowed himself to slow down when he noticed that he wasn’t absorbing anymore mana from outside.

He also saw that, once again, he had absorbed more Tempest mana than Cavern mana, so he used what Void mana he needed in order to expel the excess. In this case he had managed to accumulate a total of forty-seven motes of Void mana, but he had an excess of nearly thirteen motes of Tempest mana. A little less than half of the Void mana he had formed.

Pairing up a mote of his Void mana with each of the Tempest motes within him, he quickly sent the mana towards his arms, using his control over the Void mana to move the Tempest mana to his will. This was something that had become much easier than it used to be. No longer needing to expel the mana from his core directly meant that he could lessen the potential damage when the supercharged Tempest forced him backwards.

Just as the mana had reached the pits of his fingers, Ezekiel forced his hand upwards as pushed the thirteen motes of mana out of his body and into the sky. Where they immediately fused together, as they were no longer under the direction of Ezekiel’s mind and soul. A great swirling gust of wind blew outwards, throwing around papers and ruffling fur and hair as the air in the room was unsettled; most of the knick-knacks around them were blown about.

Feeling the mana leave his fingers and lamenting the fact that he only had thirty-four motes left, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel both frustrated and proud, at the amount of mana he had accumulated in a single sitting. If he could only do this more often, then he’d breakthrough in just a couple of days.

So long as he didn’t suffer a deficit, which sometimes happened when he couldn’t keep his mental images equally formed, causing an imbalance of mana types, resulting in him spending more Void mana to expel the excess than the amount that he had created.

It was just as he was lamenting these facts that the pain of his fingers shredding into itty bitty pieces hit him like a truck, and he opened his eyes in shock whilst screaming in pain. Blood, bone, skin, and sinew flew across the room as Evelyn and Warren threw up elemental shields to defend themselves. In the back of the room, Theo and Reya did the same in order to keep the twins protected.

As he flew backwards, blown out of the chair, he finally saw a look of shock on Lina’s face. He didn’t know if she was surprised at the uncontrolled outburst of magic, or the fact that he was willing to hurt himself so much to prove a point, but as he painfully hit the ground, Ezekiel felt the flood of frustration and worry he had been holding back leave his body as his hands were flooded with pain.

He knew that his parents would be worried about his injuries, but he couldn’t help it. For five years he had kept this secret to himself. For five years he had lied to his parents, and was forced to pretend to be an invalid, incapable of magic, and incapable of contributing to society, to being the person that he wanted to be.

Finally, he had shown the world, a little of it as seven sapient beings were, that he was not broken, and that he could do magic.

“Ezekiel!” Evelyn and Warren cried out as they dove towards their son. Reya and Theo threw up walls of light and shadows to keep Wendy and Ellen from witnessing the fairly grisly scene of Ezekiel covered in blood and barely holding back groans of pain as he held his hands close to his body.

Warren immediately held his now glowing hands over Ezekiel’s to begin healing him, but before he could start, Lina was hovering over Ezekiel with green glowing hands, and a soothing numbness spread out from the stumps that were his fingers.

“Enough, Warren, let me do this. You know damn well that you’re shit at healing.” Lina nearly shouted as she focused entirely on healing Ezekiel’s hands. “You stupid child! How could you do something so dangerous! Don’t you know that absorbing mana that your body isn't attuned with just destroys it! I don’t care how lucky you were before now, but just because you lucked out with the ratios before now doesn’t mean you’ll be lucky every time!”

Lina was nearly screaming as she berated Ezekiel for his reckless behavior, but Ezekiel couldn’t feel anything but vindication.

“So, you did know! You did already know that there was a way for Void mages to cultivate!” Ezekiel said in accusation.

“Of course, I did! The Church of Ten has been trying to find a successful method of cultivating Void Mages for centuries! Nay, millenia! And every single method we’ve discovered has resulted in the eventual death or crippling of whoever tries within a year.” Lina said as Ezekiel’s fingers started regrowing. “Given what I’ve seen here today, I’d give you a week at best before the elemental mana you absorb runs rampant and kills you for failing to create Void mana.”

Evelyn and Warren were shocked beyond belief at what Lina was saying. Ezekiel, on the other hand, felt nothing but pride and validation as he had already proven himself more capable of thousands of years of historical studies.

“I’ve been doing this for five years now. The only reason the backlash was so big this time was because I decided I don’t want to hide this anymore. I saw a Tier three Void mage, and figured that I’d go for broke, and absorb all the mana I could without suffering a deficit.” Ezekiel said as he weakly bragged about his skill in this current method.

“There is no way you’ve lucky enough to get a perfect ratio of one-to-one opposing mana types to not have you spirit paths destroyed from having the wrong mana type running rampant through it. Stop lying and don’t do this again!” Lina stated in an angry tone of voice.

Evelyn and Warren were about to speak up in Ezekiel’s defense when a pair of cries echoed out from the entrance of the room.

“Mommy! Daddy!” Wendy and Ellen cried in unison. Their voices were cracked, and they sounded terrified. “Theo and Reya threw up a wall and won’t let us through! What happened?”

Evelyn and Warren shared a look before Evelyn got up and hurried over to their daughters.

“It’s okay girls. Miss Lina just wanted Ezekiel to show her something! He decided to do more than was asked, and it made a bit of a mess. Are you two okay?” She said as she walked through the wall of shadows to see Wendy and Ellen clutching each other in a scared embrace. Terrified, but calmed down thanks to Theo and Reya’s acts to comfort them.

Meanwhile, Ezekiel was explaining that he didn’t need to worry about twisting his spirit paths when gathering mana.

“You can check for yourself, the wounds I suffered were only physical, and the only reason the backlash was so big was because I didn’t bother trying to keep the amount of mana I absorbed controlled this time. I just absorbed as much mana as I could that was within my range. I now have thirty-four motes of Void mana sitting in my core right now.” Ezekiel told Lina with exasperation.

“That’s impossible.” Lina said as she finished growing Ezekiel’s fingers back. But she didn’t let go of his hands, as she used her mana to reach deeper, trying to see what damage had been done to his spirit, his soul. “Mana that’s absorbed can’t just... be... expelled?”

Lina trailed off as she got a picture of Ezekiel's soul, or at least the fingers of his soul. She had expected to see a similarly mangled mess as the Tempest mana ran rampant through his fingers, having believed that he just got lucky and the excess Tempest mana had simply gone wild when it was in his fingers rather than in his chest or brain, which would’ve immediately killed him.

But she couldn’t see any damage. His soul was perfectly fine, and the only damage she had to heal was the damage to his fingers.

Falling back onto the ground in shock, Lina just stared at Ezekiel like he was some alien being she had never heard of before. Like he had just told her the sky was lime green with purple clouds, only to find out he was telling the truth.

“What did you do?” She said as she continued to stare at him in shock. “It has long since been proven that it is impossible to safely gather mana that isn’t attuned to a person’s elemental affinity, and that once it enters the body it is impossible to expel. So how? How did you expel it, so your soul was not utterly mangled from the rampant Tempest mana you absorbed?”

“Well, when I first tried to create Void mana when I was five, I realized that I couldn’t control the Tempest and Cavern mana inside my body, but I could control the Void mana. To an extent that it didn’t even merge with the elemental mana when it came into contact inside my body. So, I used my Void mana to stick to it, and then controlled the Void mana to push the Tempest mana outside my body. That’s why I mentioned a deficit.” Ezekiel explained.

Ezekiel’s words continued to shock Lina, and Warren, who was still listening in, was also amazed. He knew that pure mana Crystals that had Void mana were used to enhance spells of other elements to make them stronger, but he didn’t realize that Void mana could also be used to manipulate the other elements as well.

There was also the fact that elemental mana did not stick to one another like how Ezekiel was describing. They interacted with one another, causing environmental effects and changes, but motes of different types of mana didn’t directly interact with one another like Ezekiel was describing without having something happen.

Heck, now that he really thought about it, Warren realized that he really didn’t know much about the different ways that mana types interacted with each other. Before yesterday, he didn't even know Void mana was made when two opposing mana types met. Although that would explain the crippling injuries that some Mages and Hunters experienced when absorbing their opposing element.

Warren now understood how, if a person suddenly found Void mana inside their body, but they couldn’t control it, it would only make sense that they would be severely injured if the mana in their body was suddenly enhanced by several degrees of power.

“Of course, that only applies to when the mana is within the confines of my body. Void mana doesn’t work like the other types of mana, so I can’t control it when it leaves my body. Which is why the mana went so wild when I expelled it. There were thirteen motes of Tempest that were enhanced by thirteen motes of Void. With the enhancement, that was as strong as a point-blank upper Tier one spell applied directly to my fingers.”

Warren and Lina grimaced at that description. Such a spell would cause even themselves, a Hunter and Mage two Tiers higher than said spell, to suffer injuries that would need healing, else they risk the loss of their fingers as well.

Lina took a deep breath to calm down, as well as to settle her face into the neutral expression she had before. She then calmly stood up, her poster straight as a board, and gracefully walked back around to her desk, which was no longer covered in the various items that it once was.

Sitting back down, she gave Warren a piercing glare before turning to the back of the room, where the wall of light and shadows had come down, and Evelyn was now playing with Wendy and Ellen, who had calmed down enough to once again be distracted by the small assortment of toys Lina had placed in her office.

Looking back at Warren, who had moved to help Ezekiel set his chair up again so they could both sit down, Lina couldn’t help but let out a tired sigh as she closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. She could already feel the headache forming. She’d have to go get some pain relievers from her cupboards as soon as this meeting was over.

Evelyn just chuckled in the background as she played with Wendy and Ellen. Happy that she was no longer dealing with Lina directly, but also reminding herself that she needed to punish Ezekiel for scaring her like that. Perhaps sending him to the Alkena’s whilst forbidding him from bringing or accessing any books while he was there would be a good plan. He could even chaperone his sisters, who she was planning on setting up a playdate with Shari and her friends.

“This is going to be just like the situation with the Morathi Alliance, isn’t it?” Lina asked nobody.

“I don’t think it’ll be that bad. If it seems like you’ve learned something new after all.” Warren said as he tried to lighten the mood.

“I don’t know what the Morathi Alliance has to do with this. But considering I’ve never even left Harkem before, I doubt I could get into nearly as much trouble as mom and dad did.” Ezekiel said in reply to Lina’s question. He couldn’t help but feel slightly insulted at what was being implied.

She just glared at both of them. Utterly unamused as she stared at them as they sat innocently across the desk from her.

“That question was rhetorical, and I know the both of you know that!” Lina spat out in annoyance.

Warren just looked to the side awkwardly, realizing his ploy had failed. Ezekiel just shrugged. He still didn’t like what she was implying about him.
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After showing Lina his method of cultivating, Ezekiel was questioned intensely for nearly an hour as he went over his process of accumulating Void Mana over and over again. Lina, in turn, also answered several questions regarding what the Church knew about Void Cultivation.

She explained how, in the past, it had long ago been discovered that two opposing types of Mana that clashed with one another would briefly form Void mana.

However, due to the fact that no method of Void visualization for and mana gathering meditation techniques had been discovered before meant that there was no way for a person to pull in the Void mana when it formed. Which wasn’t even the most difficult part, which was getting the mana before it changed to a different type at all.

Eventually someone had a similar idea to Ezekiel and had also tried to cultivate two mana types at once, but he suffered near fatal injuries to the spirit paths in his soul due to the fact that there was mana in his system that he didn’t have an affinity for.

This was why meditation techniques only ever took in one type of mana. Because of one’s affinity, a Mage could manipulate the mana within them that was of the appropriate type, but mana of a different type could only be attracted and gathered. It couldn’t be manipulated when it was absorbed, and if left to run rampant it would destroy the body’s naturally inclined balance of mana.

Effects ranged from being cooked from the inside out, one’s water thinning or freezing. Bones turning into powder, sudden depressurization as air bubbles formed in the body, and even straight up necrosis. Luckily, so long as it was treated quickly, the only lasting damage was usually to a Mage’s spirit paths. Most cities that had dedicated hospitals were willing to heal physical injuries brought about by conflicting mana absorption for free, so long as a person wasn’t Tier 2 or higher.

Healing the spiritual injuries was a different matter entirely, and the cost for such healing was usually well beyond the capabilities of the publicly accessible healers. Usually only the Church of Ten, Church of Life, or well-off Guilds had the capability to heal such injuries.

“Given this information,” Lina said during their conversation, “I’m sure you can understand why this was so hard for me to believe. The fact of the matter is that no other mana is capable of interacting with other types of mana in this way. Then there’s also the fact that spending one’s mana whilst meditating is also not common practice, as the whole point is to gather as much mana as possible.”

“Then there’s also the fact that you have, quite possibly, the strongest sense of mental imagery I’ve ever witnessed. I don’t think the records have ever had a person accumulate two elements simultaneously. It’s usually one element first, followed by the opposing one. Then, when both types of mana were within a person, it was up to a person’s willpower alone to force the two mana types to meet.”

Lina continued with her explanation. The fact that it was a child just over fifty years younger than herself that had discovered these things just made everything that was being discussed all the more unbelievable, but Ezekiel had used himself to prove that he was telling the truth, so Lina had no choice but to acknowledge it.

Part of her was embarrassed that no one in the Church of Ten had discovered this before, but she knew that it was mainly chance and the fact that the Church no longer wanted to have countless Void Mages throw their lives away for nothing of use.

She couldn’t help but wonder how Ezekiel had come up with the idea of imagining the two opposing elements at once. Especially given the difficulty and the form that the two elements took.

The image of two elements circling each other in varying “sizes” to control how quickly one element was gathered compared to the other at the same time was inspiring. Something that she didn’t think many other people she knew would think of, as she knew that most higher-level meditation techniques focused on a symbolic image tying to different spirits for the sake of more easily cultivating like the Spirits that naturally absorbed and channeled mana.

Of course, Ezekiel had a minor advantage against most of the others who had tried this in the past, as he knew that spirals like what he imagines were a result of the gathering of something towards a central point, of the expulsion of something as it spread outwards.

The idea of the Yin-Yang philosophy and symbol were also something that contributed to his thought process when creating this method. But he knew from his research over the years that it was unlikely that such a thing existed in this world due to the single-minded focus on single element accumulation.

Eventually, it was Wendy and Ellen who halted the continued talks and discussion regarding how Ezekiel and the Church of Ten would proceed. The twins had grown tired, even though it was still early in the day, the shock from earlier, as well as their playtime for the past hour had actually tired them out.

Which was not too surprising, as Reya and Theo were playing fairly rough, in order to keep their attention away from most of what was being discussed on the other side of the room. It wouldn’t do for them to overhear and get confused at what was going on after all.

Besides that, Lina was able to give Warren and Evelyn a brief breakdown of what classes were available for Wendy and Ellen. The only real requirements they had was that the teacher not have disparaging views on Void Mages, and that the Scholar in charge of their lessons be vetted for any possible connections to the Church of Light.

Lina agreed but was confused as to why they thought the Church of Light would be a concern. At which point Evelyn and Warren quickly explained what had happened five years ago with Aldor Alkena. Lina gave them another look of frustration and called them out for not calling her about these things.

Warren and Evelyn just nervously apologized and gathered up the twins to leave. Ezekiel was a little less worried as he left, but no less apologetic and embarrassed for his parents. He promised to have the rest of his notes and research ready for the next day so he could hand it over to the Church. Lina smiled at his diligence as the family left the Cathedral.

The rest of the day was fairly uneventful as the twins took a nap, and Ezekiel decided to get some more reading in as he gathered up his notes and got things put together for the Church. He then decided to sit down and do some more meditating, but unfortunately, as he knew he couldn’t risk the likelihood of injuries like he did earlier, he wasn’t able to gather mana as quickly, since he had to pay much closer attention to the ratios of mana he was absorbing.

Unfortunately, it seemed like he wouldn’t have much luck this time around, as he ended up losing several motes of mana in order to purge the excess mana he had absorbed this time. It was only three motes, but he was frustrated all the same, as he knew that this just confirmed what he already knew.

Even with the assistance of the Church of Ten, it would still likely be at least a few months before he finally made a breakthrough and accumulated enough mana to attempt to find and open his first Chakra. But at least he was going to make faster progress than before. Now, it was possible that he’d be able to train in a safe environment every day, unlike before when he’d sometimes go for several weeks without even making an attempt.

“Ezekiel! Dinner’s ready!” Evelyn called out as she knocked on his door.

He sighed in frustration as he exited, figuring that there was little point worrying about things he couldn’t control. Besides, so long as he got to a higher Tier, he’d have more time and opportunities to figure out a better visualization technique. If the Church had made attempts to help Void Mages in the past, then it made sense that they would have records of their experimental visualization techniques.

It wasn’t until Ezekiel and Warren, with Theo on his shoulder like usual, headed back to the Church the next day that Ezekiel realized how right he was. Although, there were some additional problems that were discovered beforehand.

“Ah! You two are here right on time.” Lina said as she welcomed Ezekiel and Warren to the cathedral. She was dressed much more formally than she was the previous day, and she looked much more like a Scholar of the Church of Ten than she did the previous day. Dressed in formal robes of the Church, Lina somehow gave off a much more welcoming feeling in her robe than she did in the business clothing she was dressed in previously.

However, what surprised Ezekiel wasn’t the clothing. It was the fact that she was there waiting for them. He knew there was no way that she could’ve gotten to them as quickly as she had if she hadn’t already been staying in one of the rooms that wasn’t too far from this entrance.

The cathedral was enormous after all, what with the cathedral itself consisting of several blocks’ worth of an area, and the actual grounds extending even further than that.

“If you’ll come with me, I’ll bring you to the people who will be studying your technique, as well as assisting you when you are practicing.” Lina explained as she turned to head into the cathedral.

“Wait, are you not included in that?” Warren asked as he and Ezekiel moved to follow Lina into the cathedral. “We had thought that, with your experience and position, that you’d be involved.”

Lina just glanced over her shoulder at the two as they continued moving.

“Unfortunately, I will not be involved. Not directly, at least. As it is, whilst several scholars were surprised and overjoyed at the discoveries that young Ezekiel has brought to our attention, it has been decided by the majority of the Scholars here that Ezekiel is too young to be the subject of study. They have no desire to see a childlike Ezekiel risking his life in such a manner.” Lina explained as she turned away from them.

“As it is, I happen to agree with them, as I do not believe that a child should be forced to shoulder such responsibilities, let alone take such an enormous risk. But I know you, and if he’s anything like you, then I know Ezekiel as well.” She further stated, not once looking back at the father and son following her.

Ezekiel and Warren were both surprised at what they were being told. This is not what they had been led to believe the previous day. They knew for a fact that Lina said she would do whatever she could to help them, as this could very well be the missing piece to creating a stable meditation technique for Void mages. So long as there were no further issues that were made apparent moving forward.

Unfortunately, both Ezekiel and his father could understand the worries that were being voiced by Lina. Ezekiel could sort of accept that Lina didn’t want to have him be put directly into danger, but he couldn’t help but feel frustrated at the fact that he was once again stymied from getting the help he needed. He didn’t feel like he had any right to decry this change of plans, however, as he knew that the Church could always tell him no.

Warren, on the other hand, couldn’t help but feel a little bit betrayed, as he knew that Ezekiel needed as much help as he could get if he wanted to progress as quickly as Warren and Evelyn knew their son would be able to.

He also knew that there was no way the Church would be willing to just move a kid as smart and as studious as Ezekiel away without a reason that went beyond just the confines of the Church and its members.

Theo, sharing thoughts with his partner, also knew that something fishy was happening, and prepared himself to back up his partner with everything he had.

“Why else, Scholar Ashe?” Warren said as he came to halt in the middle of the corridor, placing his hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder to bring him to a stop as well. Theo had jumped from Warren’s shoulders at this point. He now stood on the ground next to Ezekiel on the opposite side from Warren. The two were now standing in a protective formation, ready in the event that whatever answers they got ended up getting out of hand.

“I know for a fact that there are, perhaps, three other Tier three Life mages currently residing in the cathedral at this moment. Most others in the city either being part of the guilds or the two that currently head the Harkem Hospital. So, if it won’t be you helping my son, I would greatly appreciate it if you could tell me who will be. As well as telling me where we are headed, as you have yet to really explain what kind of assistance Ezekiel will be receiving, other than the fact that it’s not as great as you implied yesterday.” Warren spoke with a tight voice as he glared at Lina’s back.

He wanted to trust her, but he and his family didn’t have the best of ties to the Church of Ten, even though they knew Lina, it wasn’t like she was ultimately in charge, and even if she was, the various cathedrals under Church of Ten were led by councilors chosen from Tier three Mages of each of the elements, except the Void. A status quo he now realized would soon be in jeopardy of changing.

Warren’s tone of voice and accusations brought Lina to a pause. Turning around, she gave Warren an annoyed, but somewhat amused, stare as she looked at Warren and Theo standing in defense of Ezekiel.

“Are you trying to be threatening right now? You realize you’re in the heart of a Church of Ten cathedral, don’t you? If you try to start a fight here, you’ll have dozens of Tier three Mages coming after you in an instant.” Lina said as she raised her eyebrow in baffled amusement.

“Indeed. Tier three Mages.” Warren said as Theo let out a growl. “Now, before we go any further, please, tell me what, exactly, has changed since yesterday?”

Lina didn’t answer for a moment. The Hunter of Light and the Mage of Life continued to stare at each other. One in frustration and concern, the other in a deadpan annoyance.

Ezekiel could only stare on as the two adults stared each other down.

Finally, Lina broke eye contact first, clicking her tongue in frustration as she turned away.

“Tsk. When did the reckless man who charged headfirst into battle become so mature, I wonder. I can still remember when you deferred to me for almost everything, and when I stared you down for your mistakes, you’d always break first.” Lina said with a rueful smile as she took a moment to reminisce.

Warren wouldn’t let her have the moment, however, as he had far more pressing concerns.

“I grew up, and in this situation, I’m not making a mistake. Defending my son for potential harm will never be a mistake.” Warren said as she continued to stare Lina down.

“... Well, in this case it is, because our decision is meant to prevent your son from coming to harm.” Lina explained as carefully as she could. “There are forced throwing stones in this city, and the ripples may very well turn into waves that will wipe us out if we’re not careful. A great many people have started to show how... blinded... they are to the Church's teachings.”

Warren flinched for a second, doing his best to hide it from Ezekiel, but his son knew what to look for, and caught it anyway. Clearly something was going on, and the only thing that he could think of was that the Church was feeling pressure from outside forces. Potentially from internal ones as well.”

“However, I will answer your questions as best I can. As we go to meet the ones that will be working with Ezekiel.” Lina stated as she turned once again in the direction of wherever it was, they were being led to.

Warren looked down at Ezekiel in concern, but Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like this was still what he needed to do. So, looking up at his father, he grabbed his hand and gave a couple of tugs. Warren just sighed in frustration before moving forwards with Ezekiel. Theo hopped up onto Ezekiel’s shoulder this time, just in case, as all three of them knew that it was Ezekiel that would need the most help if anything did happen.

“To answer your first question; it will not be one of the Church’s Tier three Life Mages that will be helping with this. I was barely able to get permission to have a Tier two Mage to help, but luckily the Life Mage in question was most interested in what you will be doing and showed an intense interest in being involved.” Lina said as she gave a brief introduction of the Life Mage that would be helping.

“Her name is Issa Wills, and before you ask if she can be trusted, know that she is my apprentice, and whilst she has had trouble breaking through to the third Tier, she is second to none when it comes to Tier two Life Mages within the Harkem’s Grand Cathedral.” There was a hint of pride in Lina’s voice as she said this.

It frustrated Warren to know end to know that it wasn’t going to be a Tier three Life Mage on standby for Ezekiel, but he recognized the fact that Lina had likely done her best in the situation. The fact that he knew Lina would never lie about her thoughts on other Life Mage’s abilities also helped.

“To answer your second question; we are headed towards the facilities that have been put aside for young Ezekiel’s use. It obviously can’t be in the more public areas of the cathedral, as that would draw attention, as well as suspicion, should any of the regular visitors and followers notice him and his team practicing as they will be. To that end, we have granted him a room in one of the private sections of the cathedral. One belonging to a Tier three Tempest Mage. So, congratulations, you’re receiving the personal aid of a Tier three Scholar of the Church.” Lina’s voice grew strained as she explained what resources Ezekiel would be getting. It seemed like she wasn’t too fond of the Scholar in question.

“Excuse me, but is there anything wrong with this that I need to know about? It doesn’t seem like you’re too happy about the room I’ll be getting.” Ezekiel asked before Warren could speak up or stop them again.

“It’s not that I think the room is a bad thing, so much as the owner of the room is... eccentric, when it comes to his fascination in the means and methods of manipulating mana for various purposes.” Lina said for clarification. “That’s not to say that he’s dangerous, or that he won’t help you. Scholar Rudy is one of the most knowledgeable scholars in Harkem, but he’s somewhat flighty, and has a hoarding habit that has resulted in more than a few messes when he tries to borrow things from the other scholars without asking, or without returning the things that he does ask to borrow.”

“He’s a thief?!” Warren says in shock. “And you want me to be trusting him with my son’s safety?”

Lina looked pained for a moment before answering. “He’s not a thief. He’ll give back anything you ask for, and he’ll happily lend you anything you need from him if you ask. The problem is that he often forgets what he has borrowed or taken from others, as well as what’s been borrowed or taken from him by others. It causes a lot of confusion for most of the Scholars due to lots of... item misplacements.”

Warren and Ezekiel took a moment to digest what Lina was telling them. This sounded like a disaster waiting to happen. How on earth could Lina think that this was an appropriate supervisor for Ezekiel’s training and meditation.

“Regardless, Scholar Rudy has an apprentice and an aide of his own, who will also be helping in Ezekiel’s studies. Trent Solts, a Tier two Tempest Mage who is a number of years older than you, and is training to eventually go on his pilgrimage to the Trillious Grand Cathedral in a couple of years, as well as Merlot Raker, a Tier two Glacial Mage who is quite a bit older, and has completed his pilgrimage and is currently completing his required Journeyman studies under Scholar Rudy so that he can complete his accreditations to become an official Scholar himself. Although he has yet to break through to Tier three, it is expected that he is likely to do so within the next couple of years. Both are well versed in records of the Ancients, and the various methods they passed down to humanity.”

Hearing the rundown Lina had given them regarding the other people who would be helping Ezekiel moving forward, he and his father couldn’t help but feel a little bit more relieved. It was good to know that they’d have so many professionals that had knowledge of the Ancients from the Church of Ten’s records and archives.

Regardless of these answers, however, none of them failed to notice how Lina did not see fit to finish answering Warren’s previous questions. Specifically, the question of what exactly the assistance would compose of, beyond the healing from her apprentice, and what exactly had changed since yesterday.

The quartet continued on from that point in silence. Getting further and further away from the more public areas of the cathedral. There were very few guards nearby, but Ezekiel was able to see the odd enchantments here and there. He rightly assumed they were for security.

In addition, there were several oddly colored animals coming and going as they continued to go deeper and deeper into the area that Ezekiel could tell was likely the region of the cathedral that bordered the Spirit Lands of Harkem.

Finally, after what seemed like forever to Ezekiel, they arrived at a large empty hallway with a single door at the end of it.

“Ah! Here we are. Now, if you’ll just come this way, I’ll be able to introduce you to-”

Lina was cut off suddenly as the door at the end of the hallway burst open with an enormous gust of wind. A Veritable maelstrom of moving air forced its way into the hallway.

Acting quickly, and with reflexes honed from years of battle, Lina and Warren stepped forward, both placing their hands into different shapes in front of themselves as they channeled their Mana into forming shields.

Out from Lina’s large sleeves grew countless tree branches that broke up the wind as they grew larger and larger, the leaves of the quickly grown horizontal tree acting like a cushion for most of the wind.

Yet as the gale force winds blew through the hall, a large number of branches broke off from the tree, and were blown directly at Lina and Warren, who stood between Ezekiel and the winds.

Luckily, the semi-dome of light that Warren summoned blocked the incoming debris and kept them all safe from possible injuries as the broken pieces of wood shattered as it made impact on the shield. Lina and Warren let out stressed grunts as the wind forced them to do their best to hold on.

They both let out sighs of relief as the wind died down, before expressions of fury spread across their faces. Ezekiel and Theo just looked shocked and confused, Ezekiel more than Theo, whose face now sported a toothy grin, as the shrunken down lion thought about who it was about to fight.

Three people stumbled out of the now doorless doorway. A teenage girl with green eyes, crooked glasses, and red hair, an early twenties looking man with gray eyes and black hair, and a man who looked to be about Warren’s age with blue eyes and brown hair. All of them had ruffled clothing and hair as they tried to get away from the room that Ezekiel and his father were being led to.

Each of them looked weak in the knees, almost like they would keel over at any moment. As they noticed the now retracting tree and fading shield of light, three tried their best to stand up straight in order to look presentable in front of another Scholar.

“WELL!” a loud and excited sounding voice called out from the room. “That certainly didn’t work the way I thought it would. Issa! Do you know when your Master will be here? I want to get my hands on that boy who discovered the new aspect of Void mana! There’s work and research to be done!”

A man with entirely gray hair exited the room and looked out to see Lina and Warren glaring. Lina at him, and Warren at Lina.

The man wore a robe with the iconography of the ten Ancients, just like Lina, but was much more disheveled, and looked like a strong breeze could blow him over, yet the power of the wind that could be felt from those around him was very noticeable. He clearly wasn’t even trying to restrain himself.

“Ah! Lina! It’s about time you got here. Tell me, where’s the little genius I’ll be working with?” The man, now clearly Scholar Rudy, asked with total obliviousness towards the glares being directed towards him.

“QUENTIN RUDY, WHAT THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN DOING!” Lina screamed at the top of her lungs as she marched forward, reaching up and grabbing Scholar Rudy by the ear and dragging him back into the room he just came from.

Warren and Ezekiel shared a look. Warren had one of exasperation on his face and was about to ask Ezekiel if he wouldn’t mind waiting until he could find some help somewhere else. Perhaps the Alkena’s knew someone that could help.

But the look on Ezekiel’s face stopped him. It was a look he recognized from his own face many years ago. It was a look of curiosity, with only a little bit of fear held back and very well disguised.

“Dad.” Ezekiel said quietly.

“... Yes son.” Warren replied.

“I think my life’s about to get complicated.” Ezekiel said. “I think we need to keep this from mom.”

Warren silently agreed and couldn’t help but thank the Ancients that his son was so smart. Regardless of how much trouble it seemed to be bringing him. He then cursed the Hunter from the Roaring Ruins Guild once again from the bottom of his heart for getting his son involved with that damned relic.

            

    
        CH 25: Experiments

    
    
    
    
                Walking through the halls of the Grand Cathedral on his own never stopped feeling strange to Ezekiel. This place was supposed to be a holy site, meant to represent the bond and presence of the Spirits in the lives of humans, as well as to show respect and reverence to the Ancients that shaped this world. He had always expected the Scholars of the Church of Ten to be like the clergy from his old world, holding the Ancients and their teachings above all else.

He was pleasantly surprised to find out that it was more like a private research association than an actual religious order. The Scholars of the Church were exactly that, scholars who delved into the records and knowledge passed down by the Ancients to further explore the mysteries of mana and magic.

They all worshiped the Ancients, giving prayers and thanks as one should to a benefactor and savior of such renown as the Ancients were, but there was a calm and methodical logic to how the Scholars conducted themselves.

“Finally! It’s about time you got here ya little brat! I’ve been waiting for several hours.” Scholar Quentin Rudy exclaimed as Ezekiel knocked on and entered the door that led to the room he would be practicing in.

“I’m half an hour early.” Ezekiel stated in a deadpan tone of voice.

“Which means you’re half an hour late!” Quentin happily rebuked, ignoring the looks of pity and apology that two of the room's other occupants sent towards Ezekiel.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh in resignation. He was excited at first, thinking that Quentin would be exceptionally helpful in his studies and practice regarding his mana accumulation, but it seemed like even among such learned scholars, there were always a few odd eggs.

Quentin Rudy being one of the exceptionally eccentric ones.

“Alright kiddo, step into the circle and so we can get started for today.” Quentin Rudy, Tier three Mage and Scholar of the Church of Ten said as Ezekiel finished putting away his satchel after entering Quentin’s practice room.

“As you say, Scholar Rudy.” Ezekiel said as he stepped into the large circle engraved in the ground. It was an enchanted circle that had the language of the Ancient’s used to give meaning and direction to the mana that they were trying to study.

It had been roughly a month since Ezekiel had been introduced to the Church members who were assigned to help him with his practice. Since then, little progress had been made regarding his mana accumulation. Although he had been able to practice every day, unlike before when he was trying to hide it, the number of times he retained more mana than he expended was not exceptionally high.

Try as he might, the proximity to so many Tempest mages at once tended to offset the balance of ambient mana in the surroundings of the room they practiced in. Meaning that He needed to be much more careful in how he was gathering mana within himself.

This, however, was something that Scholar Rudy found fascinating, as it was a well-known fact that, whilst visible to all who meditate properly, the fact that a higher Tier Mage’s presence contributed to the formation of ambient mana of a specific type wasn’t something that was considered to be a problem by most.

However, given that the whole project they were working on revolved around the creation and gathering of Void mana, the imbalance of mana types meant that they needed to develop a means to re-balance the mana in such a way as to ensure that equal parts of opposing mana were present for the formation of Void mana.

This problem had yet to be solved in any meaningful manner, but the work being done was something that could help all fields of mana study should there be any results that panned out.

The fact that his parent’s presence did not affect the balance in an ambient area did raise some questions. But it was assumed that it was mainly due to the fact that Radiant and Obscure mana were nowhere near as abundant as Tempest and Cavern. The fact that Evelyn and Warren also had significantly better meditation techniques, as well as familiar Spirits, also meant that their hold on their mana was significantly better than the Scholar’s and their acolytes.

Yet, regardless of these discoveries and the slow progress he was making, Ezekiel found himself having quite a bit of fun studying and practicing in a controlled environment. With the presence of a Life mage at all times, Ezekiel also felt that he could start experimenting with different mana types in his cultivation.

Instead of only trying to gather Tempest and Cavern mana, he would sometimes switch to Flame and Glacial, or Radiant and Obscure, when the resources allowed it. This did lead to some advancements in his progress, as it meant that he didn’t have to wait until two specific types of mana naturally accumulated in the areas where he trained at.

It did lead to some burns and frostbite when the elemental mana was expelled alongside the Void mana he used to move. Surprisingly enough, it seems like Radiant and Obscure mana didn’t have as noticeable of an effect. Sure, he’d nearly blinded himself when he’d expelled a few flashes of Radiant mana, and his fingers seemed to fade away as they were covered in shadows when he expelled Obscure mana, but those effects were far less damaging than the other elements.

It was just such a shame that the ambient mana of those types was so sparse. The only way he would be able to gather more mana was if he used a higher-level meditation technique. Alas, it proved to be of no use, as the higher-level techniques required affinities with their elements, or bonds with specific Spirits, else nothing tended to happen.

Luckily, even though they’d had a few setbacks, and his mana had only accumulated to just over forty motes of Void mana, he still found himself looking forward to the various experiments and studies they were performing day by day.

“So, what are we doing this time?” Ezekiel asked as he entered into the circle. As he did, the various symbols and runes lit up to surround him with an aurora of lights.

Although he was used to having to do seemingly useless actions during their practicing, he was used to it by now, and he tended to learn something new almost every time. For instance, just last week they found out that Void mana would take the form of a different mana type even without the presence of other mana types.

This was something they discovered when Quentin had Rudy expel several motes of mana into the atmosphere whilst standing in the middle of a null mana zone created by a different magic circle. That one prevented the presence of mana from entering it, so it was completely empty of ambient mana within.

It took slightly longer, but the Void mana still turned into Tempest mana when let in the air for a time. Similarly, the Void mana that was sent into a stone they had placed inside the circle changed to Cavern mana. This happened with all the elements they could safely test within the confines of their workroom. The one thing that didn’t happen was the large spell-like effects that occurred whenever Void mana was used on other mana types.

“Will we be re-confirming records of past ages, or trying something new?” Ezekiel asked as he thought about some of the experiments he had done previously.

It turned out that, whilst there were records of some test and research into Void mana, the majority were lost, and it was uncertain amongst the Scholars which records were true, and which records were hearsay or stories. So, it was requested that they study what they could and did their best to figure out which records were true, and which records were not.

Ezekiel would rather be practicing as much as he could right now, but he knew that helping the Church with their studies and research would hopefully be helpful in the future.

“You’ll be excited this time around kiddo! We’re using your example to try and make a new meditation technique! Hopefully this one will give you a bit more control over how much mana of what types you absorb.” Quentin said, snapping Ezekiel out of his thoughts.

“Scholar Rudy, are you sure we should be jumping right into it like that?” Issa asked from the side. Whilst she was excited to be learning more about the different uses of Void mana, she still didn’t like seeing a kid five years younger than she was burning, freezing, or cutting up portions of his body just so she could heal him. It was surprising the first few times, but now it was just frustrating and annoying.

“Oh, stop being such a stick in the mud Issa! Make like your element and live a little!” Quentin said as he flitted about the room. “Now, where were those notes I had on the estimated images of Void representative symbology? I know I have them somewhere... Aha! Here we are! Right next to the prototype Glacial mana accumulator I grabbed from Hiiro’s workroom. That reminds me, we’ll have to put that to use before he comes back to get it.”

Merlot perked up at hearing about a Glacial mana-based relic, even if it was a prototype, if it could help with his mana accumulation that would be amazing.

“No, Merlot. You can’t use an experimental prototype relic for your personal use. It could mess you up more than you already are.” A bored and apathetic voice called out from the side.

Trent Solts, a gray eyed man in his twenties was looking over his own notes as he focused on comparing some texts detailing the teachings of the Ancients from before the Age of Hubris. This was only a copy of the text, as the original was locked in a storage vault beneath the cathedral. It had been found and recovered nearly a century ago, in a ruin that was discovered when the area around Harkem was reclaimed.

“Besides. It’s not more mana that you need, it’s finding your third Chakra. If you can’t do that then it doesn’t matter how much mana you get. You’ll never become a true Scholar.” Trent continued to say as Merlot started to grow angry. “Not that you’re likely to break through even if you do.”

“You little-”

“Enough! Can the both of you stop fighting for just one day? I swear, why is it that the two of you are less mature than me and Ezekiel?” Issa interjected so as to stop yet another argument from breaking out. “And you! Scholar Rudy! Why aren’t you saying anything?”

“Because I have more important things to worry about than a spat between my juniors. So long as they finish their work and help me when I need it, that’s all I care about. Now come over here you three. Merlot, I want you watching out manantennaes, they’ll give us a rough reading on how much mana is moving towards Ezekiel as he meditates. Trent, you take note of any fluctuations in the circle. That’ll give us an idea of how stable the movement of mana is. Issa, you hold back and be ready to reattach some limbs, heal some burns, or otherwise fix whatever parts of Ezekiel’s body that get damaged during this test.” Quentin said in a manic pace as he looked over his notes on the process once again.

Merlot headed over to the strange and intricately carved relics on one side of the circle. They looked like the antennae of a moth, hence the name Manantennae. They were a relic recreated from the Age of Hubris, where people used such devices to measure the flow and intensity of the movement of mana within a certain area.

“Ezekiel, here. A description of the new method, and a professional drawing of what we want you to try visualizing in your mind when you enter your meditative trance.” Quentin carelessly threw a small stack of papers, that were pinned together, over his shoulder at Ezekiel as he said this.

“Alright, so we’re just doing this. You do know that the expected time it takes for a person to successfully enter into a meditative trance with a new technique is at least a week, right?” Ezekiel said in a sarcastic tone of voice. “That also only if the technique allows for one to resonate with the mana of the world. And here you are, expecting me to get on my first try?”

“Are you saying you can’t?” Quentin asked with a raised eyebrow, as if asking Ezekiel who he was trying to fool.

“Of course, I can. I just wanted to voice my thoughts so that in the event it does fail, I can blame it on you as you have confirmed you knew about these facts beforehand, but still asked me to do something considered impossible. Now let's get started.” Ezekiel quickly stated as he sat down and crossed his legs.

It took him a few minutes to read through the description of the technique. It was based off of the double element visualization that Ezekiel had tried before, but instead of visualizing two separate images circling around each other, this technique describes a singular image of two elements fully blended together. In this case, it detailed the image of a stone with carved holes allowing the passage of wind through it without obstruction.

Ezekiel sighed in frustration. He knew that this technique wasn’t going to work as Quentin thought it would. There was no conflict between the elements, meaning that there was no Will to enforce a clash that would cause them to cancel one another out.

He exited the circle and voiced his thoughts on the technique, but Quentin wouldn’t let him go without trying it.

“How can you know something won’t work if you don’t even try? Not sit back down and start meditating. We have a healer on hand, and if something does happen to your spirit paths, so long as you’re still alive, I’ll personally pay for your recovery.” Quentin stated as he pushed Ezekiel back into the circle.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but look around the room for help, but whilst Merlot looked a little annoyed at his complaint, Trent couldn’t care less, and Issa was biting her lip in concern, but she, just like the rest, knew that it was either Ezekiel uses the technique, or they wait until the end of the day, doing nothing, when one of Ezekiel’s parents came by to get him because he was late for dinner.

It had happened once or twice before, but at that time it was because they’d gotten caught up in their research and were looking through a number of tomes for ideas to use for this new technique.

Ezekiel just signed, worried about how much mana he was going to lose whilst expelling the excess mana inside him. He didn’t think he’d die from this, but he was certainly going to ask Quentin to investigate who helped in the creation of this technique, as he doubted that anyone who actually read his notes would make such a glaring mistake.

Sitting back down, Ezekiel places the papers to the side, just beyond the edges of the circle before closing his eyes.

He immediately started imagining the rock with holes in it though which gusts of winds blew. He could almost hear whistling as the wind blew through the stone.

It took him several minutes before he found himself surrounded by a number of lights representing the different motes of mana around him. As he did, he immediately saw different amounts of gray and brown lights headed towards him. He immediately tried altering the image, just enough so that there were different ratios of Tempest and Cavern mana.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like it was going to work. No matter how much he changed the image, from a stone with small holes to a stone with large holes. Ezekiel couldn’t change the pace in which the mana flowed towards him. The image of the wind through the stone somehow translated as the wind showing its superiority, as it represented the wear and tear of a stone buffeted by wind and broken down.

He ended up absorbing nearly triple the amount of Tempest mana compared to Cavern mana. The technique also didn’t bring the elemental mana together, as the Tempest mana instead flowed around the Cavern mana, but not once did they actually conflict and cancel out.

Realizing that this was getting dangerous, Ezekiel stopped his visualization and willed his Void mana to grab onto the motes of elemental mana. There were five Cavern motes versus seventeen Tempest motes. He knew that this was going to hurt just as much as it did when he expelled thirteen motes of Tempest when he had first met Lina.

Bracing himself, he first made his mana force the Cavern mana to touch some of the Tempest mana, giving him five more Void motes. He then used those new motes in tandem with seven others to forcibly move the remaining Tempest motes to his fingers. He then immediately threw his hand in the air, giving the rest of the room’s occupants just enough time to brace before releasing a gale of wind from his fingers, shredding them once again, but this time not losing any bones.

“Aaaarggh” Ezekiel screamed as he fell on his back, arms now clutched to his chest as he cried in pain. Issa ran forwards the moment the winds died down to an acceptable level, entering the circle and holding Ezekiel’s bloodied hands in her own glowing green ones.

The pain immediately faded as he started to heal.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel mutters as he stared at the ceiling whilst his hands were healed. It wasn’t as fast as Lina’s, but he knew that an hour or so of healing, with breaks in between, meant that, not only would he regain his fingers, but would also mean that he was healed before he had to leave later that afternoon.

“No worries. It’s what I’m here for.” Issa said simply as she focused on regrowing the nerves in his fingers. As she examined the damage, she realized that it would almost have been easier to regrow his fingers from stumps at this point. But she wasn’t going to just rip off what remained just to make things easier for herself.

“Hahahaha! Fantastic, absolutely fantastic!” Quentin exclaimed in glee as he looked over his notes whilst peering at the various devices he had around the workroom that were dedicated to reading and measuring mana and natural phenomena. “Merlot! Did you get a good read on the pacing of the mana?”

“Yes, Quentin, I did, and from what it says it seems like young Ezekiel was correct. The pacing was indeed unequal, with nearly triple the amount of Tempest mana being gathered than Cavern mana.” Merlot explained as he looked at how the manantennae in front of him had reacted when Ezekiel had started meditating. “Not only that, but I think that the time between the flow of mana stopping, and the sudden gale coming from Ezekiel’s fingers means that the mana did not naturally combine, as he also said. Out of curiosity, did you actually manage to retain any Void mana?”

Ezekiel took a moment to reply, debating whether or not he should be serious or snarky, given that he just blew off the meat on his fingers in the name of science. Or at least this world’s magical equivalent.

“I did, yes. But the amount of Void mana I formed was so miniscule compared to the remaining Tempest mana that it means that I actually have less mana right now than I did when I first entered the room. I started with more than forty, and now I have barely thirty.” Ezekiel explained in a pained and frustrated voice.

He couldn’t help but glare at Issa as she looked down at him in pity. He couldn’t help it. He hated having to go through these continuous motions of gain and loss when it came to his progress. If he had a mana crystal then maybe he’d be able to do something about it, but for now, it seemed like it was the slow and not so steady way for him.

“Hmph, well, we can’t be having that, now can we?” Quentin said as he rummaged around in the drawers of his desk. “Ah! There you are. Here you go, kiddo, take this and top up. We need you to be able to go through more experiments, and you’re useless to me without mana, so...”

Quentin pulled out a small lock box from his desk, drawing a key from his robes and opening it. He then threw a somewhat familiar gemstone at Ezekiel, who let it bounce off his chest as he didn’t have the hands necessary to grab it.

Looking over at the object that was thrown at him, Ezekiel immediately recognized the item for what it was. It was a pure mana crystal. Something that would allow him to directly absorb Void mana to add to his own.

“A pure crystal? But... I can’t afford this!” Ezekiel exclaimed as he looked back at Quentin.

“You’re not getting paid to help with this otherwise, are you? So, just take the stone, top up, and get ready, we’ve got two more techniques that we need you to try.” Quentin said as he waved off Ezekiel’s concerns before going back to examining his notes and other devices in the room.

Looking at Issa and the others, Ezekiel noticed that Trent looked envious at him being given free money, Merlot looked annoyed and resigned, whilst Issa just looked happy that Ezekiel actually got something from this.

Suddenly, a thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind before he considered officially accepting this gift.

“Wait... you didn’t take this crystal from one of the other Scholars, did you?” He asked as he gave Quentin a pointed look. One that was followed by the three other people in the room.

Quentin just looked insulted as he turned to see the pointed stared of accusation directed at him.

“You stinky brat! I did not take this crystal from anyone else. I never take anything from my fellow scholars that cannot be returned. When it will be is undetermined, but I wouldn’t give you a consumable item and tell you to use it if I had grabbed it from someone else first. Every Scholar received a pure mana crystal yesterday, after a new mine was discovered just a few miles east of here, at the foot of Mount Hurst by the Everclear Sea.” Quentin explained as he waved them all off.

“Now absorb that mana and get ready to work. As soon as you’re healed up we’ll be going again. Your expectations were right, so we’ll be skipping a number of techniques that were created, as they hold similar issues as what you listed before, but we’ve still got enough to take us through the day!” Quentin continued briefly before looking for a book as he muttered about the historical imagery of the Ancients and their embodied representations.

Ezekiel ignored him as he looked back at the crystal lying next to him.

“Issa, could you pause for a second and put the crystal on my chest? Unless my absorption of it will interrupt your work at healing me.” He asked as he turned his attention to the young woman who was slowly regrowing the flesh of his fingers.

“There shouldn’t be any issues, just give me a second to finish these nerves and I’ll grab it.” Issa replied as she continued to focus on Ezekiel’s fingers. He just nodded his head and leaned back as she worked.

After a few moments, Ezekiel felt a small weight placed upon his chest. Opening his eyes, he saw that it was the pure crystal.

“Thank you.” He said before closing his eyes once again. Issa just smiled as she continued to heal his fingers.

Ezekiel took a moment to center himself. Focusing on the simple images of the elements that were provided by the church to enter a meditative trance, he quickly fell into the state of awareness that showed him the various motes of mana around him. Letting the image fade to the back of his mind, he looked around at the mana around him.

He saw the green mana of Life focused on his hands, slowly stitching his fingers together and seemingly reforming flesh from nothing. But he also noticed the large orb of pure white sitting on his chest. Curious as to what the mana in a mana crystal looked like, as he had never really examined one before, he decided to focus on it a bit more. As he examined it more closely, he was shocked and amazed at what he saw.

It was like looking at a spiral galaxy. The motes of white lite were spinning around each other as the floated around in the mana crystal. They were not static nor erratic, spinning leisurely as the moved around, with some motes getting closer to the center and then floating further away. It was a cycle which never allowed the mana grouped at the center to grow or shrink, as every mote was immediately replaced as it moved to and from the center of the spiral.

Ezekiel realized that this was it. This was the image he was looking for. He had gotten close to the ideal shape with his elemental Yin-Yang image, but that wasn’t enough. It worked for now, but if he wanted to make an officially accepted meditation technique, there could be no flaws. This spiraling shape was much more accurate, and it would help his own research if he could figure out why.

Realizing that he wouldn’t get much further just by staring at the mana literally sitting on him, he decided that it would be best to finish absorbing the mana, and then figure things out after.

Extending his will into the crystal through its direct contact with his chest. Ezekiel found that it was surprisingly simple to absorb it. He was also ecstatic to realize that this crystal had nearly thirty motes of Void mana within it. Meaning that he had nearly doubled his accumulated mana. He had just under sixty at this point, and he felt confident that he’d be able to get through the following experiments with ease.

Thinking of the upcoming experiments also made him think back to what he saw in the pure crystal. It reminded him of something from before. It seemed like Void mana had similarities to various forms of force, and the transfer of energy, never disappearing, and always being replaced when coming or going. So he had an idea for something he wanted to try with the next attempt.

Opening his eyes, he noticed that everyone in the room was staring at him.

“Ezekiel, are you alright?” Issa asked with concern in her voice.

“Yeah, I’m fine. What’s wrong?” Ezekiel said, not understanding why he was suddenly the center of attention.

“You were in a meditative state for nearly an hour. As an un-Tiered human, you should only be able to meditate continuously for ten minutes. The only reason we didn’t wake you up ourselves is because I was examining your health the whole time, and Scholar Rudy wanted to see what would happen.” Issa explained as she let go of Ezekiel’s now regrown hands.

“Indeed, indeed. So, tell me what happened kiddo.” Quentin exclaimed as he reached down and pulled Ezekiel to his feet.

“Well, I think I figured something out when I was meditating on the pure crystal. I saw the way the mana inside of it was behaving, and I have an idea I want to try on this next experiment.” Ezekiel explained as he reached out to grab another stack of papers detailing another technique from Quentin.

“Fantastic! Then let’s get started right away. Merlot, Trent, do as you did before, and Issa, step out of the circle and get ready for some healing.” Quentin said excitedly as he moved to his own examination apparatuses. Ezekiel almost wanted to say that he should probably wait for a while, but he didn’t feel any fatigue from his meditation, so he decided to just go with it.

Whilst the three journeymen and apprentices moved to do as they were told, Ezekiel read through the new technique, realizing that this one would be dangerous if he took in too much of the wrong element. Glacial and Flame. One would freeze him, the other would burn him.

Sitting down without complaint, Ezekiel started visualizing the image detailed in the book. This one seemed to be working off the idea that water naturally doused fire, that it would be a good idea to visualize a flame spouting from a block of ice, something that did happen in nature when gas pockets were trapped in the ice and released through crack.

Remembering the videos of his past, and picturing a fire lit from gasses in the ice, Ezekiel successfully visualized the detailed image, and once again entered into a meditative trance.

He immediately noticed an imbalance of mana. As the image depicted fire being fueled by gasses in the ice, the Glacial mana was much slower to gather, whilst the Flame was much faster. Not as fast as the Tempest from the previous technique, but there was still nearly double the amount when he dropped his image to stop the mana from accumulating.

Once again, he was forced to manually create Void mana by using his own mana to manipulate the Flame and Glacial motes inside him. This time there were seven new Void motes, and eight remaining Flame motes. As per usual, he directed the mana towards his fingers, but this time he didn’t push the motes of mana out right away, as he had also brought extra Void mood to his hands.

This was the idea that he had from the pure crystal. He was going to attempt something that had never been done before, and that he knew he wouldn’t be able to do with anything but Void mana.

Taking the image of the void mana cycling in and out, always replacing any mana that was sent out with a new mote of mana that was taken in, Ezekiel lined up the mana, using Void motes to touch the Flame motes, and then used additional Void motes to ram into the ones touching the Flames motes.

Ezekiel was mentally crossing his fingers as he prayed to the Ancients that his idea would work. He wasn’t a physicist, but he prayed that what he could remember about Newton cradles from his past life was accurate enough, and his assumptions about Void mana were close enough, for this idea to work.

As the motes of Void mana impacted on each other, a small amount of force traveled through the stationary motes, and the Flame motes were pushed forwards, all eight of them exiting his body, and once again floating freely in the world around him. No spell effects occurred at all as this happened.

Ezekiel opened his eyes letting out a sigh of relief as he looked around the room. He barely had enough time to open his mouth before Issa barreled into him screaming to ask if he was okay.

“Ezekiel! Ezekiel, look at me! You’re going to be okay, okay? You need to focus on me and tell me what hurts.” Issa said in a panic as she held Ezekiel down and covered him with a glowing green light.

“What happened? Why was there no kaboom? There is always a kaboom when we play with fire.” Quentin said in confusion as he moved forwards.

“If there wasn’t an explosion then that means he didn’t let the mana out.” Issa stated as she continued to examine Ezekiel for spiritual injuries. She slowly calmed down from confusion as she realized there were any.

“... How...?” She muttered under her breath as she realized that Ezekiel wasn’t hurt in any way.

“Scholar Rudy! Can you please take a look at this. I’m a little confused by what the manantennae are telling me.” Merlot said as he called out to Quentin.

Quentin immediately rushed over, Trent followed right behind him, wanting to see why there was no explosion, as the stuff he was looking over showed no abnormal readings.

Looking at and examining the symbols that had lit up on the manantennae, they saw the same things as Merlot did. They saw that there were several motes of Flame mana that had moved in the opposite direction of Ezekiel’s body. They saw that he had pushed the unattuned mana from his body without losing any mana or empowering an elemental phenomenon.

“So...” Ezekiel said quietly, still pinned down by Issa. “I guess my new trick worked, and we should probably talk about that before we continue any further. Issa, can you let me up now?”

Issa, Quentin, Merlot, and Trent just looked at the boy laying on the ground in front of them. Gob smacked at the fact that he had single handedly discovered yet another secret of Void mana.

            

    
        CH 26: Downtime 1

    
    
    
    
                After Ezekiel’s discovery, thoughts of utilizing the third meditation technique went out the window. Quentin instead decided that it was time to further study what exactly Ezekiel’s Void mana could now do to other types of mana.

Ultimately, the group spent the rest of the day having Ezekiel use different elemental meditation techniques in order to have him gather mana of different types, and then try different means to manipulate the movement of the different motes of mana.

There was only so much he could do, however, as there was still a limit to how much mana he could use up if he wasn’t trying to accumulate mana by forming motes of Void mana within himself. Given that he wasn’t given much time to meditate to refill his mana, this meant that there was a limit to how much he could continue acting as a test dummy.

Luckily, there were a number of relics and records that Quentin was willing to let him look over as part of his study time, and with some books on enchanting and Runes, Ezekiel found himself distracted for part of the afternoon as the Scholar and his helpers looked over the data they had recorded and started compiling hypotheses and notes regarding what they managed to find.

Ultimately, there wasn’t much they could do with the data right now, but hopefully they’d figure something out soon. Which basically meant that they were going to bring this information to the rest of the Church Scholars, and hopefully figure something out with a larger group of researchers.

With that in mind, Quentin sent a message to the more senior Scholars, who sent a message back stating that there would be a meeting the next day, and that Ezekiel could go home, and wouldn’t need to come back for at least a week.

Given that Ezekiel was only there for safety and healing in case something went wrong with his meditation and mana accumulation, this meant that he got to go home earlier than usual. Which sort of annoyed him, as he had hoped that he’d be able to do some more meditating to grow his mana pool.

The fact that he’d used up enough mana to put him down closer to fifty motes than the over sixty he’d had before was also frustrating. Luckily, now that he had a method of removing other types of mana from his body without expending his own, perhaps his accumulation would speed up. Maybe he’d be able to reach a hundred before the end of the month, as opposed to the end of the year like he thought he would.

Of course, that was only if he could find enough places with the appropriate amounts of mana to meditate properly. So home and in the work room at the Church. Luckily, he’d developed enough of his own techniques that he could use all forms of mana for his accumulation when forming Void mana.

That last thought made Ezekiel pause in his tracks. Was the fact that Void mana accumulation so much more complicated and dangerous to perform perhaps the world’s way of balancing things out?

Void mana could be formed by any two opposing types being used to cancel one another out. He didn’t know if Lightning mana could be used in this way as well, as he’d never gotten the chance to use it, but given that he had essentially four sources to draw on, eight individual types divided by two to give him the necessary opposing pairs.

If he were able to meditate and accumulate at the same pace as other Mages and Hunters, even the worst of visualization techniques would still allow four times the average mana accumulation than any other element. If Void Mages were actually able to cultivate like other mages, then this would lead to them absolutely dominating when it came to reaching the higher Tiers.

Not only that, but it could potentially lead to barren landscapes devoid of mana, or conflict between Mages of different elemental types, even more so than what currently exists, as Void Mages would become additional competition for other Mages when it comes to meditation.

Mages of s single type of mana only had competition when it came to their fellow mages of the same type, so only one eighth of the human race would compete with them for motes of the same mana. Void Mages would instantly double the number of Mages potentially vying for the same type of mana.

Now realizing just how big of a can of worms Ezekiel had opened, he decided that he would keep his newly found revelation to himself, as he knew that if certain people caught wind of it, the Cult of Light in particular, then there would be legitimate reasons for Mages, especially Hunters and others trying to breakthrough to higher Tiers, to have a negative view on Void Mages.

They would go from ‘wastes of space and potential enemies,’ to ‘competition and potential enemies,’ which was much more troublesome to deal with.

Moving on from those worrying thoughts, Ezekiel started whistling a tune as he restarted his walk back home. He was sent home early and told not to come back for at least a week, which meant downtime to spend with his family or around the city. He was certainly going to practice as best he could over the course of the week, but he figured that catching up with people while he could; wouldn’t hurt.

Maybe he’d go and spar with some of the Alkena family guards. The Cathedral wasn’t holding classes tomorrow, as it was a Church mandated day off for students. He’d only been to the Alken’s a half a dozen times over the past month. He knew Shari was probably upset with him, but he was doing groundbreaking work! He was sure she’d understand.



Ezekiel realized that he’d made a mistake, and Shari did not understand.

“Where the heck have you been!” Shari screamed as she stood in the middle of the corridor leading to the same training from five years ago.

Ezekiel had walked down this hallway numerous times over the years, so he was fairly familiar with it, but today he was more confused than anything else as he walked through the Manor. Usually, he was accompanied by one of the family guards as an escort. That hadn’t changed, as one of the guards, Liam, who he was familiar with, stood a few steps behind him near the corner to another hallway.

However, unlike the usually clear hallways with sconces and tasteful decorations lining the walls to show off both wealth and an eye for detail, the hallway was bland and barely lit as Ezekiel stood at the edge of the hallway with his sisters.

“... At the Cathedral...?” Ezekiel said in a confused tone of voice.

Wendy and Ellen just snickered from their places at his sides. Looking down at them, Ezekiel could tell that they knew something he didn’t, but before he could ask, Shari was on then before he had a chance to look back at her.

“That’s not what I meant! I know you were at the Cathedral, but it’s been nearly a week! Usually, you come over more often than that!” Shari stated as she got right in Ezekiel’s face. “I was expecting you to be over a couple of days ago! You promised you’d help me with the remodeling, remember!? Instead, I got stuck babysitting these two munchkins while you were off having fun learning magic from the Church.”

“Remodeling! What-” Ezekiel turned to his sisters as he stopped himself voicing his shock. He hadn’t made any promises, but he wouldn’t put it past his sisters to play a small prank on him. He’d been ignoring them just as much as he’d been ignoring Shari after all.

“You little brats. C’mere you little pests.” Ezekiel growled out as he reached to grab his sisters at the same time that Shari reached to grab him. He missed as Shari made him stumble, allowing the twins to dance out of his reach. “You can’t go making promises on someone’s behalf without even telling them about it!”

Shari, realizing that something was up, even as she hung from Ezekiel’s neck, also turned to look at the twins as they ran down the other hallway. Liam turned to follow them, in order to ensure that they didn’t get into any trouble. Ezekiel was a trustworthy guest, after all, and Shari was there to accompany him if need be.

“Wait... did the twins not tell you about the remodeling?” Shari asked as she looked at Ezekiel.

“The girls haven’t told me anything about their visits this past week. Though to be fair I haven’t spent much time with them. With their schooling most of what I do with them is helping them learn to read and do basic math. This must have been a prank they came up with. I’m sorry you got caught up in it. I didn’t think they’d do something like this.” Ezekiel said as he started walking down the hallway, Shari still clinging to his neck.

Deciding not to tell her off for it, Ezekiel just kept walking, spending a mote of mana to enhance his strength so he could keep going. The two ended up walking in a comfortable silence as they made their way through the manor, heading in the same direction as the twins.

“Turn here, the new training room is this way.” Shari said as she pointed down a corridor that he hadn’t been down before. “The old training room is being incorporated into the new private trading quarters.”

“Private trading quarters?” Ezekiel questioned as he turned down the correct hallway. “What happened to the old trading quarters? I wouldn’t have thought your family would need a new one.”

“Well, the old one was demolished after a fight broke out a couple of days ago.” Shari said quietly as she dug her face into Ezekiel’s shoulder.

“A fight! Who would start a fight here? You have the protection of the Guilds and the Church!” Ezekiel exclaimed as he stopped walking in shock. A thought crossed his mind as he pondered as to who would start a fight in the Alkena Auction house. “This isn’t because of me, is it? That relic from a month ago. The Guilds didn’t send someone to give a message, did they?”

Shari looked up in a panic. “No, no, no. It wasn’t anything to do with that relic. It was those annoying cultists. A couple of them came by with a writ from Count Harkem saying that they were here to acquire provisions and supplies for an expedition to the Ruins where that relic came from.”

Shari went on to explain as she hopped down from Ezekiel’s back. Dusting herself off and walking ahead as she did.

“My father agreed to their requests when it came to basic supplies, like rations and mundane tools. He even offered a discount for basic enchanted gear, as he saw no reason to upset the Count. But those crooks told my father that anything they wanted, at all, was free per the Count’s writ. Which isn’t true, as the Willowbrush Empire itself has laws stating that organizations with the proper rights to trade and sell Relics and enchanted tools and items are never required to give their wares away for free.”

Ezekiel was aware of this. He had studied the laws of both Harkem, and the greater Willowbrush Empire as a whole, in depth as he knew that there was little, he could do but follow the laws to the letter as best he could, so that he didn’t give some anti-Void Mage asshole an opening to go after him.

Not that it would help if someone set him up, or an official with a problem decided to take it out on him, but at least this would help a little, especially if he was going to be seeing other places in the Empire.

“When we explained that, they tried to take the stuff anyway, and demanded we give them whatever relics we had as compensation for questioning a ‘Royal Decree’. At that point father called the guards, but mother had to beat one of the cultists since he was a Tier three Mage. She won, of course, but several rooms were burned down in the process, and the area of the Auction House that they were fighting in had to be demolished, as it was falling apart.” Shari said with a ‘what can you do’ tone of voice.

Ezekiel was genuinely shocked at how nonchalant Shari was behaving, but he figured that as one of the richest people in the city, it wasn’t that much of a surprise that she didn’t care so much about a building being destroyed. If it was his own home, he would be livid, but he figured that if Shari wasn’t that worried, then he didn’t have much need to be worried either.

“Luckily the Guilds and Church are backing our family, else that stupid Count might’ve tried to be more forceful with us.” Shari said with a pout as she complained about Count Forret’s behavior and actions. “Although, it’s likely that we’ll need to give some gifts to make sure things continue smoothly. I think father said something about fully funding an expedition to the same Ruins that that Lightning Hunter from a month ago mentioned.”

That brought some concerns to the forefront of Ezekiel’s mind, but he knew there wouldn’t be much that he could do if he got involved as he wasn’t even a proper Mage yet. He figured the best thing for him to do would be to just keep practicing his meditations and enjoy his time with his friends and family.

“Well, I’m sorry your family is facing so many problems right now. I wish I could do something to help.” Ezekiel said as they approached their apparent destination. “But at least the problem has been dealt with for now, right?”

Shari just sighed in frustration but didn’t raise any other points as she opened the door to the new training room. Liam stood outside the door alongside another guard that Ezekiel recognized but didn’t know the name of. He and Shari received nods of acknowledgement as they entered the room.

Entering the room, Ezekiel took a look around and realized that this room was much bigger than the previous one. It looked like there was room for two sparring groups to train at the same time, unlike the previous room which could only do one pair at a time.

As it was, there were a number of people in the room, including the twins, who were off to the side sitting in a bleachers style sitting area as they watched the four other kids, all roughly the same age as Ezekiel and Shari, were split into two groups and sparring with each other.

Finally, alongside Wendy and Ellen, were two familiar faces in the form of Stephen and Peni, who had become sponsored Magic Academy students under the Alkena Auction Houses banner. Ever since the falling out with Aldor five years ago, Stephen and Peni had lost their apparent support, and been abandoned by Everett and Alys, leading to them no longer having the protection of a noble house.

Luckily, Evelyn, knowing what was likely to happen to these two should they no longer be associated with Aldor, asked Allon to support them as Peni and Stephen had shown concern and care for Ezekiel, even if it was mostly out of practicality.

Currently, Peni and Stephen were peak Tier two Mages, and had earned the right to enter the Spirit Lands to try and become Hunters. Given that they were sponsored by the Alkena’s this was a very good thing for them, as it meant that their future had numerous doors opened to them. It was good for the Alkena’s as well, since it meant that they’d be able to get a connection with whichever Guild or group that the two ended up joining.

“Ezekiel, Shari, over here!” Peni called out when she saw the two entering the training room. Ever since Allon had agreed to sponsor her and Stephen she had warmed up to Ezekiel much more than before. Ezekiel had even thought about letting her know about his training to get more help with healing, but his parents had told him to keep things secret for now, as the Cult of Light would target him if the knowledge that he was making these revolutionary discoveries was revealed.

Ezekiel knew it was for the best, but still found it frustrating that he couldn’t tell anyone. The only one in his age group that knew was Shari. Not even his sisters knew what he was doing at the Cathedral. They were under the impression that he had been accepted as a scribe. They had no idea that he was training his mana.

“Hello Peni, Stephen. It’s been a while. How has your time at the academy been?” Ezekiel asked as he and Shari approached the bleachers.

“It’s been good! Stephen and I have already locked in our spots at the top of our year level, and we’re looking forward to our graduation.” Peni said as she bumped Stephen in the side as she spoke.

Stephen didn’t say anything as he waved at Ezekiel and Peni when they sat down. His attention was focused on watching the others who were sparring down in the designated areas. Riley Newland, a female Flame Mage, Yennifrey Bravis, a female Obscure Mage, Drew Driftmark, a male Tempest Mage, and Horace Tresly, a male Cavern Mage. All were at the upper end of Tier one.

Ezekiel recognized them all as Shari’s classmates, having met them all before, either from tutoring them in their studies, or from prior sparring sessions. He was fairly familiar with all four of them and wasn’t too surprised to see them.

What did surprise him was the intensity of the sparring they were partaking in. All four were practically drenched in sweat, and it seemed like they were all on their last legs when it came to how much mana they had left.

“So, I know I’ve been out of the loop for a while, but what’s got them all so worked up?” Ezekiel asked as he voiced his observations.

Shari, Peni, and Stephen looked at him in confusion as he stared back at them, raising an eyebrow at the looks he was receiving. No one said anything for a moment before Stephen spoke up.

“Kid, I know you’re not a student at the Church, but even you should be aware of what’s going on right now. Don’t you have a job as a scribe?” Stephen asked as if he couldn’t understand how Ezekiel could be this out of the loop.

“Considering I’m fairly busy every moment that I’m there, I don’t really have many opportunities to get involved with the gossip and going ons. So, what’s happening?” Ezekiel explained, not giving away his cover regarding the training he was doing, nor truly explaining that he didn’t talk to anyone at the Cathedral if it wasn’t the team he was working with.

“Well, to put it simply, the Guilds are doing open recruitment starting next week. Prove yourself and you get probationary membership. It’s just porter work, maybe paper pushing, but for most people under Tier two it’s the opportunity of a lifetime, and it’s only available to school students.” Stephen explained as he turned his attention back to the sparring.

“I thought only official Hunters could join the Guilds?” Ezekiel said.

“Usually that would be the case, but the Church and the Guilds have come to an agreement that in the next month or so the Spirit Lands will be open to any and all who wish to enter, so long as they are a part of a Guild represented group leader.” Peni stated in response to Ezekiel’s point. “It’s actually a shame for me and Stephen. Since the Guilds are forbidden from poaching Academy Students until after they graduate, they’ve had to resort to going after school students instead. Even then, anyone they want to bring along has to earn it. Like Shari here.”

“Yep. I’ve already gotten my spot and will be going towards the end of the month to see if I can bond with a Spirit. Those four are training for the official challenges coming next week to see if they can join.” Shari said as she gestured to the four down in the rings.

Ezekiel wasn’t surprised that Shari had already gotten a spot. She might have her father’s element, but her skill in combat was even greater than her mother’s, so it wasn’t surprising that she had already passed whatever tests were necessary.

“Hey! Maybe you should join the challenge! Everyone here knows that you can kick all our butts, even without any mana.” Shari exclaimed, clapping her hands in excitement as she voiced her opinion.

Peni and Stephen looked slightly embarrassed at that, as they knew that they were able to beat Ezekiel in a spar, but that was only because they were two Tiers higher than him and could use large area spells that couldn’t be dodged within the confines of the training areas. If it wasn’t for that, Ezekiel’s naturally better physique and agility training from Theo and Reya usually meant that you couldn’t hit him.

Wendy and Ellen were also just as good at dodging and avoiding attacks, as proven when they sometimes sparred with the others. Just like their brother, they managed to tire out the other kids five years older than them just through their physical training. Although, unlike Ezekiel who could do it without breaking a sweat, the twins were usually exhausted when they tried to do this.

“Well, why don’t we kick their training up a notch and make things a little bit more interesting?” Ezekiel said as he jumped down from the bleachers.

Bringing his fingers up to his mouth, he let out a shrill whistle that brought all the attention of the four sparring mages towards him. He smiled as he walked over to the wall with the training weapons on it. Blunted swords and cushioned blunt objects lined this particular wall.

There were also some more esoteric weapons like sickle and chain, three-part staff, and a number of other bizarre pieces of weaponry. Taking up a basic staff and holding it in front of him, he grabbed a number of weapons and tossed them to their respective users.

Riley got a bastard sword and shield, Yennifrey got a sickle and chain, Drew got a morning star, and Horace got a war hammer. Each of them looked around in confusion as Shari laughed and grabbed a pair of weighted batons.

“Hey guys, mind if I join?” Ezekiel said as he approached the area between both of the sparring rings. “Looks like you’re all about empty when it comes to mana. So why don’t we move onto weapon training. I’ll even make it fair to you, free for all, no holds barred. Feel free to team up against me or to go against each other. Any goes, except for magic. Should make it fair since you’re all tired and I’m not.”

At first the four felt indignant at what Ezekiel was insinuating, and he basically said he wasn’t worried about fighting them all one on four. But after a moment to realize who was talking, they knew that the conditions were indeed fair.

Not only did Ezekiel have a naturally tougher and stronger body due to his Void Mage affinity, but he was also far better trained when it came to the martial arts than compared to their own magical arts. They had seen him go one on one with a Tier two guard of the Alkena’s and come out on top. They knew in their heads that he was only better than them since he didn’t have to split his attention between magic and martial arts like they did, but it still grated on them.

“You sure you wanna talk big like that?” Horace taunted as he picked up his hammer, swinging it around a few times to get used to the weight. “We might be tired, but it’ll still be four on one.”

Ezekiel ignored him for a moment as he did a few warmups. Horace wasn’t one of the more friendly members of this group, so he tried to avoid talking to him if he could. Twisting and rotating his limbs and torso, he finished with a few complex maneuvers with his staff before answering.

“Technically, it’s not really four on one. I wouldn’t be so insulting as to propose that, of all things. But if you want to suggest such a thing, I’m all for it.” He said, bringing up the fact that Horace was the one to think this would be a one on four spar, not him. “Besides, Shari is joining in as well, and I, personally, won’t be attacking anyone who is already engaged in conflict that is not with myself. I just figured that this might be a decent way to simulate an over run, party conflict, combat scenario. You guys know what that is, right?”

The four of them nodded their heads. Over run scenarios were when a Guild party found themselves up against unknown numbers that they couldn’t easily run away from. Such situations were usually very bad, as party members were sometimes known to betray their parties in order to escape. After all, why outrun the monsters, when you just have to outrun your party.

Party conflicts were much the same, only it was when two or more parties delving the same Ruins came into conflict with one another, and usually came to blows over Relics, crystals, or other valuables that one of the parties found whilst exploring.

The current scenario Ezekiel was suggesting was not too far off from actual situations that were known to occur with Guild parties. Shari and Ezekiel being fresh and not already tired was also something that was somewhat realistic, as some parties would wait and lie in ambush for already exhausted parties to pass them by.

“C’mon Zeke! Five versus one, I know you can do it!” Shari said as she joined the other four across from Ezekiel as she got into a ready position.

Ezekiel looked a bit nervous as Shari said this. He was being serious when he said it should be a free-for-all. Whilst he was confident that he could take on maybe three of them by himself, given how tired they seemed, taking on all four would be tricky, and the four plus a fresh Shari would be troublesome.

The four must’ve seen a hint of nervousness on his face and thinking back to all the times he’d wiped the floor with them, they couldn’t help but grin in anticipation as they took up guards around Shari, all facing Ezekiel.

“Sorry Zeke! Boss lady wants to fight you!” Riley said with a joyful expression. She was certainly looking forward to this.

“Yeah! Show us what you got! It’s been a while since we last sparred, and if this’ll help me with the Guilds then all the better!” Drew exclaimed. He didn’t really care about sparring with Ezekiel, but he knew that Ezekiel knew more about the Guilds and training than he did, what with both his parents being Hunters, so anything that would help him join a Guild one day was all the better in his opinion.

“... Sorry Ezekiel, but I think this might be more effective.” Yennifrey said with an apologetic tone. “Please don’t tell your mother.” Of course, her main concern was getting Evelyn mad at her. She had been starstruck by the Tier three Hunter since their first meeting three years ago. Ezekiel often couldn’t help but wonder how his mother could’ve gotten such a fan girl.

“Looks like you’re on your own this time Zeke! Wonder what you did to annoy Shari so much?” Horace said in a taunting tone of voice.

That made Ezekiel focus more on what was about to occur. Whilst nowhere near as horrible as Aldor was, Horace gave him similar vibes, just more restrained than Aldor’s. Given Horace’s attitude, and the looks Ezekiel sometimes caught him giving Shari, Ezekiel didn’t have a good opinion of Horace.

“Look, Horace, just because your feelings for Shari will never be returned doesn’t mean you should lash out at me for actually being her friend.” Ezekiel’s blunt rebuttal causes everyone to stare at Horace in shock as he blustered in denial. “Now shut up and fight.”

“How! Wha-what are you talking about?” Horace said as he tried to turn things around again. Looking away from Ezekiel to try and defend himself to his peers as they continued to stare at him.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel wouldn’t give him that chance.

“Three, two, one, GO!” he yelled as he charged across the ring.
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                Ezekiel’s charge was a surprise for Horace as he continued to bluster excuses regarding Ezekiel’s words. Taking advantage of this, Ezekiel swung his staff as hard as he could, knocking Horace’s weapon out of his hand and breaking at least a couple of bones as he did.

“Death number one. Now get your head in the fight.” Ezekiel said as he immediately jumped to the side, dodging an attack from Riley as she swung her sword down on him.

He was then forced to duck and roll under the weighted ball Yennifrey threw at him.

Swinging his staff upwards and to the side as he returned to his feet, Ezekiel hit the shaft of Drew’s morningstar, causing it to go off course, leading to Drew’s weapon slamming into the ground next to them. He was then taken out of the fight when Ezekiel kicked him in the face from where he had stumbled. Dazed and confused, Drew didn’t see the staff that was swung at his head similarly to what happened with Horace.

As Drew fell to the ground nursing a potential concussion, Ezekiel raised his staff above his head whilst he was kneeling to block Shari’s double downward swing with her batons. A loud ‘CRACK’ echoed through the room as the weapons impacted against each other.

“Hold him still!” Riley yelled as Ezekiel was being pushed down by Shari’s batons. Coming up from behind, Riley and Yennifrey swing their respective weapons as Ezekiel’s unguarded back.

Ezekiel loosens his grip on his staff but pushes his body forward, under Shari’s batons to push himself flush against her body. Shari is surprised by the close proximity, whilst Yennifrey and Riley barely miss Ezekiel as he moves out of line for their attacks.

“Hello.” Ezekiel says up close and personal with Shari, whose face is turning red from how close they are.

Ezekiel then turns around, bending over and pulling Shari’s head downward. Yennifrey and Riley are forced to back up to get their weapons away from Shari as Ezekiel throws her over his head. He then picks up his staff and dashes away, calling out a taunt as he does.

“So close, girls, maybe next time.” He yells as he gets some distance.

Looking over at Horace and Drew, he sees that Horace is looking angry, but hasn’t made a move yet. Drew, on the other hand, has been dragged off to the side by Stephen and is getting healed by Peni as she held his head between her hands as he rested on her lap.

As he saw this, Ezekiel noticed that Stephen seemed to be staring at Peni and Drew fairly intensely. Raising an eyebrow in disbelief, Ezekiel was somewhat surprised to see that there was any envy there, as he’d always assumed that Stephen didn’t think about people that way but given how long Stephen and Peni had known each other, it was something he got over quickly.

“Pay attention!” Shari yelled as she charged forward, causing Ezekiel to jump to the side, holding his staff out to that the ball and chain that were thrown at him to wrap around that instead of him.

Pulling the chain taught, Ezekiel held the chain between himself and Riley, who had run forward and attacked from the side, only to grunt in surprise as Riley shifted her shield to change her attack from a swing with her sword to a tackle with her shield, throwing her full body behind it and forcing Ezekiel to go off balance.

Riley immediately rolls off of Ezekiel as they fall to the ground, whilst Shari brings her batons down once again, this time Ezekiel barely has tome to protect his head and chest as he takes a blow to the stomach from one of the batons.

Grabbing one of Shari’s hands, he curls up to kick her in the head from his place on his back, making her stumble back and let go of one of her batons, as he rolls to his feet. Taking the baton and throwing it away as he does, in order to get it out of the fight.

With his staff still wrapped up by Yennifrey’s chain, he isn’t able to do much to attack the others with it. Seeing his options are limited, and Shari getting up from the foot to the face he gave her, Ezekiel braces himself whilst pulling the chain tight.

“Oh no-” Yennifrey lets out a small shriek as she is almost pulled off her feet as Ezekiel pulls the chain as hard as he can. Rather than be pulled across the ring, Yennifrey lets go of the weapon and allows herself to be taken out of the fight as Ezekiel whips the chain with the ball and the sickle around, unwrapping his staff as he does.

Holding Riley and Shari back, lest they take a heavy chain to the face, Ezekiel takes a moment to throw the chain as hard as he can at Yennifrey, wrapping her up as if the chains were a bola rather than a sickle and chain.

“Aaah!” Yennifrey screams in pain as the sickle digs into her shoulder, drawing blood, as Ezekiel winces at the potential damage he could’ve caused if the sickle had hit her in the face rather than the shoulder.

The practice weapons might be dulled, but the sickles and swords still had pointy tips.

Luckily, Stephen was quick to use his air manipulation to float her over to get healed by Peni.

“RAAAAGGGHH!!!” Horace screamed as he charged Ezekiel from behind in a tackle. Pinned to the ground, Ezekiel struggled to turn around as Horace started trying to beat his head into the ground from behind.

Taking a heavy blow to the back of the head, Ezekiel becomes dazed for a moment, and uses a bit of Void mana to push himself up, causing both him and Horace to push upwards as he knocks Horace backwards. The distance the go isn’t much, but it’s more than they would’ve gone had Ezekiel not used his mana.

Shaking his head to try and clear it, Ezekiel immediately regrets his actions as he exacerbates his headache. Blindly swinging to the side only for his staff to bounce off Riley’s shield.

He barely manages to duck out of the way of her swing, only to take a baton to the shoulder as dodges into an attack from Shari, but rather than go to the ground, Ezekiel braces himself as best he can and pushes into Shari to knock her into the way of another charge from Horace.

“Oof!” Shari grunts as she is tackled by Horace’s full weight. Going to the ground in a heap, Shari and Horace are sprawled out in a tangle of limbs when Riley tries to stab Ezekiel in the gut.

Ezekiel manages to deflect with his staff, pushing himself forward as Riley moves to pull back. Only to trip as Ezekiel slides his staff downward to her feet. She falls to the ground as Ezekiel launches him at her and punches her straight in the face as hard as he can without crushing her skull, the Void mana now expended and no longer enhancing his strength.

Riley’s head slams into the ground as she goes unconscious. Ezekiel uses his staff to push himself up, breathing heavily from the exertion and headache he is still suffering.

Seeing Shari and Horace getting to their feet as well, Shari stands in front of Horace, holding her weapon in front of her. Ezekiel runs forward, stumbling only slightly as he does, and using his momentum to put his full weight behind his swing. Shari moves her remaining baton to deflect the attack.

Ezekiel, seeing where their weapons were going to connect, moves his weapon slightly, changing the trajectory of his swing just enough to hit Shari’s hand instead of her baton.

However, as he does, Ezekiel can feel the ground beneath his feet slide backward, throwing his upper body forward, bringing his head directly in line with Shari’s baton.

The weighted stick was the last thing he saw before everything turned black and Ezekiel was knocked out.



Ezekiel came to consciousness to the sound of shrill yelling as Shari expressed her current mood.

“Why the hell do you think I would appreciate that!?” Shari screamed in response to someone’s words.

Opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw three sets of everything in front of him. Three rooms, three weapons, and three copies of his friend and her classmates.

Shari, in particular, was standing in front of him between himself and Horace, who looked frustrated and annoyed as Shari chewed him out.

At the same time, he saw that he had six sisters instead of two, all of which were crying as they held onto his shirt and buried their faces into his stomach and chest as he laid on his back, his head propped up on someone’s legs.

“Big bro!” Wendy and Ellen called out as they saw him open his eyes.

He tried to shift himself into a more upright position before he was gently pulled back down.

“Don’t move. I’m not finished just yet.” Peni’s voice whispered in Ezekiel’s ears as he noticed a green glow just outside of the corner of his eyes. A soothing coolness flooded his mind as he felt Peni’s magic repairing his skull and brain.

“You’re very lucky that I’m Tier two at this point. That, and the fact that you’ve got a Void mage’s toughness are the only reason that your skull didn’t split in half.” Peni said as the magic she was using finished running its course. “You know, I’d have thought that as you got older you’d get in less conflicts, and that what happened when we first met was a one-time event.”

Ezekiel can’t help but feel indignant at that comment. It wasn’t his fault that assholes seemed to have a bone to pick with him. He never did anything that was directly confrontational, and only ever taunted those that were taunting him, or as a weapon to distract others.

He couldn’t help it if Horace was a stupid kid with an unrequited crush. He wasn’t going to just take it if someone came after him, and if Horace didn’t want to have his crush used against him, then he shouldn’t be so obvious about it. Especially when Shari clearly showed no interest.

“All I did was treat the fight like it was real! How stupid do you have to be to think that an over run, or a party conflict won’t include magic!” Horace yelled as he tried to defend himself.

“The fact that most guild parties are dead tired, or mana deprived during such situations for one thing!” Shari yelled right back, “And the fact that it was declared that there would be no magic beforehand for another thing!”

“Just because he said so beforehand doesn’t mean that it was agreed on!” Horace said as he pointed in Ezekiel’s direction.

“Yet no one else used their magic during the entire spar!” Shari’s voice had yet to quiet down, and as he looked around Ezekiel noticed that no one in the room seemed to be taking Horace’s side. “Not only did your magic nearly get Ezekiel killed because it was a head wound from a weighted baton, but you technically shouldn’t have been in the fight! You stayed out of it and nearly walked out of the ring when Ezekiel disarmed you. We all thought you had given up, when out of nowhere you attacked him from behind!”

“Shari-” Horace’s voice was quiet now, but Shari wasn’t about to let him speak.

“No! No excuses, and no apologies. The only reason Ezekiel is alive right now is because he’s a Void mage, and his body is tougher than any of ours, even though he’s a full Tier below us.” Shari’s voice had become a harsh whisper, and tears were starting to pool at the corners of her eyes. “You nearly made me kill my best friend, and all I can think of is that you did this because you have a problem with Ezekiel, either because he’s a Void mage, and you’re good at hiding your thoughts about them, or because you're jealous that I like him more than you.”

Horace’s eyes narrowed in anger at Shari’s words, but his attention turned to Ezekiel as he glared at him out of the corner of his eye.

“... Get out!” Shari said, her voice quiet and cold.

Horace turned to Shari in shock, as did everyone else in the room. Even Ezekiel was surprised at what Shari was apparently doing.

“What?” Horace asked, as if he hadn’t heard.

“I said get out! I don’t care how nice you were when we met. I don’t care how friendly you act towards me, and I don’t care how much your family once did for mine. If you can’t be friends with my friends, and if you can’t be trusted to follow simple rules, then you can’t be trusted to be here.” Shari stated before turning away from Horace and looking at Ezekiel.

“... You’re kidding me? You’re throwing me away for him!?” Horace screamed as he threw his hand out in anger.

“I’m telling you to leave, because you hurt my best friend.” Shari stated, her voice still cold.

Horace’s face twisted into an angry snarl as sand started swirling around his hands and feet. His anger was manifesting his element from the mana he was unconsciously channeling.

“YOU-”

“Guards!” Shari called out to interrupt Horace’s rant. The doors to the training room opened as the two Tier two guards meant to keep watch entered into the room. Their faces looked like they were carved from stone as they took in the scene.

They rightly assumed that Horace had done something stupid.

“Miss Shari.” Liam said as he and the other guard approached. “What do you need?”

“Please take mister Tresly out from the manor and remove him from the property. His actions have nearly caused the death of my closest friend.” Shari explained. “There is no need to accompany him to his home. I’m sure he can make it there himself.”

Liam and the other guard share a look before shrugging and approaching Horace, who has released his mana, letting the newly formed sand fall to the ground. Horace’s face no longer has the angry snarl it once did. Now, he just quietly glares at Ezekiel as Liam places a hand on his shoulder.

“Let’s go kid. Don’t try to make a scene.” Liam says as he starts pulling Horace away.

Horace doesn’t say anything, he just turns his attention to Shari and gives her a look of pity as he turns away, completely ignoring the fact that she apparently hated him now and was literally having him removed from her life. Liam and the other guard escort Horace from the room, taking him to remove him from the grounds.

A few moments after Liam and the other guard had left the room, four more guards stood at the entrance before moving to close the doors to the room and take up posts around the entrance in the hall.

“Shari... Are you sure that was the right thing to do?” Riley asks as she comes up to Shari to check on her. “You know his parents have connections to the nobility. Yours might have ties to the Guilds and Church, but you know they don’t hold much political clout.”

Shari just looked at Riley in confusion, sniffing and wiping her eyes as she turned to speak.

“We can deal with the politics later, but aren’t you angry I sent our friend away?” Shari asked as she looked at Riley in confusion.

“... While I can’t say there was anything bad about him before now, Horace really acted more like a tag along than an actual friend.” Riley said as she tried to explain herself. “Like, he never helped out when you asked if we'd be able to help with stuff here at the auction house, or if any of us needed help with our families or lives outside of school. He did the bare minimum of work for group projects. He usually mocked Drew about his dreams of joining a Top Tier Guild, made fun of Yennifrey’s lacking ability in enchanting, as well as her low-class station, and often told me that I needed to focus less on fighting so I could marry up so I could become someone important that way.”

Riley’s words were causing terror and disgust to form in Shari’s stomach.

“Also, whilst he never said anything disparaging himself, he never stood up when others decried Void Mages, even when you and the rest of us stood up for them. The fact of the matter is, Horace only acted at his ‘best’ when you were around. When you weren’t he was actually kinda mean.” Yennifrey jumped in after Riley said her piece.

“... Honestly, the only times I ever saw Horace was when we all came here to train. He seemed to otherwise avoid me whenever we weren’t here. But I did see him hanging out with people I’ve seen you try to avoid or have previously told off for things in the past. I also noticed him glaring at Ezekiel, like, a lot.” Drew also chimed in as he saw what was going on.

Shari was shocked to hear about these things. She had genuinely thought that all of her friends were just that, her friends. To hear that the one friend she had with the same element as her was apparently a jerk who was good at pretending to be nice to make her like him was something that she almost couldn’t believe.

Turning to Ezekiel, who was holding his sisters at his sides, Shari couldn’t help but ask him, “Ezekiel, did you know?”

Ezekiel was quiet for a second before giving off a sigh as he answered.

“Sigh... Yess, I knew, but you were so happy to have so many friends, and a friend from school that shared your element made you so excited when you first told me about him. I also didn’t get to meet him until nearly a year after you had become friends, so the only things I knew about him were the things you told me. Then I realized that he was just putting on an act for you, but I didn’t want to upset you, so I kept quiet.” Ezekiel explained, knowing that he’d messed up, and all the more sorry for it.

“It’s one of the reasons why I always teased him or gave him backhanded compliments. I knew he was just acting because he liked you, but there was always something about him that I didn’t like, but I didn’t want to make another big mistake like last time.” Ezekiel’s head hung low as he looked at the ground, unwilling to look Shari in the eye.

“What do you mean ‘like last time’?” Shari asked.

“... Horace... After I got to know him, I couldn’t help but be reminded of your brother.” Ezekiel clarified, knowing that what he was saying was certain to pick at some old wounds. ““He was never as directly confrontational as Aldor, but your brother was also apparently really well liked, and not even your parents knew about his attitude towards Void Mages until he was forced to interact with me.”

Shari didn’t say anything. Talking about her brother was a bit of an unspoken taboo, considering the last time she saw him was when he attempted to murder Ezekiel right in front of her. It was something that she never really got ove. Even now she still held a subconscious distaste towards her brother. In many ways, she truly saw him as a monster, and Ezekiel didn’t disagree with that opinion.

“... Thank you for telling me. I wish you’d told me earlier.” Shari said quietly.

“Did you ever notice anything?” Ezekiel asked. “I know you’re not stupid. You’re also quite aware of what happens around you, so I can’t help but feel like you must’ve noticed something.”

Shari took a moment before answering.

“I didn’t think there was anything wrong. I figured if there was a problem you would tell me. You’ve always known when something was wrong, so I thought I was just imagining things, or that they weren’t a big deal.” Shari explained.

“Shari, you know I’m not always going to be there to help you make those kinds of choices, right?” Ezekiel said. “I didn’t say anything because I was waiting for you to make your choice and had sort of assumed you had already made one.”

The room got really quiet as everyone took a couple of minutes to digest those words. This was clearly a matter of miscommunication, but it was brought about by assumptions that Ezekiel and Shari had made about one another.

“I think we need to take a break for the day. If you want, I can come by tomorrow and we can pick up where we left off. I’d love to help you guys with the Guild trials coming up. Y’know, since I can’t participate myself.” Ezekiel says as he pulls his sisters along to get them moving.

“... No need.” Shari says.

Ezekiel and everyone but Wendy and Ellen look at her in shock. This the first time Shari had ever said anything resembling her not wanting Ezekiel to be around.

“Shari...” Ezekiel didn’t know what to say.

“You said it yourself. You won’t always be there to help me. So maybe we need to do this without your help.” Shari clarified. “Besides, you’re spending so much time at the cathedral, we’ve barely spoken much anyways. So, it’s not like anything will have changed any more than it already has.”

Ezekiel was quiet as he heard this. He knew that she was more angry than she was anything else at this point, and he didn’t think that she really wanted to cut ties with him but didn’t think that it would be a good idea to dispute that right now.

The others in the room didn’t agree with that sentiment right now.

“What? C’mon Shari, you know that Ezekiel’s the best out of all of us when it comes to pure melee fighting. Other than the guards there’s no one better than him to spar with.” Drew exclaims as Ezekiel stays quiet.

“Drew!” Riley exclaims.

“What, you know it’s true!” Drew says, “It’s not like this fight is going to take long for them to get over anyway.”

“That’s not the point! Lots of stuff has happened today, and we don’t need you making things worse.” Riley stated.

“Enough!” Peni called out from where she had been watching her juniors about to begin arguing. “Look. There’s some stuff going on here, and you all need to calm down before someone says something they’ll regret.”

All the younger kids fell quiet as Peni told them off.

“For the moment, I think we all need to calm down. For now, Stephen and myself will still be available to oversee your sparring, and I’m sure mister and missus Alkena won’t have any issues with getting you all a couple of guards to spar with in order to push your limits.” Peni further explained. Stephen looked exasperated at his future responsibilities but didn’t say anything against it. “Ezekiel. Will you be heading out for now?”

Everyone turned to look at Ezekiel to see what he would say. Drew Looked hopeful that he would, Yennifrey looked sorry, Riley looked frustrated, Stephen looked indifferent, whilst Peni looked tired, and Shari had turned away and refused to look at him

Ezekiel wanted to stay. He really did, but he didn’t think that that was the best choice right now. He had just found out that the only reason Shari had stayed friends with someone she had mixed thoughts about was because he’d never said anything against him. Essentially, she had been waiting until Horace either majorly screwed up, like he had today, or for Ezekiel to tell her what he thought.

Whilst he appreciated Shari’s high regard for his opinions, he also didn’t think that he would always be around to help her. He didn’t even think he’d necessarily be staying in the city for more than a couple of years. Now that his meditation and mana accumulation had been making such great progress, he knew that it wouldn’t be long before he left to figure out what the Ancient Void had in store for him.

He knew that he was here in this world for a reason, and he had to find out what that reason was.

“I think I’ll head out for now. I have the rest of the week off, so whilst I don’t think I’ll see you tomorrow, or maybe even the day after, I’ll be sure to stop by before I have to go back to the Cathedral.” Ezekiel said. “Wendy and Ellen might still come by, but I might be asked to watch over them myself instead. We’ll see how it goes, and maybe I’ll get to see you guys around the city.”

Ezekiel tried to lighten things up by saying that he’d maybe see them again, but they all knew that that wasn’t especially likely. Most of the group looked disappointed, but other than Drew, they all seemed to accept this just fine.

Wendy and Ellen looked confused, but understood that things had gotten bad, but didn’t want to say anything since Ezekiel had been hurt and it seemed like they were about to leave.

Peni looked at Shari, who still hadn’t turned around. Looking at the ground near Shari’s feet, she sighed in frustration.

Sigh “Alright. Thanks for coming by today. It was good to see you again, kid, and hopefully we’ll see you again soon.” Peni told Ezekiel before he turned to leave the training room, taking his sisters with him as he went home for the day. Ignoring the guilt he felt when he saw the wet spots on the ground near Shari’s feet. Obviously made from tears.
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                After returning home with his sisters, Ezekiel was forced to explain what had happened at the Alkena’s to his mother. Ultimately, it was decided that this was a small dispute between Ezekiel and Shari, and that tempers and emotions were running wild, so Evelyn didn’t make him return to apologize or otherwise take back what he had said to Shari.

There was some disappointment in how he had dealt with things, but Ezekiel explained that he really thought that Shari needed to make her own decisions, and that she shouldn’t be relying on him to point out bad people.

Regardless, not much was said about it, and Ezekiel spent the rest of the day playing with Wendy and Ellen as they tried to catch Reya in a game of tag. They mostly failed, but Reya knew that she needed to let the girls catch her at least a few times, or else the twins would give up, and not want to play anymore.

Ezekiel ended up spending the next day doing much of the same, though he did take a few hours to help his mother out in the store, which was appreciated, as it gave her some time to finish the final touches on the enchanted clothes she was preparing for Wendy and Ellen.

Unfortunately, after that, classes at the cathedral had started up again for the week, so other than helping his mother, he didn’t really have much to do. He did manage to accumulate several more motes of mana, bringing him to just over seventy motes. He just couldn’t feel good about it, however, even if his parents were both happy that he had discovered a way to train that didn’t guarantee he suffered injuries.

Ezekiel still couldn’t help but feel like something was missing though. Like there was a better way to do what he was doing, and that he would still need to one day develop a technique that didn’t require the use of two elements simultaneously. Or perhaps a technique that naturally mixed the two, rather than the method he was currently using.

He didn’t know how the other groups studying Void Mages were doing, but from what he understood from his talks with his parents and the people in his work group, visualizing two elements at once was supposed to be quite difficult.

He really hoped that he’d be able to see the creation of a technique that other Void Mages could use more easily, but for now, he was stuck moping at home as his family worked or went to school.

Seeing that he hadn’t gotten up too much at home whilst everyone was away, Warren and Evelyn started to get worried. There were still a few days left before Ezekiel was told to return to the cathedral, and they could see that the fight and the boredom was weighing on his mind.

That night, Warren and Evelyn decided to talk about what they were going to do about their stubborn son. It was only in the morning of Ezekiel’s fourth day off that their plan was put into action.

“Alright, that’s enough!” Evelyn said just after Warren left the house with Wendy and Ellen to take them to school. “No more moping, you’re going to go out today, and you’re not coming back for at least a few hours!”

Ezekiel was shocked. This was the first time he’d ever been kicked out of his own home before.

“What?” Ezekiel asked as his mother pulled him off the chair he was lounging in.

“You heard me! You got into a fight with Shari, and you don’t know what to do, so get her a gift and apologize.” Evelyn said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Here’s some money, go to the market and get her something that you think she’ll like for when you go say sorry tomorrow.”

“What?” Ezekiel asked again as he felt a pouch filled with a few silver coins was shoved into his hands.

Evelyn’s hurried and exasperated expression turned into one of fondness and apology. She knelt in front of Ezekiel and gently held his confused face in her hands.

“You’ve obviously got a lot on your mind, and whilst I don’t want to just throw you out into the world like this, you can’t just stay at home when you have nothing else to do. You need to go out and find a way to make your friends happy again.” Evelyn explained.

“But I don’t even know what to look for! Besides, Shari’s family can buy her almost anything she wants, what good will something bought with this do?” Ezekiel said before he jingled the bag of coins in his hand.

“A heartfelt gift is just that, a gift from the heart, so long as it’s something that you feel she would like, then I’m sure that she’ll like it, because it’s coming from her best friend.” Evelyn said. “Now, off you go! If you get into any trouble, try to get some names. I doubt there’ll be much if you just go to the market district, but you should be fine so long as you stick near the areas closer to the cathedral. There shouldn’t be many people who would mess with you if you’re in that area, you’ve been going to and from the cathedral without issues this past month after all.”

“Okay.” Ezekiel said as he left his house, giving his mother a peck on the cheek as he did. He was annoyed at what he was being asked to do, but at least the weather was good, so he wouldn’t need to worry about that as he spent the day outside.

Watching the door close after pushing her son out the door, Evelyn looked at Reya, giving her an affirmative nod before going to get ready herself. She wasn’t just going to let her baby boy wander around the city on his own after all. Besides, Evelyn felt like she deserved a day off from running the stores.

Unaware of his mother’s additional intentions, Ezekiel made his way to the main road in order to make a beeline to the nearest market. Due to the close proximity to the Alkena Auction House, there weren’t many places that sold high quality products, as most were made available at the Alkena’s.

The most Ezekiel had personally seen when it came to places to buy things were a few small grocery stores here and there that sold different food products. There were also smaller stores that sold basic clothes and tools for mundane uses. Not too unlike his mother’s store, but nothing of very high quality.

As he made his way further and further into the market area, turning into a more central street he’d never bothered to take before, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel shocked and surprise as he turned to look around at the many shops that he hadn’t realized were there.

He’d never really spent much time in this area, only spending small amounts of time to buy food and household things that he used for his studies, like inks, pens, papers, and other things like that.

He’d been to another part of the city once, to see the port with his father, as well as the sawmill where they cut wood for construction and furniture stores, but that was very different.

This street, which Ezekiel realized ran parallel to the road the Alkena’s manor was on, was filled with small-time shops and businesses. Enough that he didn’t know where to start when it came to looking for a gift.

He saw a jewelry store near the corner of a side street, but after seeing the prices were measured in gold, not silver, he realized that he’d never be able to afford anything there and wrote it off.

Speaking of money, Ezekiel realized that there was a very real chance of him losing his coin purse if he just kept on holding it like he was, so he tucked it into an inner pocket of his coat that couldn’t be reached without opening the coat first. There was also the possibility that someone could cut his pockets open, but he knew that that was unlikely with how his mother subtly enchanted all his clothing.

Making his way further and further down the street, Ezekiel saw more and more shops that had things that, at first, seemed like good ideas for gifts for Shari, but after a second thought, he realized they weren't good at all.

There was a sweets shop that he thought might be good to get Shari, but then he remembered that she didn’t like chocolate, as it was far too bitter for her and her preferred foods were ones with a savory flavor.

He saw a store that sold accessories for girls and thought about a hair clip, or some pins she could wear on her shirts or dresses, but then remembered that she didn’t have any, and never wore any, so it’d be just another useless gift that she didn’t really want but would accept since it came from him.

“This is much harder than I thought it would be.” Ezekiel muttered to himself as he stood off to the side as he looked around the market area.

Looking into the sky, Ezekiel noticed that the sun had already reached and passed its zenith for this time of the year, meaning that he’d been wandering around for several hours. Frustrated that he’d spent several hours walking around aimlessly, he turned to head back the way he’d come. He wasn’t in an area he was familiar with, but he knew roughly where he was when he looked to see some of the taller buildings nearer to the center of town.

Ezekiel was just about to start heading back when a familiar voice called out to him.

“Oyyy! Ezekiel! Is that you?” Drew’s voice called out from down the street, just a few shops further down and away from where he was heading back to.

“Drew?” Ezekiel said in confusion. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have classes at the cathedral today?”

Ezekiel made his way to the shop that Drew was standing in front of. He noticed that Drew was wearing loose pants and a carpenter’s apron. It was covered in pockets, all of which were filled with tools of various types from hammers and mallets to chisels and knives. In his hands was a broom he was using to sweep the front entrance of the store behind him.

“Haha! Usually I would, yeah, but my folks asked me to stay home today. Wanted me to help them out with a couple of projects at the shop.” Drew explained as Ezekiel approached. “What about you? What are you doing here? I know your family’s shop is more central, right? Like, it’s only a dozen or so streets from the inner city, right?”

“Ah, yeah, but I’m spending the day out, I guess. I’ve never really been to many places this far out from the cathedral and the inner areas of the city. I guess I wandered farther than I thought.” Ezekiel said.

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that.” Drew said. “But, hey, I gotta ask, will you be coming back to the Alkena’s any time soon? I know you got into a bit of a fight with Shari, but we could really use your help with our training right now. The guards are good, don’t get me wrong, but it feels like they’re just playing with us, even if we all go against them four-on-one, y’know?”

“Four-on-one? So, I guess Shari really did kick Horace out for good.” Ezekiel said.

“Well, yeah, he nearly got you killed, and turned Shari into the weapon that would’ve done it. Why would she keep that jerkhead around?” Drew explained and asked.

Ezekiel was quiet for a second. He was thankful for Shari having gotten rid of Horace like she had but was confused. Why did he think that she would still be friends with that jerk?

“I guess... I’m worried that Shari is still really upset with me.” Ezekiel finally said after a few moments thinking.

“Well, I think she’s more upset that you haven’t come to see her yet. We all know you’ve got this week off from your scribe duties, so really, we were expecting you to be back the day after the fight, yesterday at the latest.” Drew said.

“I don’t think I can do that right now. I still think I need to apologize first.” Ezekiel said.

“Is that why you’re out wandering around the market district?” Drew asked.

“More or less. But I can’t seem to find something I think would be a good gift.” Ezekiel said.

“Hmmm... Come with me for a second.” Drew said as he dragged Ezekiel into his family’s shop.

Ezekiel let himself be pulled along, entering the store and getting a chance to see what was inside. He knew from Drew’s attire that it must’ve been a wood-based shop of somesort, but he was surprised at just what he found inside.

Sculptures of all types lined the walls and the shelves of the shop. Animal carvings, busts of different people, and beaded necklaces and other trinkets of all types. Not all of them were wood either. There were a number of stone and crystal sculpted items as well. All mundane, of course, but it was still amazing work all the same.

“Hey, ma! Ma!” Drew yelled as they got closer to the back of the store.

“Stop yelling! What is it?” A small lady, a little bit shorter than Ezekiel’s own mother, with gray eyes and black hair, the same as Drew, stood up from behind a countertop near the back.

“This is my friend, Ezekiel. He’s the one who helped me study for those tests last year. He’s the one who tutors most of my friends.” Drew said as he pushed Ezekiel forward.

“Ah, it’s nice to meet you ma’am.” Ezekiel said quietly as he approached.

“Oh, so you’re the Void Mage who helped my son get a passing mark in his worst subjects, ey?” Drew’s mother said as she looked him up and down. “Well, you’ve got my thanks for that. Ancients know I’ve tried to get this fool to study more instead of getting into fights. Don’t know how you did it, but I guess with you around, I don’t have to worry too much about him.”

Ezekiel was pleasantly surprised to hear no disdain for his existence as a Void Mage coming from Drew’s mother.

“Ah, where are my manners? My name is Macy Driftmark, I’m this brat’s mother.” Macy said as she reached out to shake Ezekiel’s hand. “Feel free to call me Macy, or if you must, you can call me Miss Driftmark. Now, what might bring you here?”

“He needs a gift for Shari.” Drew blurted out from off to the side. “He and Shari have been friends since forever, and they got into a fight a few days ago. So, he wants to apologize.”

“Oh, is that all? Well, if you’re looking for a little gift for your friend then I’m certain we can help you find something.” Macy said as she stepped out from behind the counter. “But if you don’t mind me asking, what was this fight about?”

Ezekiel decided that it wouldn’t hurt to tell her what had happened. So, he explained the sparring match, the results, Horace getting kicked out of the manor, and then the revelation that he hadn’t told her anything about Horace’s behavior.

“It sounds to me like this is really just a great big misunderstanding.” Macy said as she looked around at some of the smaller sculptures around the store. She picked up a few of the animal-based sculptures and looked them over a few times before putting the down.

Picking up one of the dog sculptures. It was made of a dark, almost black wood, and next to it was an identical sculpture made out of a white ashy wood. She hefted them both in her hands a few times before putting them down with a click of her tongue.

“Shame we don't have these in a red wood. I’ll need to try carving a few later on. Might sell well if I do.” Macy said as she moved around the corner before stopping. “Now there’s a thought.”

“Um, what’s a thought?” Ezekiel asked.

Turning around to face Ezekiel and Drew, Macy gave them both an excited look as she put a hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder.

“Have you thought about maybe making Shari a gift, rather than buying one?” Macy asked Ezekiel. “Cause it seems to me like she could buy anything she wants, so buying something for her might not be worth much to her. But making something; that shows hard work and dedication went into whatever it you give her.”

Macy rushed into the back room, grunts and whispers flowed through the still opened door as she frantically looked through different boxes and shelves.

“Aha!” Macy exclaimed before coming back into the front room and unrolling a tool kit on the counter. “Here, I think that this is just what you need to say that you’re sorry to your friend.”

Inside the tool kit were a number of different carving knives, small braces, a small saw, and chisels and mallets, all laid out in order and neatly packed into the tool kit.

Each of the tools looked brand new, like they’d never been touched before. They were clearly a commissioned set, however, as all the handles and all the different bits and bobs matched one another. They even matched the color of the tool kit itself, with the different tools being colored black and white, alongside the kit itself.

Ezekiel was surprised as he looked at the tools laid out before him. He knew for a fact that this was worth far more than the pocket money his mother had given him. Being a custom order and design, these tools must be worth at least a few gold coins. All the silver in his bag was worth only one and a half gold. Not even half the cost for these tools.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t afford this.” Ezekiel said as he pushed the tool kit away.

“Who said you’ll be paying for it?” Macy asked. “The way I see it, you’re the only reason my son’s doing as good as he is with his schooling. Consider this back pay for all the tutoring.”

Ezekiel was shocked. He was not expecting this when he went out for the day to go shopping for a gift.

“Missus Driftmark-” Ezekiel started to say.

“Just, Miss, kid. I’m not married anymore.” Macy said with a solemn tone.

Off to the side, Drew also looked a little bit sad at what Ezekiel and his mother had said.

Sensing that he’d stepped on something painful for the pair, Ezekiel tried to once again back out from taking the tools.

“I’m sorry. But I really don’t think I can take these tools.” Ezekiel said with a regretful voice.

“Then I guess I’ll just be tossing them into the trash where they belong.” Macy said, her previous demeanor having disappeared.

“What?” Ezekiel exclaimed.

“These tools were commissioned for a customer that canceled their order before they were finished. I already have my own tools, and so does Drew, so there’s no need for us to keep this extra pair around for no reason.” Macy explained.

Ezekiel knew that that wasn’t a good reason to be giving these tools away for free. He knew that these tools cost a fair bit of money, so for him to take them for free meant that he was basically taking money from a friend that he didn’t think owed him anything.

But if Macy was anything like Drew, then she likely would toss these tools if Ezekiel didn’t take them. So, he reached forward, rolled up the tools, strapping it shut, and slipped the kit over his shoulder for easy carrying.

“If you’re going to insist like that then I guess I don’t have any choice but to take it.” Ezekiel said.

“Good! Now hold on just a second. There’s a few more things you’ll need.” Macy said before dashing into the back once again. This time a second door behind the first opened and closed, leaving Drew and Ezekiel alone in the store.

“Hehe. You look so confused right now.” Drew laughed as he took in the helpless expression on Ezekiel’s face. “Don’t worry. Unlike the tools, which we really weren’t going to be using anytime soon, the stuff my mom’s getting really won’t cost anything.”

Ezekiel was quiet as he took in what Drew was saying. He really didn’t get what was going on right now.

“... Why are you guys helping me so much? Why is your mom being so nice to me? I’ve never even met her before!” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, to keep it simple, you’re a good guy who helped out someone you’ve never met before.” Drew explained. “You really are the only reason I kept passing my classes. If it wasn’t for you, I’d have either been held back or kicked out. I’m not that smart when it comes to books. I fidget a lot, and the words seem to move, not that the Scholars care when I tell them that. So, you’re really the first person to help me.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything as Drew spoke. They were quiet for a little bit before Ezekiel noticed Drew shifting on his feet more than usual.

“Drew... I’ve never asked before, but why do you want to join a Guild so much?” Ezekiel asked. “From what I can tell, it seems like you and your mom are doing well for yourselves, so, I don’t really get it. I mean, every kid our age wants to join the Guilds, but for you it seems like desperation, not desire.”

Drew froze as Ezekiel finished speaking. His hands clenched into fists at his sides as he took a deep breath before speaking.

“I don’t really want to talk about that.” Drew said as he turned away from Ezekiel.

“Sorry. Forget I asked. Just let me know if you need any more help with your training. If we keep it up, then you’ll get into the Guilds during the upcoming trials for sure!” Ezekiel said in an attempt to lighten the mood.

“HA! Yeah! Does that mean you’ll come with me when I go to see Shari and the rest later today?” Drew asked, doing his best to cover up his mood from before.

Ezekiel took a minute to think about it before answering.

“I don’t think I’ll be there today. I still need a gift for Shari, but you can tell them I saw you, and that I’ll be there tomorrow for sure.” Ezekiel said. “I’ll probably be able to find something on my way home, if I hurry.”

“Now why would you need to do that?” Macy exclaimed as she barged in through the back door. A large bundle of something was held in her arms. “When you have a perfectly appropriate gift right here!”

Dumping the bundle, she was holding on the table in front of her. Ezekiel and Drew saw that they were a large number of small blocks of wood. They ranged in size from the size of a golf ball to the size of a football, and came in all sorts of colors, mostly brown, red, black and white, but there were a few other colors in there as well.

“Huh?” Ezekiel was once again quite confused.

“With these and the tools you’ve accepted, you’ll be able to make Shari something to ask for her forgiveness.” Macy explained. “Ah, one more thing!”

Macy reached back and pulled out a bundle of papers tied together like a pamphlet.

Holding the papers out to Ezekiel, he saw that they were instructions for carving out some basic sculptures. They had step by step guides with exact measurements to show how far each chisel and cut of the wood should be.

It was also clearly hand drawn.

“MA!” “Miss Driftmark!”

Drew and Ezekiel both exclaimed as they saw the drawings and instructions. Ezekiel spared a glance at Drew as he was surprised at his shock.

“What’s wrong Drew? You don’t want your friends to make up and rejoin your training?” Macy asked with a mirthful grin on her face.

“Of course, I do, but why’d you have to give him my notes?” Drew asked.

Ezekiel was shocked. The details on the drawing in these instructions were amazing. They were just as good, if not better than, the work he had made for his meditation experiments.

“These are amazing.” Ezekiel muttered as he looked through the notes Macy gave him.

Drew, hearing his friends' words, just blushed in embarrassment, but also smiled in pride.

“You see; I told you your work was great!” Macy said as she reached forward and ruffled Drew’s hair. “Now, as much as I want to keep this up, it looks like we’re getting a few customers. So, Drew, get to it.”

Sure enough, as Drew and Ezekiel looked back into the store, they saw a couple of people looking around at the sculptures lining the walls, and one older gentleman standing off to the side looking at Macy impatiently.

“Oh crap!” Drew muttered before dashing to the front of the store to help out the small handful of customers.

Turning back to Macy, Ezekiel saw that she had already wrapped up the wood samples in a cloth bag and was holding it out to Ezekiel.

“Thank you for your patronage, young man. And thank you for being there for my son. Even if it was only every now and then. I hope you make up with your friends well and soon. Just follow those instructions, and I’m sure that you’ll be able to make something for then just fine.” Macy said with a smile as she held out the bag to Ezekiel. “But, with that said, I would like the bag back later on at some point, so try to return it as soon as you can. Alright?”

“Ah, oh, of course. I’ll bring it back tomorrow before I go to see everybody. Thank you! Thank you so much!” Ezekiel said as he bowed slightly in thanks before rushing out of the store. “Bye Drew! See you tomorrow!”

Ezekiel didn’t stick around long enough to hear Drew’s reply in full, but the excited exclamation was enough for him to know that Drew was looking forward to hopefully sparring with him tomorrow.

Ezekiel was smiling happily as he rushed home. He wasn’t expecting much when he’d left home that morning, but he’d gotten to see one of his friends, not just one of Shari’s classmates, one of his friends. He had then gotten help figuring out what he could do to apologize to Shari, and in the process, he’d gotten a ridiculously expensive gift, and was now looking forward to seeing Shari and the rest once again.

He wasn’t sure what he was going to make, but the small instruction notebook he had from Drew and Macy likely had at least one or two designs he’d be able to try. If he worked all day and night, he might even manage to make something half decent to give when he sees them.

It was these thoughts and more than ran through Ezekiel’s head as he rushed home. He was so focused on what he thought he’d be able to do, and what he wanted to do, that he never noticed the small group of people following after him.

Nor the young man standing at the corner of an alley just ahead of him.

As he ducked out of the way of a group of people, coming close to the alley in question, the person standing in front of it reached out to Ezekiel, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him into the alley and practically throwing him to the ground several feet away.

“Aagh” Ezekiel cried out as he hit the ground and rolled a few feet before coming to a stop.

The wood pieces went flying everywhere, no longer bundled up in the bag Macy had given him. The notes on carving that he had been holding also flew out of his hands. Luckily it seemed like they were undamaged, but they still went flying further down the alley.

Pushing himself to his feet, Ezekiel moved to pick up Drew’s notebook before he turned to look at who had just attacked him.

Seeing a group of three people at the entrance to the alley, one girl and two guys, one of which was the one who’d grabbed him, Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously, seeing that they were all a fair bit older than him. They looked to be about Peni and Stephen’s age.

“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in. A little Void Mage who isn’t six feet under. Looks like we’re going to have to fix that.” A female voice called out from behind him.

Turning around, Ezekiel saw a young woman sitting on a pile of crates about a dozen feet down the alley. She had brown eyes and hair, but Ezekiel doubted she was a Tier three Mage. Her eyes held the luster of a mage with mana, but her hair was fairly dull, and she was also young, again, probably around Stephen and Peni’s age, so Ezekiel didn’t think she could be Tier three.

Standing up, Ezekiel warily looked back and forth between the two groups, trying his best no to let any of them out of his sight.

“Who’re you?” Ezekiel asked as he backed away from them as best he could. Hoping he could distract them as he picked up the notebook and tucked it into his coat. He was really hoping that he could get out of this without having to fight. Maybe he could grab a couple of the wood pieces and run?

All thoughts of being able to get out of this without a fight went out the window at the brown eyed girl's next words.

“The name’s Hestia. Hestia Tresly.”
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                A cold mix of fury and fear traced chills down Ezekiel’s back as the girl in front of him introduced himself. Fury at the fact that he was being attacked by Horace’s sister the first day he’d left his house since their fight, and fear at the consequences of what was about to happen.

Glancing down the alley, he noticed a familiar flicker of shadows reaching up behind Hestia in a threatening manner.

“So, you’re the one who took my brother’s girl, huh?” Hestia said as she came to a stop a few feet away from Ezekiel. “Y’know, I was gonna cause a bit of a ruckus with that commoner, Drick, Dude, D-something. To make sure that he knew his place and stopped hanging out at the Alkena’s where he doesn’t belong, but it seems like the Ancients are smiling upon me today, since I get to teach an overreaching Void brat his place in the world.”

“Where might that place be, if you don’t mind me asking?” Ezekiel said in an attempt to buy himself some time to think. The shadows were further crawling up the walls but hadn’t reached out to grab any of the teens just yet.

“In the ground, six feet under, of course.” Hestia said with utter seriousness as she stomped on one of the wood pieces that had rolled close to the area where she was standing. It shattered into countless pieces underneath her boot.

For the first time in his new life, Ezekiel was truly shocked. He knew that there were stupid people in this world. Aldor and his burning hatred being one of them, but a part of him had always thought that Aldor’s behavior was due to a bit of elemental influence, so his death threats were out of rage more than anything.

But here was a girl, one he’d never met before, who was telling him that the only thing he and other Void Mages deserve was death.

The shadows on the wall reached further.

“Interesting.” Ezekiel said as he put on a brave face and locked eyes with Hestia. “So, I guess this is my chance to deal with you like I dealt with your brother? Or at least my chance to see if I can?”

Ezekiel had no intention of fighting, of course, but his words had two effects. The first, was that Hestia and her gang got angry. Hestia in particular got to her feet with a crack as she stomped the ground as hard as she could. From this, Ezekiel could tell that she was definitely a Tier two mage, if on the lower end of power for a Tier two.

The second, was that the shadows seemed to struggle for a minute before going back to normal. Luckily, it seemed like none of the older teens noticed anything wrong.

“What was that you little brat!?” Hestia asked with fury in her voice. “It sounds to me like you think you’re better than my brother, maybe even better than us.”

“Oh, you understand the common tongue, how great.” Ezekiel said. “Now be a good girl and give me a moment.”

“Wha-”

“HAAAAAALLLLLPPPPP” Ezekiel screamed at the top of his lungs, channeling a single mote of his seventy-two motes of Void mana to enhance his body enough to make the windows and boards laying loose along the alley rattle, forcing Hestia and her followers to cover their ears and flinch back lest they burst their eardrums.

Looking at the three teens guarding the alleyway, he noticed a slight flicker behind them as one of the boys raised a hand towards the entrance of the alley, and the girl next to him raised a hand towards the sky. The flicker faded away and the entrance returned to normal.

From this Ezekiel could tell that the boy was likely a Radiant Mage and the girl a Tempest Mage. The fact that no one was coming to see what was going on after that scream meant that the girl had put up a zone of silence, and the boy had likely put up a simple light screen to project the image of an empty alley. Their eye colors matched his assumptions, but whilst they were of concern, it was the boy who’d grabbed him that was causing him worry, as his eyes were a dark indigo color.

While he wasn’t letting it show on his face, Ezekiel was internally freaking out as he made these observations, and internally confirmed that discretion would be the better part of valor in this instance, as there was no need to get hurt when he had nothing to protect

So, while the four young adults were recovering, Ezekiel dashed forward to pick up as many of the wood pieces he had been gifted as possible before jumping back to a stack of crates lining the alley’s walls.

Jumping on top of them, Ezekiel began running as fast as he could, without the use of his mana, to get past Hestia and make his way further into the alley. He made sure to hop from crate to crate, as he knew that stepping foot on the ground was a sure-fire way to get his feet taken out from underneath him.

“GET HIM!” Hestia screeched as she and her posse gave chase.

Ezekiel had just made it around the corner when he saw that there weren’t any more crates down this part of the alley. Looking around, he saw a stack of pipes laying on a barrel near him. Picking one up, he turned and braced himself, knowing that the girl with the Tempest affinity would be the first to round the corner as she boosted her speed with gusts of wind.

Using another mote of his mana, he briefly boosted his strength to throw a few of the pipes at where he assumed the girl would be when she rounded the corner.

“Oof!” Ezekiel gave a fist pump in triumph as a couple of the pipes made contact, hitting her right in the face, and if the muffled crack he heard was any indication, he also broke her nose, thus forcing her to stumble as she lost her footing and fell to the ground.

He didn’t stay to admire his work, however, as he knew that he didn’t have time to stick around.

Using another mote of mana, bringing him down to blow seventy, Ezekiel leapt off the barrel with the pipes and launched himself up to a gutter pipe and began climbing upwards. He was lighter and nimbler than the older teens, so it was unlikely that they would be able to do the same, as their weight would pull the gutter from its wall mountings.

Of course, all thoughts of getting away via rooftop went out the window as a ball of hazy dark purple mist splattered across the wooden walls just above his head.

The mist immediately seeped into the walls, which started to rot and decay as the wood began to die. Realizing that he was going to fall no matter what he did, Ezekiel used what momentum he still had to shift his position in the air as he let go of the pipe and fell to the ground with a tuck and roll.

He immediately turned towards the four teens to see that the Death Mage had his hand out with a glowing purple mist coiling around it.

“HA! Good one Tristan! This time make sure you get that little brat right in the face!” The other boy, the Radiant Mage said as he finished helping the Tempest girl to her feet.

She was holding her nose with a handkerchief that the boy had given her. It was covered in blood, and she was crying as he pulled her nose back into place.

“Little bastard broke Emma’s nose.” The Radiant Mage said.

The Death Mage, Tristan, didn’t say anything as he looked around the alleyway. The others didn’t notice it, but it was clear to both Ezekiel and Tristan that the shadows were moving.

“... Regardless of what he’s done so far, I’m not about to kill a kid just because he pissed you off.” Tristan said as he lowered his hand, letting the mist around it fade away. “Don’t let him scream like that again and you’ll be fine, now that he can’t get off the ground Hestia can keep him from running. Maybe Emma can even catch him this time around if he does. Either way, I’m done here.”

Hestia, Emma, and the other boy were all shocked at Tristan’s words. They’d spent most of the day staking out Drew’s family store in order to cause a ruckus for what had happened to Horace three days ago. Tell him that he needed to stay away from Shari and the rest if he knew what was good for him.

The fact that Ezekiel was here was all the better for them, as far as Hestia was concerned, as it meant that she could take out some miss-placed aggression on the one who her brother told her had ‘stolen’ Shari from him.

“The hell you mean you’re leaving?” The Radiant Mage asked. “He’s right there, let’s finish this!”

Emma, who was still holding her bleeding nose, and the Radiant Mage looked angry at Tristan’s words. Hestia, on the other hand, didn’t take her eyes off Ezekiel after Tristan mentioned the possibility of him running away again.

“I mean exactly what I said, Markus. I am done, and I am leaving.” Tristan stated as he immediately broke into a run and made his way as far from the group as possible.

“Tristan! Hey, Tristan!” The now named Markus called out as Tristan turned the corner and made his way out of the alley. “Spirits be damned! What the hell do you think is wrong with him?”

Emma just looked confused as she plugged up her nose, whilst Hestia just started marching forward. Each step shifted the ground beneath Ezekiel’s feet until he had sunk down to his knees into the ground. The earth had also reached upwards, looking his arms in place out to his sides, and forcing him to drop the remaining wood pieces that he had managed to grab before.

“It doesn’t matter. This kid’s the son of a guard captain anyway, so killing him isn’t an option. We’d get too much heat from the guards if we did, and even our nobility wouldn’t keep us from facing jail time or exile.” Hestia said as she loomed over Ezekiel, who had appeared to have a defeated and resigned look on his face. “We’ll just break some bones to make sure that he knows better than to make friends with nobility. If his limbs just happen to be too broken for him to get home before someone else comes by and finishes the job, oh well.”

“Ha! Sounds good to me. We’ll just have to make sure we take a piece of proof to Father Alphonse. To prove we’re doing the Radiant Lord’s work.” Markus said as he formed a ball of light in the palm of his hand.

However, the shadows didn’t change with the new source of light. Something that no one in the alley but Ezekiel noticed.

“By the Ancients.” Ezekiel said as he put his face in his hands. “Please don’t tell me that you are all cultists, are you?”

Hestia and Ellen looked indifferent as they heard the accusation made by Ezekiel. Markus on the other hand, got angry.

“You little brat!” He screamed as he raised his hand and shot a beam of light directly at Ezekiel's face.

Ezekiel grunted in pain as the light hit him, but it was Hestia that was freaking out the most.

“Markus! What the hells? I told you we can’t just kill him. You want to burn his limbs a bit with lasers, that's fine, but don’t go for the head!” Hestia yelled.

Markus didn’t seem to care, however, as he continued firing a beam of concentrated light at Ezekiel’s face. It was too bright for Hestia or Emma to tell, but as the one firing the beam, Markus knew that he wasn’t actually doing anything to Ezekiel as he pushed more and more of his magic into his attack.

“Why... won’t ...you...” Markus grunted as he focused more and more magic into his beam.

Hestia and Emma finally realized something was wrong when they didn’t hear Ezekiel screaming in pain. Instead, they hear just two words from him.

“Mom! Help!”

The moment the word ‘help’ was uttered, the shadows immediately burst from all around the alley. Hestia and Emma were restrained similarly to Ezekiel; arms out, legs together, causing Emma’s nose to start bleeding again. Their mouths were also covered, preventing them from calling out.

Markus, on the other hand, was fully bound, with only a single eye not bound by shadows.

The shadows continued to creep higher and higher, until all four of them were surrounded in nothing but darkness, yet somehow there were all able to see each other just fine. As if they were standing in front of a black painted wall, rather than in total darkness.

Suddenly, a human figure pulled itself from the wall of shadows surrounding them.

“Oh! My poor baby!” Evelyn cried out as she rushed forward, shadows sinking into Ezekiel’s restraints and breaking them apart, as she reached down to pick Ezekiel up and hold him in a tight and loving embrace. “Did those mean little insects hurt you? Why didn’t you ask for help sooner? If you knew I was there, then you should’ve let me handle things instead of saying you’d handle it yourself. Reya insisted that we see what you could do when you said you’d deal with this.”

Speaking of Reya, a large panther crept from the shadows. She circled the restrained teens and let loose a rumbling growl as she glared at them. She didn't quite tower over the restrained teens, but her appearance did cause the smell of urine to emanate from Markus and Emma.

Hestia, on the other hand, just looked angry as she continued to glare at Ezekiel and Evelyn.

“Sorry mom. I kind of figured that this was my best chance to see how well a dealt with Tier two Mages. It’s not like the guards at the Alkena’s actually use their magic when they spar with us after all.” Ezekiel said as he attempted to defend his actions.

“Well given that you don’t have any magic to use, I’d say you did fairly well, but you’re still going to be helping me out with the shop for two weeks instead of going to the cathedral.” Evelyn stated as she held Ezekiel at arm’s length.

“What? But I need to go back as soon as possible! I need to do my work!” Ezekiel complained.

“No buts, mister. I can’t punish you with grounding, as that’s more of a punishment for Shari and your other friends, so I need to take away the stuff you like doing instead.” Evelyn explained. “Now go and pick up the rest of your soon to be gifts. I think most of them can still fit in here.”

After handing Ezekiel the bag that Macy had given him earlier, Evelyn gently pushed Ezekiel in the direction of where most of the wood pieces were laying scattered about.

Walking back down the alley, and taking his time to pick up the pieces, whilst ignoring the possibilities of what was happening around the corner, Ezekiel let his thoughts wander.

He knew that he wouldn’t have been able to fight four Tier two Mages on his own. Not without using any magic himself. But he had at least thought he’d be able to get away. This event had really shown him just how far he still had to go, because he could tell, even if he had used his mana, there was still a high chance that he wouldn’t be able to get away.

The four teens had barely used any magic at all, as they didn’t want to cause so much trouble that they caught the guards’ attention. That beam of light was enough to tell him that, if they’d been taking this seriously, he’d be either broken and bleeding, or dead right now.

He’d used nearly two thirds of his remaining mana to boost the protective enchantments his mother had stitched into his clothing, and that was barely enough to withstand that attack for as long as he did.

Worse yet, whilst it seemed like he was straining to channel his mana, Ezekiel could tell that Markus would’ve been able to keep going until well after Ezekiel had run out of mana.

Tier two Mages had ten times the mana, at minimum, that the lowest ranking Tier one Mages after all, and he wasn’t even Tier one yet.

CRACK

Ezekiel was yanked from his thoughts as the piece of wood he was holding shattered in his grip. He closed his eyes and forced himself to calm down as he realized he had just wasted yet another mote of his precious mana.

Sitting at only twenty-two motes of Void mana left, Ezekiel turned to walk back to where his mother was still dealing with Hestia and her stooges.

Coming around the corner, Ezekiel saw that Reya was nowhere to be seen, and the three that had attacked him were unconscious next to a pile of crates.

“Will we be turning them in, to the guards?” Ezekiel asked.

“No. If we did that ourselves then there might be some issues that we’ll need to deal with. Unfortunately, these kids are all a part of noble families from the inner city. Lesser nobles, and I know for a fact that they don’t even have any Tier three family members, but they could still stir things up if it comes down to it.” Evelyn explained.

“But you heard what Markus said. He’s tied to the Cult of Light!” Ezekiel exclaimed.

“Words are not enough in this instance. Besides, even though they aren’t an official organization within Harkem, they still have sway with the Count, who holds his brother’s seat.” Evelyn stated.

Ezekiel fell quite at that. Here was someone who likely had ties to an organization that wanted to kill him just for being born, yet there was nothing they could do about it.

“Ezekiel, I’ve alerted your father about the situation. Reya should be back home soon, and there will be guards coming by in an hour or so that will pick these three up for back-alley brawling. So long as they’re smart, they won’t mention anything about what they tried to do.” Evelyn said as she ruffled Exekiel’s hair. “Now c’mon. We’ll go pick up your sisters and head straight home. You’ve got an apology gift to make, and I want it done by tomorrow afternoon so you can go and give it to Shari.”

“What about Tristan?” Ezekiel asked. “That guy almost got closer to killing me than this idiot.”

“Tristan didn’t actually do anything to you though, did he? Honestly, if he had told his friends that I was here, and they had all just left then I wouldn’t have done anything.” Evelyn said. “As it is, he was smart enough to leave, which means he’s smart enough to learn that he shouldn’t be doing these things.”

“Or he’s smart enough to learn how to pick out easier targets.” Ezekiel rebutted.

“That’s a possibility, but we can’t let what ifs, and possibilities define how we treat other people. If that were the case, then hatred for Void Mages would be justified, as it’s possible for them to become Brood Lords.” Evelyn stated in response.

Ezekiel didn’t say another word as they walked away from the people who’d tried to break him not five minutes ago. Fear gripping his heart as he knew that this would happen again, and fury blazing in his soul as a determination to face such problems himself settled deeper inside him.



The rest of the day and evening were fairly uneventful for Ezekiel as he and his mother picked up Wendy and Ellen. Given the year difference, there was no chance of running into Shari or the others when they went to the Church sponsored school. Ezekiel couldn’t help but think that the different areas for different years were well thought out in this instance.

Ezekiel ultimately spent the evening familiarizing himself with the different tools in his new kit, while also showing off as best he could to Wendy and Ellen, who were very interested in their brother’s new ‘toys’ as they called them.

When he explained what he was going to use them for, they immediately pestered him into promising to make them something as well. He tried to say no at first, but when the two brought out the waterworks he finally relented. Agreeing to make them a set of matching bird pendants in their elemental colors when he had the chance.

Luckily, after explaining that he would need to practice beforehand if he wanted to make anything good, his sisters soon left him alone, and he was finally left to work on his gift for Shari.

Taking out the large number of wood pieces, he went through what was available to figure out what would be best to use and what would be good to practice with. Not realizing just how drawn into his work he was getting as he fell into a practically meditative state.

Dividing the piece by quality and color, he finally got to work, spending essentially the entire night working on trying to carve something simple, but unique, following the instructions for the basic shapes provided by the notes Drew had given him.

He settled on a simple dog pendant. It was shaped using a somewhat circular and flat dome as a base, with small points for the ears. Material and lines were slowly carved away until details were made visible, and it slowly began to look more and more like a dog, than a rounded piece of wood.

He ended up using a little over half the waste pieces of wood as practice, before going through three pieces of the good wood to make the final product with a red piece of wood. But finally, he had a little red dog pendant that he could give to Shari as a gift.

Looking up from his desk, he wondered how much time had passed, only to see that the Sun was now starting to rise. He was shocked to see that he had stayed up the whole night, and that he hadn’t rested or eaten anything.

Knock knock knock

“Ezekiel, are you still up?” Evelyn asked as she knocked on the door.

“Yes-” Ezekiel cut himself off as he heard how hoarse his voice was. It seemed he hadn’t drunk any water recently either.

Opening the door and entering Ezekiel’s room, Evelyn took in the wood chips and scratches that lined Ezekiel’s hands. Still dressed in her bed clothes, Evelyn took in Ezekiel’s appearance with a look of exasperation on her face as she saw her son’s sorry state. His eyes had dark circles under them, and it was obvious that he was barely staying awake.

“Come here.” Evelyn said as she pulled Ezekiel to his bed. “I know it’s morning now, but you need some sleep. I’ll wake you up, so that you’ll still have time to get to the Alkena’s after school lets out.”

Evelyn tucked Ezekiel into his bed as she said this.

“Did you finish your little gift?” Evelyn asked.

Ezekiel nodded before pointing to the desk he had been working at before quickly falling asleep.

Evelyn went to the desk and took a look at the gift. Her eyes opened in shock as she saw the detail that went into it. It was a simple flat pendant with a cartoon dog face shaped into it, but there were no uneven lines from what she could tell, nor were there any cracks in the wood from digging into it too hard. Though, from what she could tell, this was certainly not his first attempt, if the mess around the desk was any indication.

This was definitely more work than she thought Ezekiel would be able to do. Even if he did work for more than twelve hours straight.

It was roughly eight hours later that Ezekiel was woken up, with roughly an hour or two to spare before he needed to head to the Alkena’s. So, he decided to spend his time meditating, in order to try and get back at least some of the mana he’d lost.

Lucky for him, it seemed like today was a good day, as he managed to accumulate eight whole motes of mana, bringing him back up to thirty motes even.

This brought a smile to his face as he quickly grabbed some food from the ice box and left his home, locking the door behind him after making sure he had Shari’s gift in hand, as well as the bag and notes he’d gotten from Drew and Macy. He’d return the notes and bag to Drew today, as he’d assumed that Drew would be at the Alkena’s after school today.

He stopped by his mother’s store, ducking though it on his way, to say goodbye and make sure that she knew where he was going. She called goodbye back and left him to head to the Alkena’s, knowing that he’d be safe, as he’d taken that path countless times before, unlike yesterday where he’d gone to several areas that were new to him.

It wasn’t until he’d reached the Alkena’s that Ezekiel’s mood turned sour.

Standing outside the gates to the manor were several more guards than usual, as well as several people with Guild sashes tied around their arms, all black or gold in color, and each with a bonded Spirit nearby, as well as a couple of Church of Ten acolytes.

Whilst he wasn’t sure what to expect, Ezekiel could tell that his enforced break from the Church was at an end. As the Alkena guards noticed his presence, waving him down as they did, he couldn’t help but wonder if it was too late to turn around and go home.

            

    
        CH 30: Guild Troubles

    
    
    
    
                After greeting the guards of the Alkena manor, Ezekiel was invited in to see Allon and Sherra as soon as possible, as there were apparently several members of the Guild and Church of Ten that were looking to speak with him.

“Am I allowed to refuse?” Ezekiel asked when he heard word from the guards.

The members of the Guilds and the Church who were waiting outside the manor looked quite disgruntled after hearing Ezekiel’s question.

A couple moved to step forward before being held back by their peers as the Alkena’s guards continued to speak with Ezekiel.

“Of course, you can! But you need to be aware that it has been expressly stated that they are going to meet with you at some point, be it today or some other day.” The guard who waved him over explained.

“Then I will be back later when I have informed my parents. The last time I was with a Guild member without their presence led to me being knocked out for several hours.” Ezekiel said. “It was not a good time, and I’d rather not experience that again.”

Ezekiel turned away from the manor and started walking away.

Suddenly, Ezekiel felt like he couldn’t move as an immense pressure weighed down on him.

“I don’t think you understand what’s happening right now, kid.” A light and airy voice called out from beside him. “Your presence has been requested by the Roaring Ruins Guild, the Reaching Spires Guild, and the Wandering Titans Guild.”

Ezekiel’s blood was pounding in his ears as he heard the woman speak. Those were the names of the only Tier four Guilds with permanent headquarters in Harkem. All three were apparently meeting with the Alkena’s, and apparently all three were looking for him as well.

Turning around Ezekiel looked to his left to see a woman with silvery hair and eyes leaning against a wall. Her hair was tied up in a bun, and she looked to be in her late twenties to early thirties. On her shoulder was a gray sparrow that was glaring at him. On her arm was a black sash with a spiral shaped tower reaching above the clouds stitched into it.

There were three lines stitched into the sash indicating her Tier.

“If I am not under arrest, then I am not required to go anywhere with any of you. As per the laws of the Empire that dictate the allowable behaviors and actions of the Guilds within cities with official charters granted by the Emperor.” Ezekiel grunted out as the pressure on his body did not decrease. “So let me go, before your over-reaching actions get you in trouble.”

The guild members looked shocked for a moment before several of them let out laughs at the woman’s expense. The woman in question grew indignant as members of the other guilds laughed. The only ones not laughing were those with the same sashes as the woman.

“Why you little-” She started to say as the pressure Ezekiel was feeling began to increase.

The lines showing the enchantments on Ezekiel’s clothes began to glow as this happened. At this point, Ezekiel began to grow nervous, as he would certainly be on his knees if the enchantments broke.

CLAP

A sudden shockwave spread out and across the street as a man with brown hair and eyes, that had a powerful luster to them as he channeled his mana, clapped his hands together. Next to him was a relatively small bear, clearly his bonded Spirit, standing roughly at the same height as Ezekiel's chest.

He couldn’t help but wonder how big that Spirit’s true size was, if even in its condensed form it was still larger than most big dogs.

As the man approached him, Ezekiel immediately felt the pressure bearing down on him lessen.

The man was practically a giant, and Ezekiel noticed that on his arm was a humanoid figure that looked like it was walking. This was the symbol of the Wandering Titans Guild.

He stood at least seven feet tall and was as broad as a house. Yet he was not fat in any way. His muscles were practically tearing his armored clothes to shreds, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if the enchantments that he could see were stitched into the man’s clothes “were for durability so they wouldn’t break just from the man moving around.”

“HAHAHAH” The man guffawed as he threw his head back in laughter. “I like this kid. Not many brats your age have the guts to talk back to a guild member like you just did.”

Ezekiel blushed bright red as he realized that he had voiced his thoughts regarding the man’s attire aloud. He felt like he couldn’t have helped it though. The man was just that ridiculously large, and he was genuinely shocked.

“Garrad!” The woman with the sparrow exclaimed. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Are the Wandering Titans defying the agreement?”

Garrad, the giant man, placed a hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder as he gave a great big smile in the woman’s direction.

“Ah, Mina, the fact that you’re talking like that means that you don’t get what’s going on here.” Garrad said, the smile never dropping as he spoke.

CRACK

The ground beneath Garrad opened up, splitting down the street and forcing Mina’s feet to part as the fissure ran right between her legs.

“Perhaps I need to smash your face into the ground once again, to see if the fact that you are not in charge will finally begin to sink in!” Garrad’s voice took on a deeper and more echoing tone as he spoke. The smile never left his face as these events occurred, but Ezekiel could tell that he was more than a little bit annoyed.

Mina didn’t say anything as she swallowed nervously.

“Now, I’m going to accompany this bright young man back to his home, so that he can inform his mother of what’s going on. If, and only if, they agree to the invitation to meet with the Guild’s heads, then I and the young man’s mother will return shortly. If they do not agree, then I will come back alone, and explain the situation to the heads personally.” Garrad said as he picked Ezekiel up and placed him on the relatively small bear next to him.

“We’ll be back in a bit. Don’t mess things up like you usually do, Mina.” Garrad said as they began walking away.

Mina just silently fumed as she stood next to the wall surrounding the Alena property. She knew that there wasn’t much she could do in this situation without starting a fight, which would utterly destroy the block of the city they were currently standing on.

As Garrad walked down the street Ezekiel came from, he asked the young man riding his bonded Spirit some questions.

“So, kiddo, did you really activate a Void Relic all on your own without any pure crystals whatsoever?” Garrad asked as they walked down the street.

“Yes. But how did you know? You’re not a member of the Roaring Ruins Guild?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yeah, but I was there when Ishkel managed to get the Relic, so I knew he had it, and when the old man got a bit too tipsy later on he let loose that ‘ a Void brat at the Alkena’s destroyed his Relic.” Garrad explained. “It didn’t take too much digging to find out more information. Especially with the changes going on with the Church of Ten.”

“Changes? What changes?” Ezekiel asked. He knew that new research was occurring at the Church, but he didn’t think that it had caused that much of a fuss. Especially since it was supposed to be kept a secret due to malicious elements not appreciating the effort going into training Void Mages.

“Not much, just some additional collaboration and expanded studies happening that have been shared between the Church and the top four Guilds in Harkem.” Garrad said.

“But what does that have to do with me?” Ezekiel asked, doing his best to feign confusion.

Garrad clearly wasn’t falling for it as he paused and leaned over.

“Heh, word of advice kid, at the higher Tiers, certain Mages and Hunters have the ability to sense the truth from other people. Your voice was steady, but your heartbeat tensed for an instant, something that Brucey could feel since you’re sitting on him.” Garrad told him.

Embarrassed at being caught, Ezekiel looked away with a glare. They started moving again as Garrad and Brucey began to walk.

“... That didn’t answer my question.” Ezekiel said quietly.

“No, it didn’t. To keep it simple, there’s someone in the Church who sold you out. Someone who thinks you’re either too good to be real, or that you need to be taken care of before you become a threat to certain people. People that I, personally, would gladly help you become a threat to.” Garrad stated grandly as they walked down the street.

“Why’s that?” Ezekiel asked quietly. “You don’t know anything about me, so why side with me?”

Garrad's smile fell for a moment, and he was quiet for several seconds as they continued to walk back to Ezekiel’s house. He ended up patting the bear on the shoulder to change directions when they came to a crossroad.

“I had a sister who was a Void Mage. She wasn’t much older than you when someone decided she was a problem.” Garrad said, his voice held none of the boisterous he previously displayed.

“... I’m sorry for asking.” Ezekiel said before falling quiet.

The rest of the walk was made in silence, and before long they reached the front entrance to Evelyn’s boutique.

“Alright, kiddo, go get your mom. We’ll see if we can get a message to your father as well. This talk that’s gonna happen won’t be fun, for anyone, so it’d be best if both your parents were there, rather than having to tell one another instead.” Garrad stated as he picked Ezekiel up off Brucey’s back and gently pushed him forward.

Ezekiel entered his mother’s shop quietly, ignoring the few customers that were mingling about.

Walking up to his mother, who was measuring a very well-dressed man who was being fitted for a suit of some sort, Ezekiel cleared his throat to grab her attention. Reya turned to look at him from where she was lounging on a shelf as he got closer to his mother.

Turning around, Evelyn was slightly shocked to see Ezekiel had returned after less than an hour.

“Ezekiel? What are you doing back so soon?” She asked as she finished placing a pin in the outfit the man was wearing. Reya had jumped down and joined her bonded partner on the ground.

Deciding to just tell her, Ezekiel blurted out an explanation.

“I got to the Alkena’s, but before I could enter, I noticed that there were Guild and Church representatives already there. They invited me in, but I told them not without you or dad, so mister Garrad brought me back here and is waiting outside. He mentioned sending a message to dad to get him there as well.” Ezekiel said as he pointed out Garrad, who was standing next to Brucey and looking into the shop with an inquisitive eye.

The man on the stool looked shocked and let out a small yelp of pain as Evelyn accidentally poked him. She apologized profusely before telling him that she would be just a moment. He looked slightly nervous as he heard Ezekiel mention something about the Guilds and Church. Reya’s hackles were raised by the time Ezekiel finished.

“Please give me a moment mister Holdar, I’ll be right back after I talk with Garrad.” She said as she stepped forward. She gave a quick look to Reya, who nodded and ducked into a shadow in the corner of the store.

Walking over to the entrance, Evelyn briefly spoke with Garrad, looking incredibly frustrated as she did. But Garrad did look apologetic, so it seemed like no bridges had been burned just yet.

As she came back into the shop, Evelyn spoke with Suzy, and Martha, who immediately got to work trying to deal with the current customers as quickly as possible.

“Alright, mister Holdar, let’s get you finished up, and I’ll make sure that your order is ready for tomorrow, okay?” Evelyn said as she got back to finishing the measurements and adjustments. “I understand that the delay of your order might be frustrating, but an unfortunate inconvenience has popped up. Perhaps a twenty percent discount will show you how much we value your presence as a customer?”

“Oh, but of course! I know full well that your services are beyond stellar!” Mister Holdar said.

He looked quite pleased at the offer of a discount. So, Ezekiel and Evelyn both felt that they likely hadn’t lost a potential customer with this incident.

Looking around the rest of the shop, it seemed like most of the customers were understanding as Suzy and Martha fulfilled every request they could, whilst taking notes and making promises in the few instances where they couldn’t fulfill a request in that instance.

Luckily there were only seven other customers at the time, so it didn’t take long before the store was empty of everyone but mister Holdar, who was also gently escorted out as soon as Evelyn was finished with him.

“Thank you again for your patronage. Your order will be fulfilled and ready for pickup by tomorrow at noon.” Evelyn said as she gave a small bow to the man as he left the store.

She gave a sigh of frustration and relief as she turned to Suzy and Martha.

“Alright, girls, I’m sorry, but it seems like work is already finished for the moment. I’ll pay you both for the full day, but for now you’re free until tomorrow.” Evelyn told her employees and friends as she finished closing up the shop.

Roughly an hour had passed since Ezekiel had returned, and it seemed like they were now in a rush to get to the Alkena manor. Something that Ezekiel noticed, however, was that Reya still hadn’t returned from wherever it was that she had run off to.

“Come along, Zeke, your father will meet up at the manor as soon as he can. Reya will likely meet us there as well.” Evelyn said as she and Ezekiel left the shop. “You, there! Garrad. Let’s get going. I need to finish whatever it is you Guilds need from us and go pick up my Girls, so the sooner this is finished the better it will be for everyone.”

“Ah, of course.” Garrad said as he rubbed the back of his head. He couldn’t help but wonder why he was feeling so nervous. He could tell that the small Obscurity Mage in front of him was less powerful than him, even though she was still quite high in the third Tier, but for some reason he couldn’t help but feel like he’d be regretting everything if he didn’t do as she said.

“Mom, could you be a bit nicer to Garrad. He helped me out when this lady tried to force me to come with her earlier, and he was kind enough to escort me safely back to you.” Ezekiel asked and explained. “If you should be mad at anyone, be mad at the Tempest Mage who tried to force me to the ground when I told her no.”

Evelyn looked utterly incensed as she heard what Ezekiel said regarding Mina’s behavior when compared to Garrad’s, and she was quick to apologize to, and thank Garrad for his actions.

Garrad was slightly embarrassed at the thanks, but his deflection of his actions helped cement him as a potential friend and ally at this time.

Eventually, the group made its way back to the Alkena manor, but unlike before, there were no Guild or Church representatives waiting outside, just Alkena family Guards. Instead, there seemed to be a bit of a commotion occurring within the manor boundaries.

BOOM!!!

A loud explosion ripped outwards as the sky filled up with rubble and fire.

“ENOUGH!” a voice from within the manor screamed as the rocks flying in the air suddenly ceased moving and gently floated back inside of the Alkena manor property.

The guards standing outside the property yelled in surprise as they ducked down. That explosion was at least Tier three in power. Fairly high in Tier three at that.

Ezekiel was so shocked he’d stopped moving even as his mother stood in front of him, shadows writhing, to form a shield. Garrad had also taken a defensive stance, his hands glowing with mana as he prepared a spell, just in case. Brucey also grew in stature until he was nearly the same height as Evelyn.

Seeing that the issues seemed to be dealt with, however, Evelyn and Garrad allowed their magic to dispel, but Brucey stayed the same enlarged size, and none of them let their guard down, tension remained as hackles were raised.

Garrad gave Evelyn a confused glance out of the side of his eye. Evelyn’s reaction had surprised him, as he hadn’t expected a seamstress to have such impressive battle instincts. He had been under the impression that she had reached Tier three solely due to her bonded Spirit, but now it seemed like she really was a Hunter worthy of the title.

“Well, this doesn’t seem good.” Garrad said with a forced chuckle as he tried to lighten the mood. “I’ll go first. You probably don’t want to be in the thick of it if a fight starts.”

Garrad marched forward as Evelyn and Ezekiel stayed back a bit. Brucey followed along, growing slightly more until he was shoulder to shoulder with Garrad. Meaning he was almost as wide as half the street they were standing on.

As Garrad walked away, Ezekiel turned to look at his mother.

“Is this normal for the Guilds?” Ezekiel asked.

“... Unfortunately...” Evelyn said with a frustrated tone. She immediately covered her mouth as soon as she said that, before looking down as Ezekiel.

“You don’t have to try and hide it, you know. Even if you haven’t explicitly told me, I’m smart enough to figure out what you and dad used to do before settling in Harkem.” Ezekiel explained to his mother’s embarrassed shock. “Does this mean that the Guild district is more, or less well built than the rest of the city?”

Before Evelyn can answer, Garrad comes back out from the gates, waving at them to come forward and calling for them to come in.

Evelyn and Ezekiel approached, and as they did so, the voices they could barely make out earlier were becoming clearer.

As they entered the property, Ezekiel saw that Mina, the Tempest Mage from before, was injured and cowering behind a woman with violet eyes and hair, which was going gray with age. She bore the same spire and cloud symbol on her armband as Mina did, but hers had four lines on it. A Tier four Lightning Hunter. A falcon with a similar coloring was perched on her shoulder. It was glaring at the man who stood across from her.

A man who stood just a half a foot shorter than Garrad stood in front of the violet haired woman. His hair and eyes were both brown in color, but unlike Garrad, who’s features were more solid, and stone like, this man was sharper, his build comparatively slimmer, and his eyes had a crimson sheen to them. In his hand was a war ax. On his shoulder was a dark red cat with slight orange and yellow highlights in the form of spots and stripes. He bore the symbol of a roaring lion with four lines on his shoulder. A Tier four Flame Hunter.

There were several other people standing around the courtyard, both from the Guilds and the Church of Ten, but everyone’s focus seemed to be on these two figures. Both of whom had caught sight of Ezekiel and his mother entering the property. Evelyn tensed even further as she saw the

“So, this is the little brat that talked back to his betters? He certainly doesn’t look like much, even for a Void Mage.” The violet haired woman stated as they got closer, not once leaving the relative protection that Garrad’s large figure provided for them.

“If you think that little bitch behind you is superior to anyone, then you are sorely mistaken.” The man with the ax said in reply. “So why don’t you take your pesky little chicken, and your worthless little stiff breeze and leave, Kameira? It’s not like the kid’s going to be working with you after your attack dog shit the bed.”

Kameira, the violet haired woman, actually growled as the ax wielding man finished speaking.

“Oh, and you think he’ll take up your offer instead, Reginald?” Kameira asked as she took a threatening step forward. “After Ishkel was practically broken in half by the boy’s father? After your Guild’s executive put the boy in a position where he could’ve died?”

Kameira and Reginald continued to go back and forth as they argued.

It was after a few minutes of this that Ezekiel noticed that there wasn’t a high-level representative from the Church in the courtyard, nor did there seem to be a Tier four member of the Wandering Titans Guild present.

Grabbing his mother’s hand, Ezekiel pulled her toward the building, figuring that there wasn’t much point in remaining there when they hadn’t even met with Allon yet. Garrad, seeing as he was right next to them, noticed where they were going, and decided to follow them as the Tier fours continued arguing.

As they entered the manor proper, welcomed by more Alkena guardsmen, who directed them to where Allon and the other representatives were, Ezekiel looked up at Garrad, feeling even more appreciative at how the man had behaved when interacting with him.

“Are those two usually like that?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yes.” Garrad stated with such certainty that neither Ezekiel nor his mother doubted him for a moment. “The Guilds are supposed to all have the same goal, reclaiming what was lost during the Age of Despair. But most Guilds nowadays only care about one upping each other, and eventually toppling the Prime Guild as number one.”

Ezekiel was confused at that. The Prime Guild was considered number one since it was the only official Guild that had a Tier five member. Most other Tier five beings had long since either forsaken their societal amenities, choosing to become closer to the Spirits, or were the current leaders of the more powerful countries and empires.

“That’s stupid.” Ezekiel said simply.

Evelyn and Garrad both laughed at that, not disagreeing in the slightest.

“Agreed.” Garrad said. “But unfortunately, few are able to overcome their selfish desires in the face of rewards and riches.”

Evelyn looked sad and melancholic as Garrad spoke. Something that Ezekiel noticed, but Garrad and Brucey didn’t, seeing as they were ahead of them in the hallway.

Finally, after walking through several halls, they arrived at the meeting chamber that the guards had directed them to. It was a relatively large room, with a circular table in the center that was big enough to fit at least a dozen people, with room to spare outside of that.

Sitting at one end of the table was an elderly gentleman with almost entirely white hair, but the streaks of brown here and there, as well as the startling bright brown eyes, denoted the man as a Cavern Mage. He wore an armband with the Wandering Titans symbol on it. Curled in front of him, on the table, was a curled up red ferret that seemed to be sleeping.

Next to this man was a Scholar from the Church of Ten, but this was the highest Tier official Ezekiel had ever seen before. Rather than the purely white robes with a badge denoting their elemental affinity, this woman wore White robes that were trimmed with blue linings. They represented a Tier four Glacial Mage, a grand Scholar. Someone who had reached Tier four as a Hunter, but due to the loss of their bonded Spirit, they had retired by joining the Church of Ten. Her hair was only slightly gray with age.

Allon was quietly speaking with both of them, Sherra stood behind him, acting like a personal bodyguard. It seemed like anyone else that was in the room previously had since left to deal with whatever was happening outside. As the door closed behind them, Allon, Sherra, and the two representatives looked over at the three who had entered the room. Brucey chose to stay outside, as he was still fairly big, and wouldn’t be able to sit in any of the chairs inside.

Allon nodded his head in greeting but looked both stressed and tired. He had clearly been sweating but considering the pressure that would’ve appeared had the much higher Tiered Hunters and Mages started arguing, this was nothing to be ashamed of, or surprised at.

“Ah! Garrad. I see you managed to convince the young man here to come. You even managed to find his mother as well! Wonderful. Just wonderful!” The old man from the Wandering Titans said with a smile. “You see, Naeri, I told you my boy would be best for this! No point letting those fools wreck everything like they usually do, right?”

Naeri, the Church representative, was only slightly amused at the man’s words.

“Indeed, Gerome, indeed. However, given the severity of the situation we will not be able to continue without Reginald and Kameira here to represent their Guild. This venture involves all four of our parties afterall.” Naeri said. “For now, please, come sit down. I believe we are just waiting for those two fools outside to finish their argument before we can begin.”

Garrad approached first, heading over to where Gerome was sitting and taking a spot standing behind him, much like Sherra was for Allon. Ezekiel and Evelyn sat down on the side of the table across from Allon and Sherra, and slightly closer to Garrad and Gerome, leaving much of the rest of the table open.

“If it is permissible, I would also like to wait for my husband. He is a captain of the Harkem City guards and should be able to arrive by the time the other representatives are here, if not sooner.” Evelyn said as she addressed Gerome and Naeri. “I would like for the both of us to be here, incase whatever this meeting is about runs late, so that one of us can pick up our daughters as the other remains to watch over our son.”

Gerome and Naeri both had a happy glint in their eyes at Evelyn’s request, while Garrad just kept smiling. At the same time, they tensed up briefly as the shadows beneath the table waved for a moment before Reya stepped out. She quickly leapt up onto the table and started nuzzling up to Evelyn.

Seeing what had set off their senses, the Guild and Church reps in the room calmed down. They also gave Evelyn appraising looks, as if she had done something beyond their expectations.

“Excuse me, but” Ezekiel spoke up, drawing the attention of the rest of the room’s occupants, “what exactly is this meeting about?”

Evelyn, Reya, and Ezekiel each gave the representatives in the room inquisitive looks. As far as they were aware, the only interactions with the Guild that they had ever had in this city was Warren beating up a Roaring Ruins Guild member for essentially conscripting and endangering Ezekiel without even considering speaking to his parents first. As far as they were concerned, the beating Ishkel got was well deserved, and roughly a month ago. If they were going to do something about that, they would’ve done it earlier.

“Does this have to do with whoever it was that sold out all the information the Church has regarding me?” Ezekiel asked.

Gerome and Naeri were both momentarily shocked, before they each sent glares towards Garrad, who was looking anywhere but their general direction.

They both sighed in unison before turning back to Ezekiel.

“Only in part.” Naeri said.

“Wait, what? I thought that my son had nothing to worry about. We specifically went to the Church because we were assured that he would be safe, and that his training wouldn’t lead to anything too dangerous!” Evelyn stood up in outrage as she threw accusations at Naeri, who was one of the highest-ranking members of Harkem’s Church of Ten cathedral.

Naeri held up her hand. A familiar pressure enveloped the room as she flexed her mana to get Evelyn to stop. A slight chill emanated outward from her as well, and the cup of water in front of her frosted over.

Evelyn fell silent, but her eyes were still glaring daggers at Naeri, daring her to dispute what she had claimed regarding the Church’s promises to her and her son. Gerome said nothing as he sipped his now cold tea, deciding that it would be best that he not speak up at this time. Although, the smile he’d had on his face was nowhere to be seen anymore. Garrad as well, was no longer smiling.

Naeri’s eyes lightened as an apologetic look settled on her face. She took a deep breath and sighed once again before speaking.

“Well, it seems like information regarding what Ezekiel has been studying and doing has gotten out. We’re still trying to find out who, exactly, released the information, but we don’t have any leads just yet.” Naeri explained. “Unfortunately, after the information was released, and the Guilds found out, it seems they wish to enlist his services in their next expedition to the newly found Ruins relating to the Ancient Void.”

Evelyn and Ezekiel were shocked at this news. They came here expecting to have to defend themselves from angry Guild members looking for revenge for their broken Relic. Not a job offer to go into some of the most dangerous areas of the world.

SLAM!

The door to the meeting room was thrown open without a care as Warren stood in the doorway, shining brilliantly as he channeled his mana through his body to move faster.

He was breathing heavily, and Theo was on the ground next to him, also panting from exertion, but not as much as Warren, who had clearly carried him at least some of the way here.

Looking around the room, he noticed that his wife and son were fine, but had looks of shock on their faces.

“What did I miss?” Warren asked, entering the room properly, and taking a seat next to his wife, who was now glaring at the representatives in the room.

            

    
        CH 31: Talks And Conditions

    
    
    
    
                After quietly explaining what was happening to Warren, Ezekiel and his family fell into silence. Utterly stoic as they awaited the rest of the Guild representatives. It ended up being nearly ten minutes before Kameira and Reginald returned, each with their own assistant.

The two representatives entered the meeting room silently, while both pointedly looked anywhere that wasn’t in each other’s direction. The scuff marks on their assistants showed that they were clearly involved in a physical dispute that had to be broken up, but luckily there didn’t seem to be any injuries.

They both sat down next to each other, seeing as there weren't any other spaces where they could sit apart at the table.

Allon, being right next to Reginald, as Kameira sat right across from Warren, who sat next to Ezekiel, who was squished between his parents. The far end of the table had but one seat remaining, as it seemed like Kameira would rather sit next to her opposing Guild representative than next to Warren.

“Well then,” Gerome opened up the conversation as everyone sat down, “let’s get down to business. These fine folks know why we’re here now, but let’s figure out whether or not this will actually be done, as well as how we can ensure the boy’s safety if he agrees to come on the expedition.”

Reginald and Kameira both looked disgruntled at Gerome’s words.

“What’s there to discuss? The boy will obviously be coming on the expedition.” Kameira said. “The fact that we are even informing his family of this is a courtesy. Besides, the fact that we are allowing him to accompany us means that he’ll have a purpose in life, unlike all the other Void Mages in the world.”

The other representatives all glared at Kameira as she spoke. Warren and Evelyn looked like they were seconds from diving across the table and snapping Kameira’s neck. Allon and Sherra both winced as they saw the look on their friend’s faces.

“While I don’t agree with Kameira's words, exactly, I do believe that Ezekiel does, in fact, need to come with us, if only to help us recoup the cost of the Relic that he destroyed.” Reginald said. “While it was a mistake, and Ishkel had been punished for his mistake, it doesn’t change the fact that the boy used and destroyed a Relic that was acquired by our Guild.”

Warren and Evelyn looked like they disagreed, but still didn’t say anything, knowing that now wasn’t the time. Allon also looked disgruntled, as he knew it was the Roaring Ruins Guild’s fault but couldn’t say anything as he was the one who had brought Ishkel and Ezekiel together.

“Oh please,” Naeri said as she turned to both Regional and Kameira, “Kameira, we all know you’re full of shit, and given Ezekiel’s history and the information that was released, it’s highly likely that he’ll suffer an ‘accident’ if he goes with you on this excursion.”

Kameira didn’t say anything to dispute that accusation. If anything, she looked almost happy at the thought of Ezekiel suffering.

“And you, Reginald,” Naeri continued, “I’m sorry for your Guild’s loss, as I know that several members were lost during the last excursion to these Ruins, but that doesn’t give you the right to demand anything from Ezekiel. It was entirely Ishkel’s fault that the Relic was activated, and given what we know, it was a one-time-use Relic anyways. So, it doesn’t matter if it was an accident or not, the fact remains that it wasn’t Ezekiel’s fault that the Relic was destroyed.”

Reginald’s face pinched in frustration. He was hoping no one would point that out so he could play the role of wronged party, but it was apparent to him that the Church was throwing in more support than he had expected.

“Given we don’t even know what the Relic did, I still believe that my guild has suffered a lost opportunity at the boy’s hands.” Reginald said.

“You still approached a child, without his guardian’s permission, with the intent to have him use an unknown Relic. One that knocked him unconscious. What if it had been a weapon Relic, or one that was more destructive. Ezekiel could’ve died!” Naeri exclaimed.

“Good riddance.” Kameira muttered under her breath.

Everyone else, except her assistant, glared at her as she wasn’t even trying to be quiet.

“Excuse me,” Warren said as he’d finally had enough, “but you still haven’t explained what exactly is going on here. We get that you want our son to go on an expedition to the recently revealed Ruins, but why exactly are all four major factions here?”

Gerome and Naeri had the decency to look bashful at the question, while Reginald looked annoyed, and Kameira looked indignant.

“You don’t need to know. In fact, why are they even here? We’ve already told them that we’ll be taking their kid. It’s not like they still need to be here for anything else.” Kameira said.

“That’s enough!” Gerome stated, his voice rattling the windows as everyone else flinched in surprise. Allon and Sherra actually turned to make sure the windows hadn’t shattered, and Kameira found it difficult to move as Gerome glared directly at her. “I don’t care what Tier you’re at, nor do I care who you’re related to. You will never speak of taking a child away from their family, in front of me, ever again. Am I understood?”

Kameira didn’t say anything for a moment, even as Gerome’s pressure began to let up.

“AM I UNDERSTOOD, LITTLE GIRL!” Gerome shouted, this time cracking the windows with the force of his words.

“Yes...” Kameira said as she leveled a glare of her own at Gerome.

“Good.” Gerome said before turning back to Warren, eyes raised as he looked at him and Evelyn, before nodding his head, as if suddenly realizing something. “Now, to answer your question, if you agree to it, we'd like Ezekiel to accompany one of our Guilds on the next joint expedition to the Ruins. He cannot join the Church, as they are not permitted to interfere in the affairs of the Guilds, and they themselves will be an accompanying force, also split among the Guilds, but given his involvement with the Church, it seemed best that they have a representative present for these talks. Especially since the information recently released has some potential impact on the Church’s affairs.”

Gerome’s explanation shed some light on what Ezekiel was being asked to do. But it didn’t make things any better in Evelyn and Warren’s eyes. If anything, they seemed even more frustrated at what was going on.

“The actual expedition will occur in a month, roughly two weeks after the open recruitment for prospective members is finished. So, about three and a half weeks from now as the testing will begin at the end of this week and will go on for all of next week. The two-week time period will be for the successful tryouts to attempt to find and bond with a Spirit.” Gerome further explained. “Those kids won’t be coming on this particular expedition, but that’s not something you need to be worried about.”

“What happens if we say no?” Warren asked.

“Things.” Kameira said in a threatening manner. “Cowards like you don’t get a say. You both have Spirits, but here you are playing house with a worthless Void Mage, instead of bringing glory to humanity by fighting the Cruor and reclaiming our ancestral Relics.”

Gerome actually face palmed at that, as he couldn’t believe that someone like Kameira could actually reach the fourth Tier, and Reginald also looked frustrated, but didn’t seem to disagree at all.

Warren and Evelyn turned to Gerome and Naeri.

“I’m laying this out right now. If we agree for our son to go with you, he will not be having anything to do with this bitch or her Guild. So, get rid of her. There’s no reason for her to stay.” Warren stated with finality.

“You insignificant-” Kameira stood up in indignation as Warren finished speaking, only for her movements to halt as she found herself restrained by shadows.

Kameira’s falcon let out a shriek as she and Kameira both started sparking with electricity in response, only to wince as a bright, glaring light temporarily blinded them. Followed by a sickening ‘crunch’ as Warren’s closed fist met Kameira’s face, breaking her nose, and his hand, from just how hard he punched her.

“Guh!” Kameira grunted in pain as she was thrown backwards from her seat. As she tried to stand, he found herself pushed down as Reya, in her full-grown bear sized form laid a paw on her chest and kept her pinned.

Her falcon Spirit was unable to help, as she was currently trapped between the jaws of Theo’s also full-grown bear sized form. His main was sparkling just as Reya’s rosettes seemed to suck in light.

The aura of a mid-Tier four Spirit emanates from the both of them. Proving that they are both more than capable of dealing with the low Tier four Kameira and her similarly low Tier four falcon Spirit.

Reginald stands up in shock, even as Gerome waves him down. Neither Gerome nor Naeri show any surprise at the situation.

“Calm down, Reginald.” Gerome said with a flat and calming tone. “They won’t be going after either you or myself. So, sit down and watch the show.”

Reginald reluctantly sat down, his own bonded Spirit digging its claws into his shoulder as its hackles were raised in the presence of two Spirits that were ever so slightly stronger than it.

“You-you’re... both... Legend Hunters?” Kameira barely managed to grunt out as Reya kept her pinned. Shadows ran up and down Kameira’s body like countless knives gently sliding against her skin without cutting her.

“No. We’re just lucky enough to be bonded with Legendary Spirits.” Evelyn stated quietly. “Now, why don’t you, and your pants wetting assistant get out. You’re no longer welcome here.”

Reya roughly raised her foot off of Kameira’s chest, tearing through the enchanted armor she was wearing with little difficulty. Theo, likewise, spat out her bonded Spirit, taking off a couple of feathers as he did so. Both were in fairly rough shape.

Standing up and turning around, Kameira saw that her assistant had, indeed, wet his pants in fear of the two Spirits' appearance.

“Let’s go. Clearly, we have better things to do.” Kameira said as she tried to get the last word in before leaving.

“Yeah. Like getting a new set of clothes, so that the only people you flash are the ones in the manor. Now run along and complete your walk of shame. I’m sure Alexandria is looking forward to your report.” Warren said as he covered Ezekiel’s eyes.

“What-?” Kameira started to say in confusion, mostly wondering how Warren knew the name of her fellow Rising Spires Guild leader, only for a draft to blow across her body as the rest of her clothes began to fall apart. Miniscule cuts revealing her middle-aged body to the occupants of the room.

“Raaaggh” Kameira shrieked as she darted out of the room, tearing off the cloak her assistant wore and wrapping it around her as she fled. Her half bald falcon Spirit chased after her, as did her assistant and his bonded Spirit, after he had regained his bearings.

Warren removed his hand from Ezekiel’s face with a chuckle as Evelyn straightened out her clothes and gave the once again shrunken Reya a couple of pets and a hug. Theo, also small once again, stood imperiously on the table in front of Ezekiel, also demanding pets, which Ezekiel was happy to give, much to Theo’s purring enjoyment.

“Well, now,” Warren said as he sat down again, “since the rat winged pest is gone, perhaps we can continue.”

“That sounds good to me.” Gerome said with a small laugh. “The questions from before still stand. Will you let Ezekiel come with us, and who will he go with?”

“Wait, that’s it?” Reginald asked, incredulously, “You’re not surprised? Wait, did you already know?”

Evelyn and Warren looked frustrated at Reginald’s questions, while Gerome and Naeri looked like they didn’t care.

“No, I did not know, but I figured out that they had their own assurances from how they behaved in the face of seven additional Tier four beings, four being we representatives, and three being our bonded Spirits.” Gerome explained as he gave his ferret Spirit a few pets of its own. “Naeri likely knew beforehand, as I knew that these two have connections to some fairly important Church Scholars, but honestly, it’s not like being bonded with a Tier four Spirit is illegal.”

“Even still, it would be nice to know how important these two were before we got started.” Reginald said in exasperation.

“Why does it matter if you knew beforehand or not?” Naeri said with a raised eyebrow.

“Because power matters in this world. For many, power is the only thing that matters.” Reginald explained with no shame, and no care. “Had I known they were actually worthy of my respect, rather than just being a couple of lucky Mages with a kid, then we could’ve finished this a while ago.”

Ezekiel and his family bristled at the uncaring tone as Reginald continued to speak as if they weren’t here. Reginald seemed to ignore them, but Warren and Evelyn could see a small sheen of sweat appearing on his brow.

“As it is, I apologize for my previous act of blaming your son for everything, and I will not be demanding that he accompany my Guild on this expedition, but I cannot take back my demands for recuperation for the cost of the Relic we lost. Reginald further stated. “At the very least, I cannot leave here without an explanation as to why the Relic was destroyed, and what exactly the Relic was.”

Naeri and Gerome just sighed at Reginald’s pushy behavior but were at least pleased that Reginald wasn’t being as forceful as before.

“If you must know, after speaking with Ezekiel, we have confirmed that the Relic inquisition was an information deposit. It held a record and a message from the Ancient Void, accessible to only the Void Mage who activated it.” Naeri explained. Reginald was surprised, and even Gerome looked interested in what exactly the Roaring Ruins Guild was so worked up over. “As it is, this is directly tied to the information regarding Ezekiel’s breakthroughs in Void meditations and his skill in accumulating Void mana. Apparently, the Relic showed him images of the Ancient Void using magic, and he managed to make his own interpretations and discoveries using it. It was destroyed due to the knowledge no longer being inside it, and the now empty vessel lost its energy before turning to dust due to time.”

Ezekiel and his family didn’t say anything, as they knew the truth, but this was the story that had been created to keep the dangers coming for Ezekiel in the dark regarding his actual capabilities. Only Lina knew the actual and full truth, but she had also conveyed this story to the Church to keep the family’s secret. It was likely that Naeri also knew the truth but given that she had just told Reginald and Gerome the altered story, she was likely siding with Ezekiel in this situation.

Ezekiel was the only one looking at Gerome, trying to see if he could find any indications that he knew if Naeri was lying, as he knew from Garrad that high Tier Cavern Mages could sense lies through vibrations and heartbeats.

Seeing nothing, Ezekiel decided that he would leave it be, as he knew he wouldn’t be able to do anything about it anyways.

Reginald, after hearing Naeri’s words, let out a sigh of frustration.

“So, the Relic really was worthless to us.” Reginald said. “Well, even at the worst price imaginable. It would’ve still been worth at least a thousand gold coins to a collector at the auction.”

“You just admitted that the Relic was worthless, and you’re still trying to get money from us?!” Warren cried out. “How greedy can you people be?!”

Reginald looked put out at that accusation.

“It’s not a matter of greed, mister Luminance. It’s a matter of respect and debt.” Reginald said. “Yes, your boy fell unconscious after activating the Relic, but he ultimately recovered none the worse for wear, and in fact, came out of things quite well off, given he has revolutionized Void mana accumulation.”

Warren and Evelyn winced at that, knowing they couldn’t dispute it without putting Ezekiel into harm’s way.

“Meanwhile, not only did my Guild lose an, at the time, potentially priceless Relic, but you also beat one of my executives into the ground and broke every bone in his body before giving him some healing and calling it even.” Reginald explained. “The situation is anything but even, and the Roaring Ruins Guild insists on repayment.”

Warren and Evelyn were silent, and they gave Naeri, and Gerome, looks as they tried to figure out what to do. Unfortunately, it seemed like now that Reginald was actually making a point with his arguments, neither Gerome nor Naeri were willing to step in once again.

Naeri clearly wanted to, but had closed her eyes in frustration, seeing as how Reginald was no longer demanding Ezekiel himself pay for everything, nor was he blowing things out of proportion when it came to being a victim. Ultimately, in her eyes, one thousand gold was not too big a price. Ezekiel no longer being directly blamed for the problem was also a factor in her allowing Reginald to ask for repayment.

Gerome only cared about whether or not Ezekiel, as a child, was being abused or mistreated. After seeing the power that Warren and Evelyn actually had access to, he felt that they could take care of this themselves now. If push came to shove, they would both be able to do something that would get them out of debt. It would just take some time, and perhaps interest payments.

“We don’t have that much money saved.” Warren said through gritted teeth. “Nor do we have anything of equal value to provide.”

“Then the Roaring Ruins Guild will be going to Count Harkem, and you and your family will be fined appropriately for your actions.” Reginald said in a matter-of-fact tone. Suddenly, he gave a smile as something seemed to occur to him. “I believe the property of your shop and home should be able to pay off most of your debt. Unless one of you two are willing to go on this expedition instead?”

The room was silent as everyone inside the room pondered as to what they could do. Neither Warren nor Evelyn wanted to lose their home and business, but it didn’t seem like there was much they could do.

The only other option they could think of was what Reginald had said. Either Evelyn or Warren would need to go on the expedition, but there was no way they’d be permitted on the expedition without a contract, to ensure that people as powerful as them couldn’t betray the Guild they worked for, which would be the Roaring Ruins Guild since it was that Guild they were indebted to, which would certainly lock them into service with the Roaring Ruins Guild for at least a few years.

Given that Evelyn and Warren were both nearly Tier four Hunters, who were already bonded with Tier four Spirits, it was obvious that the Roaring Ruins Guild would be getting more out of this deal than a mere thousand gold.

Finally, just when it seemed like Evelyn and Warren were going to speak up, Ezekiel voiced a different option.

“Excuse me, mister Gerome.” Ezekiel said, drawing the attention of the room's occupants to himself. “How much money would I get if I accompanied your Guild on the expedition?”

Evelyn and Warren looked shocked, while Reginald looked dumbfounded. He had not expected Ezekiel to speak up at this time and was fully expecting Evelyn or Warren to offer to join his Guild in exchange for removing the debt.

“What-?” “No!” “Ten thousand gold.”

Warren, Evelyn and Gerome all spoke up at the same time, only for everyone to turn to Gerome in shock. Ten thousand gold was more money than any of them were expecting and was likely more than what this expedition was actually going to get any of the Guilds, even if they found another Void Relic.

“In fact, if you are willing to sign a contract, right now, stating that you will join my Guild on the expedition in several weeks, I am willing to pay your family ten thousand gold right here, right now.” Gerome further explained. “You will, have to turn over at least half of whatever you find within the Ruins over to the Guild, as we will be protecting you, since we can’t expect someone who hasn’t even opened their first Chakra to be able to defend himself from the Cruor and Umbrals we are likely to run into, but I believe that this arrangement should be more than fair.”

“Now hold on just a minute, Gerome!” Regional exclaimed as he stood up. “You can’t just go paying off their debt. That’s illegal according to the regulations that limit Guild and commoner interactions! The Guilds aren’t even able to interact with nobles when it comes to that much money!”

Gerome just gave Reginald a side eyed glance before turning back to Ezekiel, who hadn’t turned away from Gerome this entire time.

“You would be right, if I was paying off their debt, but I am not. I am paying Ezekiel for services rendered towards my Guild. If he wished to use what would be his money, and his alone, to pay off his debt to your Guild, then there is nothing wrong with that.” Gerome stated, with a tone of finality. “And given that the Church itself has witnessed you stating that the debt is one thousand gold, do not try to weasel out any more from them, else you really do make enemies today.”

Reginald flinched back in shock before looking over at Naeri, only to see her glaring at him with unforgiving eyes as she knew the full extent of Reginald’s attempted extortion. Any forgiveness she had felt for him after he smartened up when Evelyn and Warren’s power was revealed had disappeared.

Reginald could do nothing but grit his teeth in regret. He only hoped that Evelyn and Warren wouldn’t be willing to let their son go on the expedition. Otherwise, he would have to report a failure to add two Tier four Hunters to the Roaring Ruins’ Guild. Worse yet, they both had feline bonded Spirits. Something that the Roaring Ruins Guild always looked out for when looking for prospective members.

Evelyn and Warren were silent for a while due to shock at the amount of money that was being offered to them to have Ezekiel go on this expedition. This much money was more than they had ever thought that they’d have in their entire lives since coming to settle in Harkem.

“I’ll do it.” Ezekiel said as his parents remained silent.

Their son’s declaration snapped Evelyn and Warren out of their thoughts fairly quickly.

“Ezekiel! No!” Evelyn exclaimed, having no desire to see her son involved with the Guilds. Especially when he hadn’t even become an official Mage yet.

Warren didn’t say anything as he continued to think about what had been happening. Ever since that Relic had spoken to Ezekiel, there’d been more and more things happening surrounding his son than he’d ever have expected of a child who grew up as Ezekiel had. Nowhere near as tough as what he and Evelyn had been through when they were his age, but the circumstances were too different to truly compare.

Worse yet, thanks to his patrols as a Guard Captain for Harkem, he knew that the city was becoming less and less safe for Void Mages. The Cult of Light had been more vocal recently, and with the information regarding Ezekiel coming to light, perhaps it would be best for him to be away for a little bit. Just while things cool down.

“Honey,” Warren finally spoke up, “stop for a moment, and let Ezekiel speak.”

“Warren, what are you saying?” Evelyn asked. “You can’t seriously be thinking about letting him go on this expedition? He’s not even a Mage yet! Even if an entire Tier Four Guild is supporting him, that doesn’t mean that he’ll be safe!”

“Being in this city doesn’t mean that he’ll be safe!” Warren said as he raised his voice. “You haven’t seen it, since we’re lucky to live quite close to the Cathedral, and the patrols are mostly regular, but in the past month the number of crimes involving the mistreatment of Void Mages has increased exponentially, and the past couple of days alone have seen that number increase even more!”

Evelyn fell silent. Warren had never yelled at her before, and even now his anger wasn’t directed at her, but to see him this frustrated and helpless had clearly shocked her.

“Has it really gotten that bad? I know there was the incident yesterday, but I thought that it was a one-time thing.” Evelyn said, now worried that things were much worse than she had thought.

“It’s been isolated to the higher-class residential areas and the slums near the docks, so we haven’t seen much, but it seems like it is getting more and more common. I don’t know what the Count is doing right now, but it is known that he’s been speaking regularly with a man wearing clothes with iconography depicting the Ancient Radiance.” Warren explained. “I don’t know what’s going to be happening, perhaps these people do, but for now, it might be good to get Ezekiel away from the city for a bit. So long as a few guarantees are met.”

Reginald didn’t look surprised at what Warren had been saying about incidents with Void Mages. He had still been looking down at this point, more so since Warren seemed to approve of Ezekiel joining the expedition, he also didn’t care one way or another what happened to Void Mages, but upon hearing that there would be conditions for allowing Ezekiel to join, he perked up a bit, hoping that they would be too outrageous for Gerome to follow.

“First of all, I want all agreements to be signed via Spirit Covenant. One that will be witnessed and recorded with the Church of Ten.” Warren stated as he stared directly at Gerome and Naeri, knowing that at least one of them would have made and kept one.

Gerome and Naeri both looked briefly surprised at this request, but their expressions quickly turned serious, knowing that anything else moving forward would no longer be just talks about possibilities.

Reginald’s jaw dropped open as he stared in shock at the audacity that Warren was displaying in making such a demand.

“What's a Spirit Covenant?” Ezekiel asked, not knowing what this new term was, but understanding that it was clearly a big deal given the expressions on everyone’s faces.

“A Spirit Covenant is a magically enforced contract between two parties. Both parties must have bonded Spirits, as the cost of breaking this Covenant is not a loss of material wealth or health, but the total severance of the bond between Spirit and Mage.” Warren stated with a solemn tone. “Given the sanctity of a Spirit Bond, Only Tier four Hunters are even capable of making such an agreement, although lower Tiered Hunters can still sign it once made. As well, the agreement cannot be signed unless both the Mage and their bonded Spirit agree to the conditions of the covenant. If there is any disagreement, then the contract cannot be made.”

After explaining the specifics to Ezekiel, Warren fell quiet as he stared down both Gerome and Naeri. Behind them, Garrad was starting to sweat in nervousness.

“Boss...” Garrad said, knowing that Gerome was not necessarily opposed to this condition, so long as the contract wasn’t too restrictive.

“... What would be required of me?” Gerome finally said after some thought.

Reginald slumped in his chair, knowing that there was no way that he would be getting Warren and Evelyn now. Worse yet, he’d only be leaving here with a mere one thousand gold. Such a loss was not what he was expecting for today.

“Only that you will personally do your best to protect my son.” Warren stated. “I know that he will be in danger, so I won’t ask that you keep him out of it, but I will only feel confident in his safety if a full-fledged Tier four is directly looking after him.”

“I can agree to that.” Gerome said, feeling that this was not at all beyond his means. Playing the role of bodyguard for an asset on this expedition was certainly something simple for him to do.

“Even if it means prioritizing his safety over your Guild’s?” Warren asked. “Even over your own family?”

Warren looked directly at Garrad as he said this.

Gerome’s hackles were now rising, and a weight began settling on the occupants of the room.

“Honey...” Evelyn said quietly, not sure if this was a good direction to be taking things.

“Dad, that’s-”

“No, Ezekiel, this is one of my conditions, and it will be met before you go on this expedition.” Warren stated firmly as he stood his ground and didn’t look away from Gerome’s gaze.

Finally, Gerome relented.

“Fine. I will prioritize Ezekiel’s safety over all else, to the best of my abilities, while we are within the Ruins.” Gerome said.

“While you are outside the city, and until he is returned to the city.” Warren countered. “We both know that there are dangers out there that have nothing to do with the Ruins.”

“Fine.” Gerome said with frustration in his voice. He couldn’t help but feel both happy and annoyed at Warren’s behavior. Happy because it was always good to see a father doing what’s best for his child, but annoyed that what’s best for Warren and Ezekiel might not be what’s best for Gerome and his Guild. “What are your other conditions?”

“Those are not for you.” Warren said as he directed his gaze towards his son. “Those are for Ezekiel.”

The room all looked at Ezekiel as Warren spoke, curious as to what was going to be expected of him. Ezekiel was also curious and turned to his father with a questioning look on his face.

“You want to do this, don’t you.” Warren stated. It was not a question. “You want to go to the Ruins, and you want to see what’s out there. I’m sure you’re worried about the debt, but you and I both know that you have other reasons for wanting to go.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but look down in guilt as the rest of the room, barring Evelyn, looked on in confusion.

“If you want to do this, then you need to prove to me that you can survive out there.” Warren said as Theo approached, sitting in front of Ezekiel on the table. He had grown in size to that of a large dog, but his mane and appearance were just like when he was at full size.

“How will I do that?” Ezekiel asked as he nervously stared at Theo’s partially full powered form.

“You will fight with Theo for real, and win.” Warren stated, sealing Ezekiel’s fate.

            

    
        CH 32: Fighting A Spirit

    
    
    
    
                Warren’s condition before agreeing was shocking enough to bring the entire room to a frenzy as no one believed that it was in any way fair. But as the room settled down, everyone looked towards Ezekiel to determine what he was going to do, as Warren wouldn’t budge.

Even Evelyn couldn’t change his mind, but the Guild and Church representatives were confused as to why she was insisting he retract the conditions entirely, and not even give Ezekiel a chance to fight.

‘They don’t actually think it’s possible for their son to defeat a Tier four Spirit Beast, do they?’ was the thought that went through everyone’s mind as they made their way to the training hall. Brucey accompanied them as the training hall would be large enough for him to enter and sit without being too cramped.

Evelyn didn’t accompany them, running off right away as she determined that she needed to go and get Wendy and Ellen from school. It wouldn’t take long for her to return with the twins, but she felt it best to go now, rather than risk being late.

So, as Warren, Ezekiel, Theo, and the rest of the people from the meeting arrived at the training room, Warren spoke up once again. Allon and Sherra continued to accompany them, as they were the one’s playing host to the Guild and the Church, even if they were mostly just there for show at this point.

“Now, Ezekiel, how much mana have you still got left?” He asked as he and Theo walked to one side of the arena.

“... I used up most of my mana defending myself from a Tier two Radiant Mage who tried to melt my face. So, I’ve only got thirty right now, compared to the seventy I had before.” Ezekiel stated as he stood across from Theo in the sparring ring.

The representatives and Alkena’s had gone to the stands to observe. Each was surprised at what Ezekiel was saying regarding his mana. Most mages would be quite upset at such a situation, given that that much mana was something that was difficult for many children to acquire before opening their first Chakra.

“Hearing Ezekiel’s words, Warren closed his eyes and entered his own meditative state, opening his eyes after a couple of seconds to look around the room. He then turned to address Naeri.

“Grand Scholar.” He said, using her official title rather than her given name, to show how serious he was taking this situation. “Did the information that was leaked include the newest discovery from earlier this week?”

Naeri didn't look shocked at Warren’s inquiry, as she figured that Ezekiel had likely talked to his parents about it, given that it was his discovery.

“Not the exact particulars, but everything prior to last week regarding Void mana accumulation has been revealed.” Naeri explained. “Why do you ask?”

Warren didn’t say anything as he turned back to Ezekiel.

“Son, I want you to use whatever visualization techniques you want, gather as much mana as you can from the various motes within this room as you can. You should be able to restore your mana to its highest point, if you’re careful.” Warren said as he locked eyes with Ezekiel. “If you’re going on this expedition, then they’re going to find out about your meditation anyway, so might as well give them a show. I’m sure they’ll keep quiet until you set off.”

Warren gave Reginald a glare as he said this, his eyes sweeping over the assistant from the Roaring Ruins Guild as well. Both swallowed nervously but knew that they would be the ones that Warren and Evelyn went after if additional news was leaked, given that Gerome had already promised to sign a Spirit Covenant.

“Okay.” Ezekiel said as he sat down cross legged, placing his hands out to the sides facing away from each other. Going back to his original attempts at Void gathering, he decided that he would push himself this time, and not hold back, given that his father would be pushing him further than ever today.

Entering a meditative trance, Ezekiel saw quite a bit of mana floating around. As he had decided to go all out, he first started with a swirling mix of stone and wind, once again in the shape of a yin-yang symbol, but this time he also split his attention to include a swirling mix of fire and water, with steam rising up as the two elements mixed with one another.

Sweat began to accumulate on Ezekiel’s brow as his pushed his mind to the limit to gather as much mana as possible. If it wasn’t for his use of Newton's cradle concepts that he’d discovered last week, he’d have never even considered meditating in this way. It was reckless, and there was no way he’d be able to expel the excess mana safely if he had too much of it otherwise.

But as this occurred, the Guild representatives and Naeri all looked on in shock as they focused their own mana to see what Ezekiel was doing. They saw the mana for Glacial, Flame, Tempest, and Cavern magic all flowing towards Ezekiel at once, disappearing into his body as it got closer.

The four types of mana split into two groups, creating Void mana as the Flame and Glacial mana mixed together, just as the Tempest and Cavern mana did when they were also mixed.

There wasn’t much in regard to Flame and Glacial mana, with Ezekiel only able to make ten motes of Void mana from all the Flame and Glacial mana he’d absorbed from within his range. There was more from the Cavern and Tempest mana, granting him twenty-two motes of Void mana, which in total, left him with sixty-two motes of Void mana. Not quite the seventy he had from before, but still nearly double what he had prior to this.

Next was the hard part, expelling the excess Flame and Tempest mana without releasing his Void mana. Using his Void mana to push the Flame and Tempest mana to opposite sides of his body, he lines up additional Void mana and readied himself before slamming them forward, forcing the metaphysical momentum through his stationary mana and into the Flame and Tempest mana.

The two motes of Flame mana and six motes of Tempest mana shot outwards, leaving Ezekiel’s body and flying outwards until they went beyond his range of meditation.

Ezekiel then brought the Void mana back towards his core where he left it to settle with the rest.

Opening his eyes, Ezekiel nearly lost balance as he almost fell backwards. His consciousness was faint as he’d used up almost the entirety of his mental stamina to what he just did. Visualizing four elements at once was something he had never done before, but he knew that he’d need whatever edge he could get if he wanted to proceed.

Taking in a deep breath, and looking like death warmed over, Ezekiel stood up, forcing himself to focus on Theo, who was looking at him apathetically from across the ring.

“... Are you finished?” Warren asked with only the barest hint of worry in his voice. He had understood his son’s explanation of this new aspect of Void mana before, but this was the first time he’d witnessed it. Both we and the representatives were shocked when they suddenly noticed Flame and Tempest mana shooting out of Ezekiel’s body all of a sudden after the mana stopped flowing towards him.

“I’m back at sixty-two motes. I don’t think there’s any more I can do right now. Not without an hour or so’s rest and a fresh area with more mana for me to absorb.” Ezekiel explained.

This made sense to the others in the room. They were all official mages, high Tier ones at that, so their meditative range encompassed the whole of the training area, and beyond, out into the manor. Using his tremor sensing, Gerome could actually sense mana and people upwards of several blocks away.

Given that Ezekiel wasn’t an official Mage yet, it made sense that his meditation could only allow him to commune with the mana within a ten-foot radius or so.

“How long did I meditate for?” Ezekiel asked, he was starting to get a hold of himself again. “I... kinda pushed myself, so I couldn’t focus on how long that was.”

“It was about fifteen minutes; your mind has grown much stronger. If you weren’t focusing on four elements, I’m sure you’d have gone for over double that amount of time.” Warren said with a hint of pride, even as he tried to stay stone faced. “Now, grab a weapon, quickly, and let’s begin. Your mother should be back with your sisters soon.”

Ezekiel nodded before making his way over to a weapon rack and picking out a weighted wooden sword. Warren raised his eyes at that, as he knew that Ezekiel tended to prefer using a staff in his spars.

“Not using a staff this time?” Warren asked. “It seems like you really are taking this seriously. But that won’t be enough.”

Warren reached down to his side where there was a small pouch tied to his belt. Opening it up, Warren withdrew a sword that was far too long to have fit within the dimensions of the pouch.

Ezekiel was shocked. He’d seen this pouch plenty of times before and knew that his mother had one as well. He’d looked inside them a few times before as well, but as far as he could tell they were just fancy looking pouches that had colorful specks decorating the inside. He’d even felt around inside it before, but never noticed anything special.

“This is a Void Pouch. Their worth has been determined to be roughly a hundred gold for the smallest types, but they are a severely regulated Relic, and one of the few that we have managed to retain the method of creation for.” Warren explained. “Usually, only Guilds that specialize in crafting will make these pouches, using special tools created for the purpose of drawing and channeling Void mana from pure crystals. Once a pouch has been exposed to a person’s unique mana, only that person can use that pouch, unless they willingly sever their connection, or they die.”

Ezekiel was both amazed and confused.

“Wait, if they use pure crystals, then doesn’t that mean they’re something that Void Mages can create?” Ezekiel asked, thinking that this was another thing that he could work on in the future.

“Unfortunately, not. They use a series of enchanted glyphs and runes to channel the mana from the pure crystals, so they’re not something that requires a Void mage to create.” Warren explained, dashing Ezekiel’s hopes of having a new and personalized magic. “Now here, it’s not enchanted, but you’ll need this if you want to stand a chance.”

Warren threw the sword he drew from his Void pouch towards Ezekiel. It landed blade first in the ground of the sparring ring. Ezekiel dropped the weighted wooden sparring sword on the ground within the ring before pulling the new sword from the ground.

It was a hand-and-a-half sword, which, due to the fact that Ezekiel wasn’t full grown, was just short of a longsword for him, proportionally. Ezekiel gave it a few test swings before nodding his head and taking a ready stance.

The representatives in the stands were starting to look bored at this point but perked up as they were about to see what Ezekiel could do. Most of their familiars joined them, but Brucey stayed at the bottom and curled up to watch the show.

“Alright then. Ezekiel,” Warren said as he observed Ezekiel and Theo standing across from one another, “Theo will be fighting you at the strength of an initial Tier two Spirit, but he will retain his full mana capacity. Meaning that he will be able to continuously throw around low end Tier two spells without getting tired. You, on the other hand, don’t need to hide anything. Fight as hard as you can and do whatever it takes to win. If you manage to draw blood from Theo, I will consider this a win. Other than these rules, everything will be real, and Theo will only stop if you are unconscious.”

“Understood.” Ezekiel said, his eyes not leaving Theo’s form.

He discreetly readied his mana as his father raised his hand.

“In that case, begin!” Warren said with a yell as he slashed his hand downward.

Ezekiel immediately dashed forward and to the side, avoiding the beams of light that shot out from Theo’s eyes as Ezekiel moved fast enough to only be a blur to the eyes of a Tier one Mage.

He forced himself into a roll as Theo moved his head in Ezekiel’s direction. He was forced to expend another mote of mana in order to get out of the way of Theo’s beams as they continued to chase him. Seeing little choice in the matter, Ezekiel channeled some mana into his clothes, enhancing the enchantments to the best of his abilities, as he jumped backwards to get some distance to figure something out.

This was not a good idea, as Theo just continued channeling mana through his eyes to fire a continuous beam of burning light at Ezekiel, intent on wearing him down to no mana at all.

‘That’s six.’ Ezekiel thought to himself as he was forced to burn more mana in order to defend against Theo’s eyes.

Choosing to take a chance, Ezekiel focused mana into both his clothes and his arms as he took a hit from Theo’s eyes, and dug his sword into the ground, swinging the sword sideways at an angle. He then used the sword as a lever to heave the sparring floor upwards, giving him some small cover as a reprieve from Theo’s relentless attack.

Back up in the stands, the representatives and Alkena’s were watching with surprise as they witnessed Ezekiel’s abilities. They knew that Void mages could use their mana to enhance their physical abilities, but this was more than they had expected.

“The boy is doing fairly well for himself.” Nari commented as she watched Ezekiel dodge the beams for a while before falling back. “Shame that he’ll never pass this test.”

Gerome and Reginald just nodded, as did their assistants.

“Excuse me, Grand Scholar, but what do you mean?” Allon asked. He didn’t know much about fighting, but he was still a Tier two Mage, and his wife was also a True Hunter, even if she hadn’t gone on any excursions outside the city before. However, it seemed like Sherra was also confused. Feris, as well, didn’t know what was going on as he watched the battle from his seat on Sherra’s lap.

“Quite simply, mister Alkena, a Spirit’s body grows tougher as it grows in strength. Even if it is limited to Tier two spells and power, Theo’s body alone is much too tough to be cut by a simple sword.” Naeri explained. “Although, I’m surprised at you, Reginald. I would’ve thought you’d be jumping for joy, what with Ezekiel not being able to take up Gerome’s deal.”

Reginald said nothing as he watched Ezekiel lift the ground to create cover.

“I feel like I’ve underestimated this family far too much today.” Reginald said. “Besides, correct me if I’m wrong, Gerome, but given that it’s not enchanted, that sword should’ve snapped under the pressure the boy just put it under.”

“Indeed. It seems like Void mana doesn’t just enhance the user’s body, and elemental spells.” Gerome said. “It will certainly be costly, but it may very well be possible for Ezekiel to win this.”

Naeri, having now noticed the same things as Reginald and Gerome, was also having a change in opinion as she continued watching Ezekiel hide behind his newly created cover. The lifted ground from the ring was now being worn away by Theo’s beams, slower than he was capable of, but still fairly quickly.

“Well, even if he can enhance that sword, it means little if he can’t get close.” Naeri stated.

Just as she finished speaking, the doors to the training room opened as Ezekiel dashed out from cover. In walked Shari and her friends, along with Evelyn, Wendy and Ellen. Peni and Stephen entered last, bringing up the rear as they closed the doors behind them.

Seeing Ezekiel fighting with Theo in the sparring ring, they all stopped and stared, only for Wendy and Ellen to nearly shriek in amazement. Luckily, Evelyn was quick enough to cover their mouths to keep them silent.

Shari, Drew, Riley, and Yennifrey were also shocked, but their exclamations were not nearly as loud as Wendy and Ellen’s nearly were.

“Is that Ezekiel?” Riley asked as she saw Ezekiel charging forward, sword in one hand, and the other raised, the sleeve enhanced to a ridiculous extent as he charged towards Theo as fast as he could.

He suddenly needed to start dodging attacks as Theo changed from a continuous beam to multiple shots, the impacts throwing Ezekiel off before he could start dodging faster than the other kids could follow with their eyes.

‘Twenty.’ Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince as he kept mentally counting the total mana he had used. He figured he’d need to spend at least twenty-five if he wanted to draw blood, so he’d likely only have one chance.

Jumping back and forth, and not taking his eyes off of Theo, Ezekiel knew that this was his best chance to get in close to try and land a blow, as there were small openings between the shots Theo was firing. He was nearly there, too. Just a little bit closer.

“Come along, children. Let’s go sit down and let this finish.” Evelyn said through a tensed jaw as she pulled the kids out of their stupor and brought them to the stands. Wendy and Ellen, seeing Brucey at the bottom of the stands, immediately went over to play with the dog sized bear.

“What’s going on?” Shari asked Evelyn as they walked up the stairs to the stands.

“You’ll find out later.” Evelyn said shortly as she kept on walking. Shari, knowing she wasn’t going to get anything more from Evelyn right now, shut her mouth and followed to take a seat.

The rest made their way up the stands, moving to take a seat close to, but not directly next to, the representatives. Drew, noticing the sashes tied to their arms, immediately froze up as he saw leaders from two of the top three Guilds in the city watching his friend fight.

Yennifrey, noticing Drew’s shock and awe, quickly took in what he was seeing and tried to snap him out of it. Not wanting her friend to embarrass himself.

“Drew.” She said as she dug her finger into his side. “Freak out later. You want to make a good impression, don’t you?”

Drew, snapping out of his stupor, thanked Yennifrey and moved to sit down with his friends a little way away from the representatives. But he couldn’t take his eyes off of them, subconsciously choosing to ignore Ezekiel in exchange for staring at them.

Reginald and his assistant just scoffed at Drew’s behavior, but Gerome, Garrad, and Naeri couldn’t help but chuckle as they saw Drew staring out of the corner of their eyes.

Back in the ring, Ezekiel had finally gotten close enough to land a blow on Theo, and was about to strike with all his strength, partially channeling mana to do so, only for Theo to leap out of the way.

Ezekiel was then hit in the chest as Theo opened his mouth and fired a much larger, but less intense, beam of light directly at his chest.

“Ezekiel!” Shari called out as Ezekiel went flying back to where he’d first started this fight.

Warren just let out a sigh as he saw Ezekiel land and roll on the ground. He knew Ezekiel had just expended a bunch of mana, and likely wouldn’t have enough to try again. In a way, he was relieved, as he had no desire to see his son go off on a Ruin expedition when he wasn’t even an official Mage yet.

Suddenly, Ezekiel stopped rolling, and forcing himself into a spin, Ezekiel grabbed the practice sword from before, and using the mana he’d focused into his previous swing, Ezekiel threw it as hard as he could, using some of the momentum from his roll and spin, and let just a little bit of the mana leak into the sparring sword itself.

‘Thirty-one.’ Ezekiel mentally counted. He’d now used up half his mana in this fight and would barely have enough to finish this.

The sparring sword flew at Theo faster than he could move out of the way. It struck Theo right in the side, but the surprising thing wasn’t the hit as Theo didn’t even flinch from the impact. It was the fact that the sword shattered into multiple pieces, which then began to grow, and wrap around Theo’s body.

Peni gasped in shock at this, as this was nearly at the level of Tier zero life magic.

It wasn’t anything so special, of course, as it was only Ezekiel channeling Void mana into the miniscule amounts of Life mana that resided in the wood. It was only a single mote, but it was enhanced by multiple motes of Void mana.

Surprised at the branches wrapping around his legs and body, Theo turned his head to snap and tear at the branches digging into him, briefly taking his eyes off of Ezekiel as he did.

Seeing the minor lapse in concentration, Ezekiel immediately pushed six motes of Void mana into his body, enhancing his whole body several times over.

Using both hands to swing as hard as he could, he focused the rest of his mana into the sword in his hands, making the metal shine, even as it cracked from the stress it was now suffering under.

Theo, knowing that Ezekiel was going to use this moment to attack, moved to jump backward once again, but this time, Ezekiel was prepared.

Rather than follow through with the swing, Ezekiel instead let go mid swing, throwing the sword directly at Theo, who was now in midair due to his attempt to jump and dodge.

The sword spun briefly before making impact with Theo, right on the top of his head. A small trickle of blood stained his fur as the sword just barely managed to scratch him. Something that Warren, Evelyn, and the representatives noticed with their high-level sense. Sherra, still being fairly new to Tier three, and not having the same level of experience, was not able to see this, but was still amazed by the clean blow Ezekiel had managed to land.

Whilst Warren and Evelyn immediately felt a mix of disappointment and pride at Ezekiel’s success, their son’s actions as the sword landed surprised them all.

“TAKE COVER!!!” Ezekiel screamed as he used the last of his enhanced strength to jump back and over his previously created cover, landing in a heap as he did.

The rest of the people in the training room didn’t even have a second to think as the sword Ezekiel had thrown immediately blew up. A shattering sound like a rock through glass spilt the air as fragments broke the sound barrier and fired off into multiple directions.

The Guild representatives immediately covered themselves and took the shards without too much issue, as their own bodies were tough enough to only suffer a few scratches at best. Their assistants were also close enough that they could be covered without issue.

For the rest, seeing as how they weren’t Tier threes, they were quite a bit more vulnerable.

Luckily, Brucey reacted immediately, growing to his full size and covering the kids from getting hit by any shards. Half his body was cut up pretty badly, but it wasn’t something that he couldn’t recover from.

A couple seconds passed as everyone recovered from the shock and the blast. Brucey and the representatives all channeled their mana to expel the shards that had hit them. Brucey shrank down to his dow size after all the metal was expelled, licking his wounds as he did, feeling more annoyed than frustrated or pained.

As they all looked to the arena, They saw Ezekiel curled up behind the shallow cover, no injuries at all, as he stretched out. He looked around, taking in what he could see, his gaze stopping briefly over his friends in the stands, before peeking out over his cover to take a look at his father and Theo.

Warren didn’t look too much worse for wear, as he had thrown up a shield of light at literal light speed the moment Ezekiel had yelled. Theo, on the other hand, looked like he’d had better days.

Luckily, the force behind the blow ended up being spread out, as there was no one to direct it, but he had still suffered what was essentially a sword shaped grenade to the face.

He had several cuts all over the top of his head, and there were metal shards stuck in his mane.

It seemed like his eyes hadn’t been damaged, likely because he had been channeling mana through them to fire laser beams and had strengthened them ever so slightly.

Needless to say, Ezekiel had most certainly drawn blood. Something that no one in this room would be able to dispute.

Seeing the damage, he had done, Ezekiel could only wince in regret as he thought about how much pain Theo must be in. He hadn’t thought the damage would be this extensive, but he also did n’t know what else he could do to win under the conditions he had been given.

“Ezekiel...” Warren said quietly as he saw what his son had done. “Come here.”

Ezekiel, now feeling actually nervous. His father’s voice seemed to hold a cold fury within it. Something that Ezekiel had never heard from his father before. He cautiously walked towards his father.

SLAP

Ezekiel’s face was thrown to the side as his father slapped him the moment he was within arm’s reach. It was nowhere near as hard as it could’ve been, but Ezekiel was still nearly floored all the same. Never, in this life or his last, had he been slapped like this before, let alone by a parental figure.

The rest of the room also looked on in shock. Evelyn actually let out a gasp in surprise as she saw her husband strike their son.

Ezekiel looked back up at Warren with tears beginning to pool in his eyes.;

“Wha-”

Ezekiel was cut off as Warren bent down to hug him, tears flowing from his own eyes as he did.

“Don’t you ever scare me like that again! Do you hear me!” Warren practically yelled as he held his son. “Don’t you ever do anything as dangerous as that again!”

“... Dad...” Ezekiel was at a loss for words. He’d never seen his father cry before.

“That wasn’t the same as your experiments at meditation. You were always careful with that, and always focused on your extremities. But this was different!” Warren stated. “If you hadn’t gotten to cover in time, and if those shards had hit you, it doesn’t matter how tough your body is as a Void Mage. The moment those shards hit your body, they’d go right through you, and if one of them hit your head...”

Only now was everyone truly realizing the extent of the danger that Ezekiel had just put himself in. The danger he had just put all of his friends in.

“It if was just an accident, I wouldn’t have hit you. I’d have been scared as hell, but that would be all.” Warren said as he held Ezekiel’s shoulders, pushing him back enough to look him in the eye. “But you knew that would happen, didn’t you?”

Ezekiel was silent as his father stared him down. Finally, he broke his eye contact and looked to the ground in guilt.

“... I thought it might... after I channeled more mana into it.” Ezekiel muttered quietly as he continued to stare at the floor.

Theo looked on, giving a low rumbling growl as he approached. He had removed the shards from his face at this point and was nearly healed as he channeled his mana into a spell to fix his wounds. Warren looked at his bonded Spirit before closing his eyes and sighing as well.

“I don’t know what the Relic showed you, but the only thing that matters to me is your life, and your wellbeing.” Warren said. “So, promise me that you won’t purposefully risk your life on this expedition.”

Ezekiel looked back up at his father in shock. He was almost certain that he wouldn’t be allowed to go given how mad his father was.

“I did say there were conditions. Plural. Didn’t I?” Warren said, his tone neutral, but there was a hint of disappointment. “Well, you drew blood from Theo, but there’s still more. You need to promise me you’ll never purposefully enter harm's way again, for any reason besides it being the only way to get safe.”

Warren then turned Ezekiel around so he could look at the representatives on the stands.

“The second, is that you do what Guild Leader Gerome tells you, no matter what.” Warren said. “He won’t be able to make you do anything that’ll harm you. I’ll get him to agree not to humiliate you or treat you like a slave either. But he will be bound to ensure that you are safe, to the best of his abilities, so you will do as he says, or you will not be going.”

Ezekiel looked back at his father. Eyes brimming with happiness, even as his father looked disappointed at Ezekiel’s success.

“I promise.” Ezekiel said with a nod of his head.

Warren stood up, brushing off his pants as he did.

“Then let’s go get you ready to go on your first expedition.” Warren said as he and Ezekiel walked towards the stands.

Warren looked toward the representatives with apprehension, knowing that his son had both impressed and surprised them. He was originally on the fence about showing off his son like this. But the looks of surprise still on their faces almost made it worth it.

Ezekiel also looked toward the stands. But his focus was on someone else. Someone he still had to apologize to.

            

    
        CH 33: Apologies And Explanations

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel wasn’t sure what to do as he finally reached the stands where his friends sat. He just kind of stared at them as they did the same back.

Not only had he shown that he was significantly better at fighting than they were, but he had also shown that he could in fact use magic. Not in the same way as them, of course, but it did mean that he had never once been truthful during their previous sparring.

Something that bothered most of them for different reasons.

Warren, seeing his son staring at his friends and looking nervous, pushed him along.

“Go talk to your friends. I’ll finish dealing with the Guild and get the contract completed with Gerome.” Warren said as he walked off to the representatives. “Don’t think you’re off the hook just yet, either. We’ll be going over what you will and won’t be doing when you leave later. It’s just that you’ve still got something else to do right now.”

Warren then heads over to the representatives, waving to Evelyn to come over as he and the rest move to exit the training room. Evelyn went to join them after a moment of internal conflict as she stared at Ezekiel. She turned to Peni and Stephen and asked them to watch Wendy and Ellen, who had run up to her after Brucey had shrunken down again, as she headed off.

Garrad had also moved to join the rest of the adults as the went to leave the room, only to be waved off by Gerome, who pointed back at Brucey, who was still lying at the bottom of the stands, not far off from where Ezekiel was standing. Nodding in understanding Garrad moved towards his still slightly bleeding Spirit and began channeling his magic to help Brucey to recover.

Standing at the foot of the stands, watching as his parents left the training room, Ezekiel turned and winced slightly as he saw the looks on his friends' faces. He had originally come here to apologize, but it seemed like today just couldn’t be simple for him.

He had gotten so sidetracked with the Guild that he hadn’t had much time to think about how he was going to apologize to Shari, beyond handing over the gift that he’d made. He knew he still had to, of course, but knowing what he had to do didn’t make it any easier.

Deciding that he needed to just get it over with, Ezekiel figured that it would be best to just do it, rather than keep thinking about it.

“Hey guys.” He said from the foot of the stands. “I guess I’ve got some explaining to do, don’t I?”

“Yeah, you do!” Drew called out before anyone else. “Since when did you have the attention of the Guilds?!”

As one track minded as usual, Drew didn’t care one bit about the fact that Ezekiel could apparently do more than he had been showing them.

“That’s not the issue here!” Riley exclaimed. “Ezekiel, since when could you do those things? You moved faster than anything I’ve ever seen before. Faster than some of the guards when we’ve sparred with them before.”

Always the more practical one, Riley didn’t care one bit about the Guilds, and only wanted to know about what Ezekiel could do, and why he could do it.

“Was it something to do with your clothes?” Yennifrey asked. “I noticed that the enchantments were glowing when you were fighting. Did your mother make a breakthrough in her enchanting skills?”

Yennifrey ignored the skills that Ezekiel showed, focusing once again on his enchanted clothing, as per the usual for her.

“Forget about the clothes! Ezekiel, my bestest friend ever! I need you to tell me about the Guild leaders. Do you think you’d be able to get one to talk with me? Maybe a hint or something regarding how I can excel in the trials coming up?” Drew asked, pushing forward and almost shaking Ezekiel by the shoulders.

Ezekiel wasn’t able to get a word in as his friends continued pestering him. He looked over at Shari and noticed that she hadn’t moved from her spot on the stands. She just continued to stare at him with an expressionless look on her face. The concern she felt from seeing Ezekiel get blown backwards earlier was gone now, and Ezekiel didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

He looked further up the stands to where Peni and Stephen were sitting with Wendy and Ellen. Stephen looked bored and disinterested, as he kept a close eye on Wendy and Ellen, but it almost seemed like he was trying to avoid making eye contact with Ezekiel. He probably didn’t’ want to be drawn into the drama between kids younger than him.

Peni, on the other hand, just gave him a look of pity as she tried to deal with Wendy and Ellen directly, looking over them and slowly healing a small scratch that Wendy had gotten when she had fallen onto the stands when Brucey grew to full size.

Realizing that he wasn’t going to be getting any help, Ezekiel brought his fingers to his lips and let loose a shrill whistle that had everyone in the training room holding their ears.

“Guys, I’ll explain everything in a minute, ok? But, for now, I’d like to talk with Shari for a second.” Ezekiel said as he pushed himself forward and past his friends to make his way up the stands.

He stood there for a second, just looking at Shari as she sat there staring at him.

“Hey...” He finally said. “Can we talk over there for a minute? Away from everyone else.”

“...Fine.” Shari said as she stood up and walked over to the far corner of the room. Ezekiel trailed after her as they left their friends behind on the stands.

At the foot of the stands, Garrad couldn’t help but chuckle as he saw this. He found the drama entertaining, as he could tell that Ezekiel was worried that Shari was still upset with him, but in reality, she was terrified for him, and seeing Ezekiel fighting Theo as he had was something that made her heart race more than anything else before.

“Children. Always making a bigger deal of things than they need to.” Garrad whispered under his breath as he looked up at Peni and Stephen.

“Oy! You two are part of the Academy, right?” Garrad called out. “You a Life Mage? If so, can you give me a hand here?”

Garrad made the safe assumption that Peni was a Life Mage, even if he’d never met her before, as her eyes were a bright and vibrant green. The uniform she wore also indicated that she was a part of the official magic academy of Harkem. So, he knew she was at least Tier two, no matter how young she was compared to most Tier twos.

“Oh, yes. I’ll give you a hand.” Peni said as she went toward Garrad and Brucey. “Wendy, Ellen, why don’t we go say thank you to the nice Spirit that protected us, hmm?”

Wendy and Ellen were surprisingly quiet as they went forward. They had been slightly scared when Brucey had grown to his big size, but they weren’t as scared now that he was small again.

As she got next to Brucey, Peni’s hands started glowing as she began closing the cuts and scrapes caused by the sword shards that had dug into him. Greatly aiding Garrad, whose own Mana was slowly patching up Brucey by feeding him mana from Garrad’s own core.

“And you,” Garrad said as he pointed at Drew, who perked up in surprise, “there’s nothing that your friend can tell you that will help you if you’re taking the Guild trials later. Just do your best, spar some more, and hope that, if you get through to the end, you’ll be able to bond with a Spirit, since only those that do will get to join up with one of the Guilds.”

Drew looked downcast as Garrad told him that there was nothing that could give him an advantage. The only thing he cared about was joining a Guild, and he was willing to take any advantage he could get.

“Don’t look so down, kid. If you think for a second that the overseers wouldn’t be able to tell if someone was cheating, then you’d better think again.” Garrad said, glaring a little as Drew winced when he mentioned cheating. “I don’t know your reasons for wanting to join the Guild so bad, but I’ll tell you this much, give up on joining the Roaring Ruins and Reaching Spires. They only accept recruits from the elites, be they nobles or Academy graduates. Your best bet is to try to join one of the Tier three Guilds. Depending on how well you do, the Wandering Titans might let you join, as a trainee, but you won’t be joining your friend on any expeditions just yet.”

“Expeditions!” Drew, Riley, and Yennifrey all exclaimed as Garrad hinted at what Ezekiel was going to be doing.

“What do you mean expeditions? Why would Ezekiel be going on an expedition?” Drew asked in shock and confusion as he tried to get more information from Garrad.

Even Peni and Stephen were shocked, so much so that Peni’s healing began to falter, and it was only as Brucey let out a low rumbling growl that pulled her attention back to what she was doing.

“You’ll have to find out more from Ezekiel, as it’s his business first and foremost.” Garrad didn’t say anything more regarding Drew’s question, no matter how much he was pestered, as he felt that Ezekiel needed to talk to his friends about this. It wouldn’t do to have Ezekiel continue keeping secrets like this from his friends.

The only things the Wandering Titans held dearer to them than their explorations were their friends and family, after all.

Back over with Ezekiel and Shari, the two stopped moving and stood at the corner of the training hall. Neither one said anything as Ezekiel looked towards the ground, and Shari looked to the side.

“I’m sorry.” Ezekiel finally blurted out. “I should’ve told you about Horace, but I really did want you to make friends of your own.”

Ezekiel didn’t know where he was going with this, but he couldn’t help it as the words started spilling from his mouth as he tried to explain everything.

“I didn’t even know anything was actually wrong with him. I only ever saw him when we were all together for tutoring or sparring, so I didn’t know anything about his behavior with other people and I thought it might be his jealousy. I knew he liked you and didn’t like me, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I’m a Void Mage or because I’m your friend and you tend to go along with things, if I say they are right or wrong, and I wanted you to figure things out on your own, because I might’ve been wrong and-”

Ezekiel’s ranting was cut off before he could start looping his words as Shari put a hand over his mouth.

“Please be quiet. You’re talking too much.” Shari said as she lowered her hand.

They stood there awkwardly for a moment. Shari still wouldn’t look Ezekiel in the eye, and Ezekiel wasn’t sure if he should start talking again.

“I’m sorry too.” Shari said with a quiet voice.

Ezekiel was shocked. He really didn’t get why Shari was apologizing. Wasn’t he the only one that was keeping secrets here?

“I wanted to keep being angry at you, but after I told my mom and dad what we fought about after everyone left, they explained to me why what you did was both a good thing and a bad thing.” Shari said, still not looking at Ezekiel. “They explained to me that it wasn’t your responsibility to tell me everything, especially who I should and shouldn’t be friends with, so it was a good thing I learned that not everyone is as they seem to be, and I should’ve been more curious as to what type of person Horace really was.”

Shari turned to Ezekiel as she continued speaking, her eyes were slightly red as she looked at him.

“But it was a bad thing that you didn’t tell me anything at all!” Shari’s voice rose as she said this. “The fact that you didn’t tell me anything meant that I wasn’t able to make a proper choice!”

Shari stopped for a second to breathe as she nearly shouted that last bit in Ezekiel’s face.

“I was really looking forward to seeing you again today.” Shari’s voice was quiet again as her face fell, and thoughts of what she had seen earlier surfaced in her mind. “I wanted to apologize for getting so angry, since mom and dad talked to me, and told me you were feeling just as bad as me. But then I get home today, and I find out you’ve been keeping even more secrets from me. Just how many do you have? Just... who are you, really, and how much of you is really the Ezekiel that I know?”


Ezekiel’s heart grew cold. He knew that he would never forgive himself if he lied to her right now, but he knew that there were things that he couldn’t tell her. Secrets that he needed to keep. Not just from her, but from everyone he knew.

“Everything you know about me is real. It’s just... there’s more to me I haven’t told you about.” Ezekiel tried to explain. “The only thing that’s really different is how well I can fight, and that I know how to do stuff with Void mana.”

Shari looked at him, wiping her face clean as she did.

“Is that it? You’re just stronger than you’ve shown us before, and you know how to gather Void Mana?” She asked Ezekiel, demanding an answer from him.

“No. That’s not it. But I can’t tell you anything else right now.” Ezekiel tried to explain.

“Why not?” Shari demanded.

“Why can’t you tell me the names of all your family’s business partners? Why can’t you tell me the exact details of your family’s business dealings?” Ezekiel demanded right back.

“Because those aren’t my secrets!” Shari exclaimed.

“And neither are the ones I’m keeping!” Ezekiel stated.

The two fell quiet as they mulled over the words that they had said to each other.

Neither one of them was happy with the situation. Ezekiel, due to the fact that a simple apology had turned into another fight, and Shari, because she didn’t like Ezekiel lying to her.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Shari, but you know that people always have secrets.” Ezekiel said.

“My parents don’t keep secrets from each other. I’ll bet your parents don’t either.” Shari said quietly.

“But I’m sure they keep secrets from you, just like mine keep secrets from me.” Ezekiel said. “Besides, our parents are married. They basically share their lives with each other. We don’t.”

“... Yeah, I guess we don’t.” Shari muttered quietly.

Ezekiel flinched slightly at the hurt he heard in Shari’s voice. He didn’t like to think about what Shari might be feeling, especially for him. He wasn’t blind to other people's emotions. He just tended to ignore them as best he could, as he knew that he would never be just the person that they knew him as. He had the memories of an entire life before this one after all. Even if he had regressed in maturity a bit.

Not even his parents knew the truth about him, and if he could help it, no one ever would.

As it was, even if Shari did have a bit of a crush on him, the best thing for him to do was push her away before he could hurt her even more. It’s not like he’d be staying in Harkem forever after all. If things worked out well, he’d be setting out within the next couple of years. Once he’d proven himself capable.

Sighing in frustration as he reigned in his wandering thoughts, Ezekiel reached into his chest pocket, pulling out the pendant that he’d made Shari the night before.

“Sharing things with you like our parents do with each other would be weird. We’re ten. We’re also doing different things with our lives.” Ezekiel said as he reached forward, grabbing Shari’s hand and putting the pendant in it. “But if you’re willing to accept my apology, and you still want to be my friend, then please accept this token of apology.”

He let go of Shari’s hand, letting her look at the little wooden dog pendant she was now holding.

“It’s not the best present, but it’s something I made myself. So, I hope you can see that I’m willing to work hard to apologize, rather than just pay you back with a halfhearted object and some fancy words to say sorry.” Ezekiel said as he looked away in embarrassment. “I’m sorry if you don’t like it though.”

Shari just looked at the pendant silently before smiling. She held up the pendant as she tied it around her neck using the lanyard Ezekiel had attached it to after he had woken up before heading out earlier in the day.

“You made this?” Shari asked.

“Yeah. I ran into Drew at his family’s shop yesterday when I was looking for a gift to apologize with. He and his mother gave me his notes and a tool kit to work with so I could make you something, rather than buy you something.” Ezekiel explained. “This was the best I could do with just one day.”

Shari held the pendant to her chest before looking at Ezekiel and rushing forward to give him a hug.

“It’s fine.” She said as he hugged him. “I love it, and I accept your apology. But please, if you have any secrets that are yours to tell, can you please tell me?”

Ezekiel was quiet as he stood there with Shari’s arms wrapped around him.

“I’ll try to. When I get the chance.” He spoke. His heart felt like ice as he lied to his best friend.

Shari backed off, looking at Ezekiel with a blank face before giving him a sad smile.

“I guess that’s the best I’ll be getting from you. At least for now. But I’ll keep trying. Until you can trust me with everything, I’ll keep trying.” Shari said before grabbing his hand and pulling him back toward the stands where their friends were.

“So, what were you fighting with Theo and your dad about? It must’ve been important if you were willing to do something as stupid as blowing up a sword at point blank range.” Shari asked. “By the way, how stupid are you? Making a sword blow up like that! What if it had blown up in your hands, huh?”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but rub his face where his father had slapped him.

He knew it was deserved, thinking back on it, he realized that it really was stupid of him to do, but he was running out of options. Perhaps, if he had been more willing to take a risk in the beginning, he’d have been able to land a hit sooner, but given that he had a limited resource, one that he had now run out of, he didn’t have much time for second thoughts, or regrets.

“Yeah. I guess that was a stupid move on my part.” Ezekiel muttered.

“Was it about something to do with the Guilds? I may not be obsessed like Drew is, but I can still recognize the Guild sashes just as well as he can.” Shari said. “I noticed that a couple of those people were from the Roaring Ruins Guild. Is this about the Relic from a month ago?”

“Sort of.” Ezekiel said. “The leader from the Roaring Ruins Guild was certainly looking for compensation, but that wasn’t the main issue we were dealing with.”

“You’re avoiding the question.” Shari stated. “Is this a secret that isn’t yours?”

“No. It’s just one that I’d rather tell everyone at once, rather than over and over again.” Ezekiel explained.

The two fell into an awkward silence as they reached the stands once again.

Ezekiel and Shari stood next to one another, Ezekiel looking towards the group, and Shari looking at Ezekiel. His friends were all looking at him in curiosity and disbelief. Only Peni looked and noticed the wooden dog pendant that Shari was now wearing.

She gave her a small smile and a thumbs up, to which Shari blushed a bit, and pointedly tried to ignore, as everyone else kept their focus on staring at Ezekiel.

“So, I guess you guys have questions for me.” Ezekiel stated. “First things first. If Garrad hasn’t already told you, he and the other Guild representatives came here in the hopes of recruiting me for their next expedition to the recently discovered Ruins that have been the talk of the Guild community for the past couple months.”

Shari, having not heard Garrad’s statement earlier, gaped at Ezekiel in shock. Ezekiel held up his hand before anyone could speak up. His friends all fell silent as they waited for him to continue speaking.

“The other thing is that I know how to gather Void mana and have been slowly trying to build up enough mana inside my body to break through to Tier one.” Ezekiel continued to say. “I... haven’t actually been working as a scribe at the cathedral. Due to a... mix up, last month, I received information from a Void Relic. Thanks to that, I was permitted to work with the Scholars from the Church of Ten to help with figuring out a meditation technique that can successfully permit a Void Mage to accumulate mana.”

His friends all looked shocked as Ezekiel told them what he had really been up to this past month.

“Apparently, this news reached the Guilds, and they decided that I needed to accompany them on their expedition. That’s also what I was fighting for.” Ezekiel explained. “My dad made a deal with me. If I could manage to draw blood from Theo, who would fight at Tier two strength, then I can go on the expedition.”

No one said anything. They all knew that Ezekiel was better at them in a one-on-one fight, but to take on, to their knowledge, a Tier three Spirit, even if it was holding back, was something that they didn’t think anyone who wasn’t even at Tier one could do.

Ezekiel decided to leave out the fact that Theo and Reya were actual Tier four Spirit beasts. He didn’t think it was relevant at this moment and felt that the information might be too much for his friends to handle.

“I’m sorry for not telling you all this. But it was decided that it would be best for me to not tell anyone the full truth, as there are some people that don’t want Void Mages to be able to get magic.” Ezekiel said, hoping that they would understand why he hadn’t told them this.

Shari understood right away. The others kind of understood, but having never met Aldor, they didn’t understand the sheer hatred that some people had for the apparently useless Void Mages.

The only other people who seemed to get it as well as Shari were Drew and Garrad, who, from what Ezekiel could tell, each had their own stories involving Void Mages. Stories that made them pity Void Mages more than anything.

Drew was the first person to speak up, stepping forward and placing his hands on Ezekiel’s shoulders.

“Ezekiel... I don’t care about any of that nonsense!” Drew exclaimed.

The bluntness of the statement caused a forced reboot for everyone who heard it, except for Garrad, who just laughed at their incredulous faces.

“All I care about,” Drew continued as he ignored his friends' looks, “is whether or not you can help with our training for the trials next week. That’s literally the only thing that matters to me at this point an-gak!”

Drew let out a yelp of pain as Riley and Yennifrey both jabbed him in the side.

“That’s what you’re worried about? You dingus! Do you have any idea how dangerous Guild expeditions usually are?” Riley shouted as she started pinching Drew in the side.

“Now Riley, I’m sure that Drew didn’t mean to sound so callous.” Peni tried to calm things down and break up the escalating fight as Drew tried to push back against Riley. “I’m sure he’s just as worried as we are, right Stephen?”

Stephen just stayed quiet as he tried to distract Wendy and Ellen as they climbed over Brucey, to little effect as the twins asked, “What’s and expedition, and why’s Ezekiel going on one?”

Realizing that a new problem had popped up, Peni tried to divert the twins' attention as well, as all the kids began crowding around Wendy and Ellen, trying to give their own explanations about what an expedition was.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but let loose a laugh as he and Shari watched everyone freaking out about his upcoming expedition, and their attempts at distracting the twins until Evelyn and Warren got back and would be able to answer the twins’ questions themselves.

Shari looked uncomfortable as Ezekiel laughed.

“Hey.” Shari whispered to Ezekiel. “Do you really have to go?”

Ezekiel looked at Shari before answering.

“Yeah. I do. Not just for me, but also because this is the fastest way to pay my debt to the Roaring Ruins Guild.” Ezekiel said. “But don’t worry. I’m sure everything will be fine. I’ll have a Tier four bodyguard after all. So, it’s not like I’ll be going unprotected.”

Shari didn’t look pleased with his answer. But after seeing what he was willing to do to get permission to go from his parents, she knew there was nothing she could say that would stop him from going.

“You have to come back.” Shari said as she grabbed Ezekiel’s hand. “You have to promise me you’ll come back.”

“... I promise that I’ll do whatever I need to in order to get back. Not just for me and you, but for everyone else as well.” Ezekiel promised. “Now, let’s go wrangle my sisters. It looks like Drew is being stupid again.”

Ezekiel and Shari went forward, moving to spend time with their friends, and ignoring the nagging feelings in the back of their minds.

Garrad, the only one in the room with experience from Ruin delving, could only look on with melancholy and regret as he heard Ezekiel’s promise, using his tremor sensing to listen to the vibrations in his voice. He truly hoped that he could keep it.

He also hoped that the lie that Ezekiel told Shari about telling her his secrets would become true one day. But that was a problem for another day.

            

    
        CH 34: Interlude 3

    
    
    
    
                Led by Allon and Sherra, Warren and Evelyn were fairly quiet as the accompanied the representatives to a separate meeting room. Warren was petting Theo, who was curled up in his arms, and was gently running a golden glowing hand up and down the various scrapes that covered Theo’s face, quickly causing them to mend.

Evelyn was walking next to him, looking both frustrated and frightened. She wanted to rage against Warren’s decision, but after witnessing the lengths that Ezekiel was willing to go to in order to get their approval to go on this expedition, she knew that going against Warren’s promise was the worst thing she could do right now.

As Allon and Sherra opened the doors to the closest meeting room to the training hall, all parties entered, taking a seat around the table in the center of the slightly smaller meeting room.

Sherra and Allon, playing the role of host to the fullest, served some tea that was available from the cabinets off to the side, placing cups in front of the Lumniances and representatives. Kettle with different teas were also placed around the table.

“Why did you leave Garrad behind?” Regional asked Gerome after they were seated. “I thought you were having him shadow you for everything.”

Gerome took a moment to sip the tea he had poured for himself before answering.

“Pride, as much as I’m ashamed to say it.” Gerome stated. “I’m certain he thinks I’m just having him watch over the children, given you and I both know his temperament, but in truth, I just don’t want to have my grandson see me shackle myself to the life of a child.”

Warren sipped his own tea, ignored the verbal jab, refusing to back down regarding his conditions for Ezekiel’s inclusion in the expedition. His son’s safety was paramount, and while he knew he couldn’t protect Ezekiel forever, he’d make damn sure that he’d be as safe as he could be.

Reginald bristled slightly at the reminder that his senior peer in the Legendary Tier was shackling himself at the will of a weaker Hunter. Even if Theo and Reya were Tier four, their bonded Hunters were not. If not for the fact that he knew he wouldn’t get away with it, Regional would have happily tried to take them down, but he knew that Gerome was likely to get involved at this point.

“Regardless, an agreement was set, and I would have the terms finalized and signed. The payment will then be given directly to Guild Leader Reginald, and the matter of debt between my family and the Roaring Ruins Guild will be settled.” Warren stated as he put his tea down, glaring at Reginald and Gerome as he did. “Much like it should have been after it was not addressed within a week of the incurring incident of the debt in question.”

Warren then turned to Naeri, who had been silent up until this point and was pondering something as her mind replayed the fight that she had just witnessed.

“Given that we have a Grand Scholar from the Church of Ten overseeing these events as well,” Warren said, pulling Naeri’s attention back to the present, “we can ensure that there will be no future issues regarding this situation either.”

“Indeed.” Naeri stated. “I would also like to say, on behalf of the Church, that we will be happy to continue supporting the Luminance family, as it is obvious that the Guilds cannot be expected to refrain from interfering in the lives of the Empire’s citizens.”

She gave both Reginald and Gerome a look that conveyed immense disappointment and frustration at how they had been behaving. Gerome just looked unrepentant and jovial, uncaring of Naeri’s accusations, while Reginald looked helpless and indignant.

“The Guilds serve a glorious purpose for not only the Empire, but the world as a whole.” Reginald stated. “We can be considered as nothing less than the vanguards when it comes to reclaiming the lands lost during the Age of Despair. You know full well that only Hunters can go toe to toe with the Cruor.”

“That may be, but don’t think that excuses the fact that many Guilds consider their Glorious purpose to be seeking glory.” Warren stated. “Now, can we please carry on. I wish to see my wife and children off before I need to return to my job. I’ll be doing a great deal of overtime tonight to make up for the hours lost to this ridiculous mess you’ve dragged my family into.”

“You-!”

“Enough, Reginald.” Naeri interrupted before Reginald could go off at Warren. “I agree with mister Luminance. Let's hash out the details of Gerome’s Covenant and be done with this.”

Naeri turned a glare to Reginald as she spoke.

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten what you tried to pull earlier. There is no way that either of these two’s service in your Guild is worth a mere thousand gold.” Naeri stated with vehemence in her voice.

Reginald sat down, choosing to wait until the deal was finished so he could get his pay and get out. His pride had been wounded enough for one day, but he knew there wasn’t much he could do when he was so outnumbered as he was.

It didn’t take long for the Covenant to be written up, and in the most general of terms, it basically stated that Gerome’s main priority on this excursion would be Ezekiel’s safety, and that said safety would extend from the moment they left the city limits to when they returned, and Ezekiel was once again within either the safety of the Alkena manor or was delivered directly to either Warren or Evelyn.

The agreement also took into account potential delays in returning from the Ruins, which were expected to take two weeks to get to, one month to delve, and two weeks to return. A total of two months, starting at the end of this month was how long the expedition was expected to take. With up to one extra month of leeway should there be any difficulties that occurred.

The one exception was if any traps or Void based magic was involved, as this was a Ruin with remnants and Relics of the Ancient Void. Given such possible dangers, if they were physically unable to return with the time frame provided, then the time limit would be removed. However, the moment they were free, the time limit for returning would be set for one month.

This also applied in the even that either the Alkena manor was inaccessible, or Warren and Evelyn were also otherwise unable to be met and contacted. Should such occasions occur, the Covenant would be considered fulfilled if Ezekiel was dropped off at the cathedral of the Church of Ten, specifically into the care of one of a list of Scholars provided and accepted by Naeri.

Reginald continued to look displeased at the proceedings, and no one else wanted him here either, but knew that he had to be there as a third-party witness for the Guilds, given that Gerome was the one being bound to a Covenant, so he couldn’t be considered as a Guild witness.

Evelyn looked frustrated and had tried more than once to convince Warren to back out of the deal and not let Ezekiel go, but Warren was adamant that he keep his word. So, she instead tried to ask for outrageous demands to be included in the Covenant, but Warren and Gerome shot them all down.

She finally fell silent as she put her face in her hands, nearly in tears at what was going to happen to her son. Naeri tried to console her as best she could as Warren and Gerome continued to work.

It took nearly an hour to hash out the final details of the contract to be signed, but after it was written, the exact details were transcribed onto a Spirit Covenant provided by Naeri, who signed as witness for the Church.

After all witnesses were confirmed, and the covenant was signed, a bright light flashed out from the agreement and wrapped around both Gerome, Warren, and their bonded Spirits.

The light glowed for a few seconds before forming a line between the Hunters and their bonded Spirits. This light now symbolized the bond between Spirit and Hunter. It faded away, turning invisible, but all parties involved could still feel it as if it were a noose wrapped around their necks. If the agreement was broken, then the light would reappear, only to shatter, severing the bond between them.

The Mage and their Spirit would never be able to commune with one another again, and the remnants of the Covenant would taint their aura forever, letting all Spirits know that the Mage in question was an oath breaker. Someone unworthy of the Spirit’s trust.

As soon as the Covenant was completed, Gerome took out his own Void pouch, removing ten golden cards with willow trees stamped on them, each representing one thousand gold coins within the Willowbrush Empire, and placing them on the table with a ‘clack’, before sliding them over to Warren.

“Payment has been completed.” Warren stated as he and Gerome both heard a small ‘ding’ in the back of their heads. The first portion of the Covenant, payment for services, had been completed.

“Here you go. If the Church of Ten could recognize that the debt of one thousand gold coins, as stated by Guild leader Reginald, of the Roaring Ruins Guild, has been paid in full, that would be appreciated.” Warren said as he slid one of the gold cards over to Reginald, who appeared reluctant to take it, but ultimately did so.

Naeri, witnessing Reginald take the card, nodded her head.

“As a Grand Scholar and representative of the Church of Ten, I recognize and acknowledge the payment of one thousand gold from one Warren Luminance, guard captain of the city of Harkem, to one Reginald Preston, Tier four leader and representative of the Roaring Ruins Guild.” Naeri stated in a regal and official tone of voice. “As such, I declare that the debt claimed by Reginald Preston to be paid in full.”

Warren relaxed slightly, thankful that there was one less sword being held to his family’s throat.

“Indeed.” Reginald said as he placed the card in his own Void pouch before standing up and turning around. “In that case, our business with the Luminance family is completed. Allon!”

Allon and Sherra, who had moved to a smaller side table in the corner of the room, perked up at being addressed, having essentially faded into the background as Warren and Gerome completed their business.

“... Thank you for hosting us today. Know that, regardless of the unpleasantness of your patrons,” Reginald said as he glared over his shoulder at Warren and Evelyn, who ignored him as they sipped their now cold tea, “the Roaring Ruins Guild will continue to business with the Alkena Auction House, so long as the quality of your products and service continue to remain at the standard you have always presented. My subordinates and fellow Guild members were correct regarding the stories they told me of your services.”

‘Gulp’ Allon swallowed nervously at being addressed by a man so much stronger than he was.

“I thank Guild leader Reginald for his compliment and will continue to serve the Guilds as a supplier of equipment and tools for future expeditions. As well as provide the services as a medium for the Guild’s trade of Relics and other remnants recovered from the delving of the Ancient Ruins.” Allon said as he stood and bowed to Reginald. “My apologies, but we will not be able to see you off as there are still guests we must entertain.”

Reginald nodded imperiously before leaving with his assistant. The door shut with a soft ‘click’ as they left the room.

Now alone, for the most part, and in the company of those that she felt she could trust, Evelyn rounded on Warren, giving him a slap so hard the sound of it rattled the windows. The only thing keeping him from flying from his chair and through the wall behind him was the fact that Evelyn was holding him in place with her shadows.

“How could you do this!?” She screamed. “How could you let our baby boy go off on a Guild expedition when he isn’t even an official Mage!?”

“Because there’s something wrong with him!” Warren stated, his voice calm and level as he stared at his wife, blood pooling in his mouth from having bitten his cheek when he was slapped.

Evelyn was immediately brought up short by her husband’s words.

“What?” she asked, as if she couldn’t understand what he was saying, before becoming incensed at what Warren was saying. “If he’s sick, then why would you let him go!?”

“I didn’t say he was sick. I said there’s something wrong with him!” Warren said once again as he raised a glowing hand to his face to slowly mend his mouth.

“So, you noticed it as well.” Gerome stated as he closed his eyes and nodded his head.

Hearing this, Naeri tensed as she clasped her hands together on the table in front of her.

“I noticed something a while ago, after Ezekiel and I returned home when he activated that damned Relic a month ago.” Warren explained. “I just didn’t think much of it at the time given the situation, but after seeing what he did today....”

Warren trailed off as he thought back to the exploding sword Ezekiel threw at Theo.

“Noticed what? What is wrong with my son!?” Evelyn exclaimed, looking back and forth between Warren and Gerome.

Warren was silent for a moment as he finished fixing his mouth. Turning his gaze towards the table to stare at nothing. Theo and Reya were looking on in curiosity, as they too wondered what was apparently wrong with the cub that they had both helped raise.

“It is a very rare skill, and only the most talented of Radiant Mages can do it, but were you aware that Radiant mana, when used in certain ways, can affect a person’s mind?” Warren asked gently as he addressed Evelyn’s question.

“Are you saying that our son’s mind has been tampered with?” Evelyn asked. “Who? Who would be able to do this?”

“The Ancient Void.” Warren stated calmly.

‘Crack’

The sound of a teacup hitting the ground as Allon dropped his in shock was the only sound heard within the now utterly silent room.

Gerome and Naeri let out sighs as Warren continued to look at nothing as he gazed at the table.

Sherra held a hand over her mouth in shock, and Allon just gaped in astonishment.

“What do you mean, ‘the Ancient Void’?” Evelyn asked once she’d finally regained her bearings. “The Ancients are gone.”

“Yet their Relics remain.” Warren said. “Relics that we both know showed Ezekiel something. Something that neither of us know the truth of.”

“But you used ‘Orb of Revealing Light’ and he told us what he saw.” Evelyn argued. “How could he have lied?”

“I’m not saying he did, but there might’ve been something that he didn’t tell us about.” Warren explained.

“Would this something be something you’re willing to share?” Gerome said as he and Naeri looked to Warren with questioning gazes.

Warren let out a sigh as he leaned back in his chair, placing his arm over his eyes in distress at how difficult this day was being.

“Evelyn, sit down, we’re not finished here just yet.” Warren said to Evelyn, who moved to sit down as Warren requested. “Allon, Sherra, you both stay. I trust you both completely, and I may need your help moving forward.”

He then explained the truth, in full, regarding what Ezekiel had told him that he saw when he accidentally used the Void Relic. How a figure that appeared exactly like the Ancient Void had spoken to him, had explained that he had the key, but hadn’t opened the door, and how he wouldn’t survive the coming trials unless he did.

Gerome and Naeri were silent as they processed Warren’s words. The fact that they were apparently said by Ezekiel under an Orb of Revealing Light meant that they couldn’t be considered a lie. They both knew Warren wasn’t lying either, as they were of a high enough Tier to sense these things.

Allon and Sherra, on the other hand, were a bit more shocked. Having never dealt with a Void Relic at any point in their lives, this was something they had never heard of. Even the knowledge that Radiant magic could affect people’s minds was something they hadn’t known before.

“Naeri, what do you think?” Gerome asked after he’d finished sorting his thoughts. “I haven’t had many interactions with Void Relics, though I’ve seen and sold off a few in my life, I’ve never seen the effects of one being used before.”

“Unfortunately, I believe that Warren might be right.” Naeri stated, causing Evelyn’s heart to skip a beat in fear. “It is, in fact, a recorded phenomenon within the higher authorities within the Church of Ten that Void Mages, in the past, have experienced changes after interacting with knowledge Relics left by the Ancient Void.”

The entire room was quiet as Naeri revealed this fact to the rest of the room.

“I would rather this not leave the room, but in times past, Void Mages were sometimes given pure mana crystals for the sake of activating Void Relics, so as to obtain the knowledge within, or to discover what the Relic in question did.” Naeri spoke up again. “Sometimes, the person who activated turned into a gibbering mess. Sometimes, they forgot who they were entirely, becoming a blank slate with no memories at all. Other times, they would seem to be possessed by another person, with new memories of a life in a different world.”

Fear and horror grew within Warren and Evelyn as they imagined these things happening to their son. Allon and Sherra weren’t very different as they imagined the child of their closest friends turning into anyone of the things that Naeri was describing.

“Luckily, it seems like your son has experienced the most beneficial possibility. One that should alleviate some of your fears.” Naeri continued. “Very rarely, Void Mages who interacted with Relics like this one, would receive world shattering information, or portents of things to come. As your son seems to have experienced.”

Evelyn and Warren looked incredibly hopeful at that. The last thing they wanted was for their son to go insane from some Relic from a time long since passed.

“For now, I would advise you to allow him to explore what he believes he needs to, but continue to keep an eye on him, like Gerome most certainly will.” Naeri said as looked at both Warren and Evelyn. “I have no doubt that he has obtained additional memories, he’s far too mature for a child of ten, even as a genius Void Mage. But we all know that souls exist. Death Mages wouldn’t be so useful outside of battle if they couldn’t put restless souls to rest after all.”

Warren and Evelyn tensed up once again.

“So, our son is possessed?” Warren asked.

“I didn’t say that. I said he might have some additional memories.” Naeri clarified. “It is recorded in our oldest writings, in the teachings of the Ancients, that souls cannot be destroyed. Merely wiped clean and sent beyond. Perhaps the Ancient Void left a relic that could awaken memories of a past life. It would certainly explain why he seems to know so much about Void Magic, if he awakened memories or obtained knowledge of Void magic, in addition to his portent, then his advancements could easily be explained.”

“But Ezekiel said he’d been experimenting since he first awakened.” Evelyn said.

“And the Awakening Orb is a Relic that was originally created by the Ancient Void. One that we have managed to recreate through runes and glyphs acquired from the gibbering mutters of a Void Mage who lost his mind after activating a Void Relic nearly two hundred and fifty years ago.” Naeri stated with an emotionless tone of voice.

Warren and Evelyn both felt like they had been hit upside the head with a hammer.

Reya and Theo, who had been watching their bonded partners closely, were both worried, and confused. Worried because of all the emotions Warren and Evelyn were feeling but confused as to why Ezekiel’s memories and knowledge was a problem. To them, Ezekiel was still Ezekiel.

Listening to their bonded Spirit’s thoughts on the matter, Warren and Evelyn relaxed, ever so slightly, as they thought long and hard about their son as he had grown up during the years.

He was smart and quiet as a child, and that was that. Other than learning to read really fast, he developed at around the same speed as other children his age.

After his Awakening Ceremony, he still acted the same, but he started reading more and more about meditation and elemental visualization techniques. Which, given he couldn’t go to school due to the changes implemented by Count Harkem, wasn’t out of the ordinary, especially since he was given less supervision and more freedom, as all children who had awakened were.

Finally, the Relic from a month ago. Ezekiel seemed to gain an almost frantic need when they had discussed his training but hadn’t otherwise changed. Given the portent he had received, the desire to get stronger to face whatever was apparently coming to kill him was actually a smart thing.

He also still made time for family and friends. The only change there was that he spent much of his time at the cathedral trying to learn and study as much as he could under the supervision of the Scholars.

Ultimately, if Ezekiel really had been possessed, had his memories altered, or taken over by another person, it likely would’ve shown up by now, but it hadn’t. Not really.

“It is highly likely that, after his Awakening, Ezekiel began to experience dreams from whatever memories he gained. Had they simply been inserted into his head; it is far more likely that he would have experienced extreme personality changes and would basically have become another person entirely. One completely unrecognizable to the son you know and love.” Naeri further explained. “As it is, he simply grew up faster, but he is likely still your son. Just with a little bit of extra seasoning added in.”

Reassured that their son was still their son, Evelyn and Warren slumped into their chairs with a sigh. Warren then looked to his side, staring at his wife as she started to sniffle with tears running down her face.

“Why?” she asked. “Why does our son have to go through all this?”

No one had anything to say as Warren went to give his wife a hug, holding her tight as she cried into his chest. Theo and Reya joined in as they tried to comfort Evelyn as she released all the emotions she had held in throughout the day.

Allon and Sherra looked to the ground, not wanting to see their friend breaking down like this. They didn’t judge, however, as they knew they would be far worse off if it was their own child that was going through this.

Thinking back to all they had been told, Allon had a startling realization. One that held his chest in an icy grip. He would need to speak with Warren in private later, after Gerome and Naeri had left.

“I know you don’t want to hear this. But there is one more thing you should know.” Naeri spoke up once again.

Everyone turned to look at Naeri, somewhat dreading what she had to say.

“It is recorded that every major advantage we’ve acquired in this ongoing war against the Cruor was made by a Void Mage who had recently interacted with a Void Relic.” Naeri explained. “The Awakening Orb, the newer and larger Void Pouches, the Float Stones, the Far Speakers, and more. All were obtained through the Church’s request to receive aid from Void Mages who were provided pure mana crystals for the express purpose of activating a Void Relic.”

Even Gerome was shocked at this revelation. So many discoveries, or rather, rediscoveries, that had been made by the Church of Ten were actually made by Void Mages.

“As well, there have been many battles that were won when a Void Mage received a portent like the one your son says he did.” Naeri continued. “Off the top of my head, the initial incursion by the first generation Broodlords. Had it not been for one Void Mage relaying the information he’d received after activating a Relic held by the Church of Ten three hundred years ago, the casualty’s mankind suffered would have been far worse than they were. Humanity may very well have been wiped out entirely in those first few years of war and despair.”

The severity of the situation had risen once again, but no longer was the concern about what had happened to Ezekiel. Now, the concern was what was going to happen to them, and possibly the rest of Harkem, if the message Ezekiel had received about the trials to come was true.

“Honey.” Evelyn whispered softly. “What do we do?”

“... We help our son, in whatever way we can.” Warren said as he held his wife closer.

Nothing more was said as the meeting was resolved. Further talks and plans could be arranged later. Gerome and Naeri left methods of contact as they left the meeting room, knowing that their welcome had come to an end.

Allon and Sherra left the room as well, leaving Evelyn and Warren to themselves. There had been too much to deal with after today’s events were said and done, and there would be even more to deal with in the days leading up to the expedition.

            

    
        CH 35: Interlude 4

    
    
    
    
                Gerome and Naeri were silent as they walked through the Alkena manor. Gerome was just making a quick stop to pick up Garrad from the training room before heading back to their Guild hall.

Naeri, wishing to further discuss some additional plans and news, was accompanying him for the time being.

A pair of guards had been summoned to escort them out. Mostly out of courtesy, as were utterly useless if either Gerome or Naeri decided to become violent, and neither Allon nor Sherra were able to see them off. Something that they both understood, as they too were surprised by today’s events.

The conditions laid out by Warren were understandable, but Ezekiel’s capabilities, even though he isn’t a proper mage, made them both rethink their plans moving forward.

Opening the doors to the training hall, Gerome plastered a great big smile on his face as he entered.

“Garrad! Are you done playing with the children?” Gerome called out loudly, taking in the scene happening in the sparring ring of the training room.

Garrad and Brucey were both standing in the center of the ring, eyes glowing bright with their mana. Both of them were defending themselves from the elements as everyone in the room, barring Ezekiel, Wendy, Ellen, and Peni, was doing their best to break through the two’s defenses and land a clean blow on either one of them.

Neither one of them was moving as stone shields floated around them, blocking any magic fired their way, and pushing back anyone who got close to them. The only thing that even appeared to be affecting them was the ruffling of their hair as sharp gusts of wind were broken up by the flying rocks and turned into soft breezes that blew against them.

Neither one even looked tired, but none of their opponents looked disappointed. They were having the time of their lives, pulling out all the stops to try and land a hit on someone much more powerful, and far more experienced, than any one of them.

“Ah! Yes boss. I’m done.” Gerome stated as he saw Gerome and Naeri standing by the door.

Raising one foot into the air, he slammed it back down, letting out a rolling shockwave that threw everyone in the ring to the ground.

The only one that managed to stay on his feet was Stephen, who had the awareness to jump over the wave of earth the moment he saw Garrad raise his foot.

Garrad raised an eyebrow at that. Not really expecting anyone to manage to avoid that.

“You’ve seen this move before?” Garrad asked as the rest of the kids pulled themselves up off the ground.

“Yes. It’s a standard technique taught to Cavern Mages at the Academy.” Stephen explained.

“Huh. Didn’t know that.” Garrad said, holding his chin in thought. “Well, it’s a good area control move, so I guess that’s just to be expected.”

Drew, catching onto Garrad’s lack of knowledge regarding Academy techniques, immediately latched on to ask a question.

“Did you not go to the Academy, Executive Mountloch?” Drew asked. “I thought almost all Guilds recruited from the Academy.”

Everyone looked interested as they listened in.

“The fact that we’ve recruited your friend, who didn’t even go to the cathedral school, means that you should already know that that isn’t true.” Garrad said as Drew and the rest turned sheepish at this overlooked fact. “But to be honest, my entire family had been part of the Wandering Titans. My great grandfather was one of the founding leaders. We also hold open recruitments, so anyone from laymen commoners to fallen nobles is able to try and join us. They just have to meet certain requirements for whatever Tier they’re at when they apply.”

“Well, what are the requirements?” Drew asked excitedly.

“Be Tier two, for one thing.” Garrad stated, dashing Drew’s hopes before they had a chance to grow. “Although, there’s an exception being made to bring in prospective members who manage to bond with a Spirit in the coming weeks. Other than that, they must be within a certain age range and display a minimum amount of skill both magically and martially.”

Drew and Riley both perked up at that. Drew, because it meant that he still had a chance to join a Guild in the coming weeks, and Riley because she was looking forward to matching up against other people. She hoped to join the city guard much like her own parents had and testing herself against others her own age was something that excited her, as well as the possibility of bonding to a Spirit.

Yennifrey and Shari were more subdued, as neither of their goals for the future involved going into battle. Shari planned to take over for her father as head of the Alkena Auction House, and Yennifrey was still hoping to get an apprenticeship with Evelyn to become an Enchanter Seamstress.

“Garrad! Let’s go!” Gerome called out again.

“Alright, I’m coming.” Garrad called back. “One last thing, kids.”

He said as he addressed the children in front of him.

“I can’t help all of you, but Shari, the most important thing for a Cavern Mage is to be as tough as the stones we shape and carve. Our duty is to defend others to the best of our abilities, and so our defense should be our strongest attribute. As well as our ability to stand firm.” Garrad said as he looked at Shari before turning to look at Drew and Stephen. “For Tempest Mages, it’s the opposite. Never stop moving, a still wind is a dead wind. Nothing should be able to touch you as you move around the battlefield. In fact, your feet should be spending more time off the ground than on it, just from how much you should be moving.”

Drew nodded emphatically, taking in everything Garrad said as if it were gospel. Stephen just gave a curt nod of acknowledgement, having already been told this during his classes at the Academy.

“That said, I’m off. Ezekiel!” Garrad called out once more, to Ezekiel this time, who perked up at the mention of his name. “You have just under a month to prepare. Be ready.”

Ezekiel just nodded his head as he watched Garrad and Brucey leave the training room with Gerome and Naeri.

They were all quiet as they walked through the manor, not wanting any conversation between them to be overheard and passed on by the guards that were accompanying them. As soon as they left the Alkena’s property, Gerome started asking questions.

“So how were they?” Gerome started off with. “From what little I saw; they all seem quite advanced for their age. I know for a fact that many of the things they were doing are not taught in the basic classes they teach at the school.”

“They were all quite skilled, more martially than magically. Garrad explained. “But I think that’s due to the fact that the Church’s schools don’t emphasize battle magic and focus more on control and meditation. Likely in the hopes that their students can reach Tier two early enough to enter an Academy that will teach them the skill they need to survive the Cruor.”

Naeri sniffed and did her best to ignore the small dig at the school’s teaching, as she was not in charge of that area of the Church’s structure and organization.

“Children should not be forced into battles this early.” Naeri stated as the party continued walking down the street towards the Grand Cathedral.

“That’s incredibly hypocritical of you, given you approved of Ezekiel joining our next expedition.” Gerome pointed out.

“That’s different.” Naeri said to defend herself. “You know as well as I that messages left by the Ancient Void cannot be ignored. Far too many tragedies have happened in the past for the Church to allow such missteps to be taken.”

“Missteps taken because the Church continues to keep important knowledge hidden.” Gerome said back. “Are the things you said to that poor family even true, or was it just a snake oil you provided for a wound you don’t know how to heal?”

Naeri glared at Gerome, who stared right back, not breaking eye contact as they both stopped in the middle of the street. Garrad looked on nervously as his grandfather and boss stared down one of Harkem city’s Church of Ten’s strongest Scholars.

“Perhaps we should deal with this out here in the open.” Garrad muttered as he started walking forward again.

The small ferret hiding in Gerome’s sleeves popped its head out to nuzzle Gerome’s neck to encourage him to keep walking. Gerome sighed in exasperation as he moved forward again, Naeri walking in step with him.

“... I did not lie once during our meeting. For good or for bad, everything I said was the truth, and you know full well that there are elements that wouldn’t care about the truth, so long as they could remove Void Mages from this world. Regardless of the consequences of doing so.” Naeri explained.

“Such foolishness is why the war is still ongoing, even if things have cooled down from the active warfare from fifty years ago.” Gerome said with a tired voice.

“Such fools are blinded by the light of their leaders into believing they are right.” Naeri said.

Gerome fell silent for a moment as he mulled over Naeri’s words.

“So, it’s confirmed then. The Cult of Light has a Tier four Radiant Mage capable of hypnotic suggestion.” Gerome stated with disgust and hatred tinting his voice. “I had hoped that it was just a coincidence that Warren was bringing it up, but it seems like things must be really bad, if a retired Guild executive can figure this out after becoming a simple city Guard Captain.”

“Yes. From the number of people being arrested for disturbing the peace and attacking Void Mages, there’s been more than enough people for us to test.” Naeri told him. “Although, you’re wrong if you think Warren and Evelyn are merely retired hunters and Guild members.”

“Oh, you know something?” Gerome asked. “Care to share? I’ll be babysitting their son for two months at least, after all.”

“It’s not my secret to share, but you won’t have to worry about it. There’s nothing going on right now that will cause their past to come rearing its ugly head in your direction.” Naeri said.

Garrad had begun to grow tense at the mention of secrets, and the almost casual mentions of brainwashing said by his grandfather had disturbed him.

“Garrad, do you have something to share?” Gerome asked, having noticed the almost perfectly concealed tension in his grandson’s shoulders.

“... They kid is keeping secrets from his friends. Big ones from what I could tell from his heart rate.” Garrad said after a moment's thought. “He also seems like he’s trying to keep them at arm’s length. I’m certain he knows that the Alkena girl has a crush on him, but he’s not acting like a kid his age should act with that kind of information.”

Gerome and Naeri shared a look as they both thought back to the conversation they just had with Ezekiel’s parents.

“How so?” Gerome asked.

“Well... It’s like he’s afraid of letting her get close to him, emotionally.” Garrad tried to explain. “They were talking about secrets, and how the girl wanted to be like their parents were, and not keep things from each other. Ezekiel clearly got the subtext, but just ignored it and trampled on, ignoring her feelings and lying through his teeth about telling her his secrets when he felt he could.”

Gerome and Naeri stared at Garrad as he scratched his head in confusion.

“I get that everyone has secrets they want to keep, but this was almost like he was terrified. Terrified and guilty, but he’s only ten. What could he be so afraid and guilty of?” Garrad pondered.

For a while, no one said anything as they reached the border to the Grand Cathedral. The Tier fours both had an idea, having just spoken to Warren and Evelyn about Ezekiel having additional memories, but it wasn’t a good idea to talk about such things here and now. Coming to a stop, Naeri turned to Gerome and Garrad to say one last thing before leaving for the night.

“I think that that boy will be of interest to many parties moving forward.” Naeri said. “So, I would advise we keep an eye on him as best we can, as I would hate to see such potential wasted because a young man can’t keep his head on straight.”

“Agreed. I’ll keep an eye out when we leave. Maybe we’ll even find out whatever it is he’s keeping secret.” Gerome said.

“Hmm. Well, who better to keep someone grounded than a Hunter who’s as stubborn as a mountain and buried up to his neck in dirt.” Naeri said before turning around and heading into the cathedral. “We might need a little more help than that, however. It’ll be hard, but I’ll start reaching out to the Duke. We’ll see what he says when I personally give him news regarding what’s going on in his city.”

“Boss...?” Garrad was confused as Naeri walked away. He felt like he was missing something but wasn’t sure if he should ask about it.

“Just keep prepping for the expedition, Garrad. We have enough on our plate with just that right now.” Gerome stated as he began walking off in the direction of the Guild District. “Come along, let’s get a carriage. I’d rather not force these old bones to walk all the way across the city in a single night.”

Garrad said nothing as he did his best to focus on the preparations he’d have to make for the expedition. He’d likely have to go to multiple businesses in order to get enough supplies. Given that the Alkena’s were still doing repairs after that business with the nobles that tore up their rooms.

‘It might be a good idea to commission some armor for the kid as well.’ Garrad thought to himself as he followed after Gerome, sighing in frustration. As much as he wanted to know more about what was going on, he knew full well that he wasn’t ready for whatever was happening behind the scenes.

Perhaps, if he managed to break through sometime soon, he’d be able to help his grandfather face whatever it was that had him so worked up.

“Speaking of preparations.” Garrad called out as he moved to catch up with Gerome. “Do we actually intend on recruiting anyone from the schoolkids that will be taking the trials next week?”

“No. Leave that nonsense to the lower Tiered Guilds. There’s no need for us to be involved beyond acting as witnesses.” Gerome said. “While we may disagree on a few things, my fellow Wandering Titan leaders have no desire to recruit Children that haven’t even finished their basic school studies. Even if it is only as trainees.”

“And if the Roaring Ruins or Reaching Spires try to recruit Ezekiel's friends?” Garrad asked. “The Spires might not have seen their faces, but it wouldn’t be hard for them to find out who Ezekiel is friends with. I can easily see them being used against him.”

This was a possibility that Gerome had considered but chose to put aside. He knew it might be heartless to seemingly not worry, but he figured he knew the other Guilds well enough to safely assume that they would not deliberately harm children just for some petty revenge. Except for Kameira. She was a wretched enough person to do that, but her fellow Reaching Spires leaders were not, so she would likely be held back.

“I’m aware. But we can’t protect everyone, Garrad. You know that. Better to focus on one child, one that we actually have a chance at keeping safe, than to spread ourselves too thin, and lose everything instead.” Gerome explained. His bonded Spirit nuzzled against him, giving him some comfort as he knew Gerome didn’t like this decision any more than Garrad did. “Besides, while we argue more often than not, the other Guilds aren’t that monstrous. Now, focus on the expedition. I and the other Guild leaders will determine who will oversee the school trials.”

“Understood.” Garrad said as he nodded his head in acceptance. He didn’t like the fact that he was forced to ignore the politics happening between the Guilds, but he understood that there was only so much he, and by extension his Guild, could actually do right now.

They were already bending a number of rules to take a Tier zero Void Mage kid on an expedition with them. It set a dangerous precedent that might open doors in the future that would be better left closed. Garrad could feel the mental exhaustion creeping into his soul already.

All-in-all today had been a long day, for all parties, but he already knew that the up-and-coming months were just going to get longer.



Later that night, far away from the Alkena Auction House, but still within the city of Harkem, a meeting was taking place. Seven figures sat in a semicircle: their features hidden by blinding lights of different colors. They were looking down on a woman who knelt before them. Her own features were hidden by a robe that concealed her entire body.

One of the lights was gold in color, and the figure beneath this light sat at the center of the table.

“What news do you have?” The apparent leader asked the woman kneeling before them.

“The information received from our spy in the Church of Ten has been confirmed. He had witnessed and confirmed the new information regarding Void mana, and its usage by a Void Mage.” The kneeling figure spoke. “I have also confirmed the boy’s abilities. My daughter personally witnessed them, and can confirm that the Void Mage named Ezekiel, has capabilities beyond what a non-Tiered Void Mage should be capable of, and that he has been making progress to naturally breakthrough to Tier 1.”

The figure on the ground fell silent, waiting for further instructions as the figures seated at the table silently deliberated with one another.

“This news is disturbing. For a Void Mage to rise above its place on the ground is not good.” One of the figures, the one under a green light, finally said. “Worse yet is the fact that he is going to be protected by a Tier four Hunter. The oldest one in the city at that.”

“That is unimportant. We simply need to remove the boy before he can leave.” The figure under a red light stated. “If the boy dies before Gerome can leave the city with him, the city won’t even lose a Tier four Hunter, as the Covenant won’t be broken.”

“But suspicions will be raised, and we have already overreached one too many times this past year. This past month alone has led to many of our followers being arrested.” The figure in the blue light said. “If it wasn’t for Forret, there might have been executions.”

“A small number compared to the amount we have convinced to join us.” The figure under the violet light said. “At this point I do not think that it will matter if a few more are captured.”

“It will matter if Duke Harkem is given reason to return sooner than expected.” The figure under the orange light said. “Only one of us is in the city after all, and the Guild leaders will be forced to join his side, as rightful ruler of Harkem, if a conflict is apparent. As will the Church.”

The figures all fell silent once more.

“Feel free to harass him until he leaves, but we shall kill the boy within the Ruins.” The gold lit figure said. “It is the best way for us to deal with this foolishness. While the loss of Gerome as a Hunter will be great, his grandson is almost ready to take over his position. Some Light assistance from us will ensure that he reaches Tier four the proper way, as ordained by the True Ancient of Light.”

“Agreed!” The figures all said in unison.

“And you, loyal acolyte.” The gold lit figure spoke as the kneeling figure perked up. “Continue your efforts. We will ensure that your daughter does well in the upcoming trials. She will have her chance to bond with a Spirit, and even if she fails, we have many means to ensure that she becomes great.”

The figure on their knees bowed their head deeper.

“Thank you, Radiant one. I will not let you down, and neither will my daughter.” They said before moving to stand up.

“Also,” the golden figure said, causing the kneeling figure to freeze, “send a message to our agent in the Church of Ten. There is something we need to pass on to the young nuisance of a Void Mage. I can think of no better way to give it to the boy than through him.”

“Yes, Radiant one. May the Radiant Light shine upon us.” The kneeling figure said as they left the room with the figures cast in light.

“That will be all for this week. Attend to your respective cities, and do not allow the mistakes that have happened in Harkem to occur under your oversight.” The golden figure instructed.

The lights then faded out, one by one, until only two remained. The gray figure and the gold figure.

“... You are having doubts, aren’t you?” The gold figure stated as they addressed the gray figure.

“Harkem is not my city to oversee, but it still rests on the border between the Empire and the Desolate Lands. If we lose Gerome, either because he dies or he loses his bond, and it is revealed that we had anything to do with it, that’s three Tier four Hunters that will abandon this city out of spite.” The gray figure stated. “The Church will do its best to provide aid, but they have always held their gospel over the facts that lay in front of them.”

“So, we should simply let this Void Mage do as he wishes? To bring an end to society as we know it?” The golden figure demands. “That cannot be allowed to happen. Only the light can bring a stop to the Cruor, and the Void is anathema to all.”

“Yet it was the Ancient Void that sealed the Broods during the Age of Chaos!” The gray figure nearly shouted.

“Information from that Age has never been confirmed!” The gold figure refuted. “Even if it was, the Void is the element of the Beginning and the End. This world Began millennia ago, and so long as the Light remains, we will not permit it to End. Or do you intend to ignore the fact that only Void Mages can become Broodlords, the ones prophesized to be the key to releasing the Broods from their prison?”

The gray figure didn’t say anything, having nothing to use to argue with the gold figure.

“Harden your heart. Once the boy is dead, the natural order of the world will be able to regain its balance once again.” The gold figure commanded with a tone of finality. “Do not breach this topic again. Once Count Harkem is elevated to Tier four, he will be able to take proper command of Harkem city, even if his brother does return. Once that happens, we can properly purge the city of the Void filth and ensure that Cruor will lose their closest source of Void Mages to turn against humanity.”

“... Understood, Radiant one.” the gray figure muttered before he too disappeared from the room, leaving only the golden figure alone in the dark meeting room.

“Why is it so hard to understand, that all we do is for the light, and the betterment of humanity.” The golden figure said before they too faded away, leaving nothing but a darkened room in a far-off corner of the city.

            

    
        CH 36: Interlude 5

    
    
    
    
                It wasn’t long after Naeri left alongside Gerome, Garrad, and their bonded Spirits had left the Alkena manor that Warren, Evelyn, and their own Spirits pulled themselves together, packing up the nine remaining gold cards in Warren’s Void Pouch. It was time they grabbed their kids and headed home. Preparations would need to be made over the next three and a half weeks.

As they left the meeting room that they had completed their talks in, Warren and Evelyn were both politely greeted by a set of guards that had been awaiting them in the hall.

“Mister Luminance!” one of the guards said, “I have been ordered to ask if you would be willing to speak with Lord Allon regarding an important family matter. He requests your presence in his personal study as soon as you consider it convenient.”

Warren just sighed, and was about to tell the guard off, and let Allon know he’d be back in the morning, as he had his own family to worry about.

“Go.” Evelyn said, derailing Warren’s thoughts on the matter. “I’ll let your patrol team know that you’ll be unavailable for the rest of the evening. Allon and Sherra have had to deal with things today that have undoubtedly thrown their own business out of order. The least we can do is help them if their family is having issues.”

“Are you certain?” Warren stated. “I didn’t think I’d be going back to work today, but I was hoping to be there for you and the kids at least.”

“Nothing much should be happening tonight. I’ll take the kids home and start dinner.” Evelyn told him. “Go speak with Allon, and then come straight home. Alright?”

“Alright.” Warren agreed to his wife’s request. “But I’ll see you and the kids off first.”

The two then followed the guards to the training hall where Ezekiel and the rest of the kids were working on assignments from school. Whilst the rest of the Tier one kids would naturally recover their mana over time, a benefit of being Tier one and having opened their first Chakra, Ezekiel was tapped out until he could focus on his meditation. So, Ezekiel was helping his friends deal with their schoolwork.

“Hey kids. Everything going alright?” Warren asked as he and Evelyn entered the room. “You’re all looking tired. Get any good training in?”

“Ah! Mister and Missus Luminance!” Shari said as she stood up to greet Warren and Evelyn. “Yes, we got some good training. Mister Garrad allowed us to practice against him, so we got to see what we can really do without holding back. He also gave a few of us tips when it comes to our magic.”

Warren and Evelyn both looked slightly surprised. Usually, members of the Guilds only helped those amongst their own members, not some random kids they’d never met before.

“Although, I don’t think that I’ll need most of his advice.” Shari said with a pondering look on her face. “I don’t plan on going into battle after all.”

Most of Shari’s friends seemed to understand where Shari was coming from. They all knew she intended to take over her family’s business after all.

Warren and Evelyn, on the other hand, shared a look. Knowing the amount of trouble Allon once got into before he took over the reins for the Auction House. They hoped that Shari wouldn’t have to go through the troubles that Allon and Sherra had, but they couldn’t help but feel their hopes were in vain.

Their hopes for Ezekiel had long since been destroyed after all.

“Well, I wouldn’t just ignore it if I were you. The way I see it, even if you don’t plan on going into battle, there’s no reason you can’t apply what he told you to other aspects of life.” Evelyn gently told her as she approached to get her children. “Unfortunately, we need to be going now. I’m sorry.”

Shari and the other kids all looked a bit upset at that, but Ezekiel looked understanding, as did Peni and Stephen, who knew a bit more about what was likely happening due to their classes and knowledge of Guilds and Expeditions taught at the Academy.

“Now, now. There’s no reason Ezekiel can’t see you all tomorrow for some training. He might be physically tougher than you all, but even he needs his rest, and he’s had it harder than any of you today.” Evelyn said as she helped pull Ezekiel to his feet from the ground he was sitting on.

Taking this chance to really look him over, the kids finally noticed that Ezekiel seemed dead on his feet. He was slumped over, and his eyes were partially closed, but his face didn’t look flushed, and he was answering all their questions and explaining things clearly like usual, so they hadn’t noticed anything wrong with him.

They started apologizing for bothering him when he was so tired, but he waved them off before leaving the training room with his parents and sisters, barely noticing that his father was staying behind as they reached the doors to the manor. He only raised the point with his mother when they were a few feet away. But she just told him that Warren was being asked to help Allon with a family matter.

Leaving it at that, they continued on their way home. Neither Ezekiel nor his sisters noticed that Reya wasn’t on their mother’s shoulder, and that their path home seemed fairly devoid of any people. Almost like most were avoiding the family’s path as they made their way home.

Back at the Alkena manor, Warren was walking alongside a guard who was escorting him to Allon’s personal study further in the manor, well past the more public areas where the meeting areas and training room were.

This was an area where only trusted friends and business partners were welcomed. It wasn’t as deep into the manor as the security room, but it was still an area that most didn’t get to visit.

Stopping outside a room that was being watched over by several guards. One of which was Harry, one of the Tier two guard captains under the Alkena family’s personal employment. Warren stepped in front of it as one of the guards knocked on the door to let Allon know Warren was there.

“Come in.” Allon’s voice quietly drifted past the door to invite Warren in.

The guard that knocked opened the door to allow Allon to enter.

Allon looked up from where he sat at his desk, looking over some papers that Warren noticed seemed to be inventory lists of various supplies he recognized as being necessary for a successful expedition. Warren also noticed that the numbers were not especially high.

Alongside Allon was Sherra and her bonded Spirit, Fenris, who was curled up in a chair on the far side of the room. Sherra stood behind Allon and was watching him work as Warren entered the room.

“Please take a seat. There’s tea and cookies on the table there, so feel free to take some.” Allon said as he finished whatever he was working on and put down his pen. “Harry, please take the rest of the guards and go to the end of the hall for your watch. This meeting is going to be private. Thank you.”

Harry looked a bit put out, like he wanted to argue, but knew better than to fight with his bosses over matters of privacy, so he and the three other guards split up and went to the ends of the hallway to guard the corners and ensure that no one was sneaking around.

Warren poured himself a cup of tea before taking a seat in front of Warren’s desk. Theo took a seat in his lap and tried to relax as the humans in the room had their talk.

“... I’m sorry for the difficulties you had to experience today.” Warren started to say. “I never thought-”

“Warren!” Allon interrupted Warren before he could finish what he was saying. “I’ve dealt with the Guilds before, as well as nobles of a far more frustrating temperament.”

Allon paused to take a sip of his own tea that had been poured a while ago.

“So, trust me when I tell you that, whilst more than I’ve experienced before, this wasn’t entirely new to me.” Allon explained. “Besides, I knew that you and Evelyn would do your best to keep us safe, as would the Wandering Titans and the Roaring Ruins. Let alone the fact that a Grand Scholar from the Church was there to act as witness and overseer. Anyone who started anything would be in for a world of hurt if they tried to hurt me and mine. Especially since we were acting as intermediaries and hosts, so their business was not with us anyway.”

Warren looked somewhat relieved but remained a little bit worried.

“Even still, I know some toes were stepped on today. I can only hope that you and the Auction House won’t suffer too badly for this.” Warren voiced his concerns to the couple in front of him. “The Reaching Spires are certain to remember today, and if they don’t come after my family, then I’m worried they’ll go after yours. Especially during the trials next week.”

Fenris let out a small growl as Allon and Sherra frowned. They knew that Shari was intending to take part in the trials. Not to get a place within the Guilds, but to get a free chance to enter the Spirit Lands within the city, as it was the safest way to obtain the opportunity to bond with a Spirit without having to risk going into the wilds and bond with a Wild Spirit.

The ones in the Spirit Lands had regular interactions with the Scholars of the Church of Ten after all. So, they tended to be much more amiable when it came to interacting with humans.

“Even if they do something to sabotage her, it will simply act as a means to show her the truth of the world in a relatively controlled manner.” Allon stated, with a glare and a snarl of anger. “If she can see the dark side of the Guilds and the business world without having to suffer a direct attack from reavers and bandits trying to raid our supplies and deliveries, then all the better I say.”

Warren didn’t say anything, and neither did Sherra, although Warren could see that she was clenching her hand and jaw tightly. She didn’t like the possibility of her little girl being sabotaged just because some petty bitch from the Guilds couldn’t get off her high horse and understand that people weren’t slaves to be bent to the whims of those more powerful than themselves.

“Besides, our family had its own falling out with the Reaching Spires. The only reason they were permitted onto our property was because we couldn’t show favoritism to the other representatives, as Kameira is one of their peers after all.” Allon spoke quietly as he talked about the Reaching Spires Guild. Like he was only barely holding back his anger. “As it is, we will not be doing business with them any more from this day forth.”

Warren was slightly confused at Allons words. He knew the Reaching Spires were among the most difficult Guilds to work with in the City, but they still had business that had helped the Alkena Auction House in the past. To hear that they were ceasing all business entirely was something that would undoubtedly cause them to suffer for at least a little while.

“However, that’s not the main issue we have to deal with right now.” Allon said, moving past the previously mentioned problems. “There is one thing that is going to be happening to my family that will involve your family at least a little bit, as much as I don’t want it to. The other thing is a question that I have for you that I need and answer to, as much as I fear what you might say.”

Hearing what Allon said regarding his family and how there was a matter that might involve his own, Warren was slightly confused, especially as he saw Sherra’s face seemingly fall into despair as tears started welling up in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” Warren asked.

Allon gave a comforting look towards Sherra before reaching back to hold her hand. She came forward and wrapped her arms around Allon’s shoulders before he turned back and answered.

“Sherra’s brother died two weeks ago. Apparently, his whole company was wiped out by a group of Cruor that had managed to sneak past the borders.” Allon explained. “There was only one survivor, and given who it is, I felt you needed to be made aware of it.”

“Aldor.” Warren stated with certainty. He didn’t know anyone else in the mercenary companies that the Alkena’s would sometimes hire for security when moving goods outside the city, so the only one he could think of was Aldor; Allon and Sherra’s son, who had also tried to kill Ezekiel five years ago.

“Indeed. What’s worse is that he hasn’t changed his views on Void Mages. If anything, this attack has increased his hatred, as the one who led these Cruor was a Corrupted Void Mage.” Allon went into further detail of the attack. “From what I understand, this Void Mage was also the only one who survived after a passing team from the Reaching Spires Guild nearly killed them all off.”

“I assume you’re telling me this because Aldor will be returning home soon. It won’t be pleasant, but I can let Ezekiel know he should avoid coming over for the foreseeable future.” Warren said with a frustrated tone.

“Absolutely not!” Sherra nearly screamed. “That little bastard will not be welcome in my home! He is not my son anymore!”

Warren was shocked at Sherra’s outburst, as was Theo who had opened his eyes to stare at Sherra. The miniature lion Spirit turned a questioning look towards Feris, who refused to meet his gaze as he jumped from the chair that he was sitting on to rub up against Sherra to try and comfort her.

Given that Sherra and Allon held their family as more important than their business, to see Sherra renounce her son was confusing. The whole purpose of sending him away was to smarten him up after all. Warren was almost afraid to ask what Aldor had done to gain such animosity.

“What did he do?” Warren asked anyway, feeling that he needed to know what had happened to have hurt his friends so badly.

Sherra started crying into Allon’s shoulders as he tensed up in anger before answering.

“We found out from one of our contacts in the Reaching Spire, who has since be expelled from that Guild for passing on this information, that rather than stand and fight with his uncle and fellow mercenaries, Aldor, upon seeing the Cruor coming for them, chose to attack his uncle, and ensure that they couldn’t get away from the Cruor, whilst he ran as fast and far as he could.” Allon explained. “As such, it can be said that Aldor was directly responsible for the death of his uncle, and an entire mercenary company under the Alkena family’s employ.”

Warren was shocked. Killing your own family was a crime punishable with death in the Willowbrush Empire. The fact that Aldor wasn’t already executed meant that there was something wrong happening in the city. Something far worse than he’d expected.

“Wait... You said it was the Reaching Spires that killed the Cruor, so I’m assuming Aldor ran into them when he was fleeing for his life. But it was also a now expelled Reaching Spires Guild member that told you this information.” Warren said as a thought crossed his mind. “Are the Reaching Spires trying to keep Aldor’s crimes a secret!?”

Theo was thrown off Warren's lap as he stood up in anger and frustration, slamming his fists down on Allon’s desk. Warren was shocked and dismayed at this possibility, as it meant that the Reaching Spires had truly become corrupt and were now assuming that they were above the Law entirely.

“How can they do this? Haven’t the Judiciary Councilors found out about this? Aldor should be locked up at the very least, if not executed already!” Warren exclaimed.

“Unfortunately, the Judiciary Council is split on the matter. Due to the fact that the Reaching Spires has officially recruited Aldor into their Guild, as he managed to reach the peak of Tier two and has bonded with a snake-based Flame Spirit.” Allon explained. “As such, it was framed that Aldor had found an opportunity to run and find help and should be rewarded for bringing the presence of the Cruor within our border to the attention of the Guilds and Church before they could spread too far. Thus, his crime is being countered by his supposed merit.”

Warren sat down again as Allon continued to speak. This was such a big problem that he didn’t even know where to begin with figuring out how to keep his family safe from the inevitable problems his family would be facing.

“As it is, we would not have known the truth if not for that expelled member of the Reaching Spires. Aldor actually met with us last week, pretending to show remorse at what had happened. It seems like the Reaching Spires were hoping to use him as a means of getting access to my family’s resources.” Allon explained. “Luckily, since we already knew, however, he wasn’t able to fool us. He has since been removed from our family registry, and all our guards and business partners know that he is considered to be an ‘Undesirable' by the Alkena Auction House. None of our services are open to him any longer.”

Allon paused to take a sip of his tea. Stopping when he realized how cold it was. Sherra, seeing this, sniffed a few times before waving her hand over the cup, reheating it, to which Allon smiled and gave her a kiss and thanked her.

“Shari hasn’t been informed just yet. I wanted to wait until she was speaking with Ezekiel again before we told her, but we are likely going to tell her tomorrow. She’ll probably miss school for the rest of the week leading to the trials, but she’s still ahead of her peers, so she should be fine.” Allon finished speaking.

Warren was quiet as he digested all the information he had just received. It was clear that he now had an entire Guild to watch out for. It seemed like he wouldn’t be able to hold back his training any longer.

“I’m assuming that you’ve vetted the expelled Guild member?” Warren asked after some thought.

“Yes, but I did not give her a position as a guard within the family estate. She was offered a position on one of our boats as a permanent guardian, as she was fairly well suited for watery environments with her element and Spirit.” Allon explained. “As thankful as I was for her information, I just can’t trust anyone that comes from that Guild. Not anymore.”

“Good.” Warren stated in relief. “I’ll do what I can on my end to deal with this information. I’ll probably have to ask you for a few things, but they shouldn’t hinder you too much, and I’ll be paying you.”

“You don’t need to-”

“For this, yes, I do.” Warren cut Allon off before he could finish speaking.

Seeing that Warren was adamant about whatever he would be paying him for, Allon decided to drop the topic.

“Now, there were two things you mentioned. Aldor was one, but you said something about a question. What is it?” Warren asked with a curious look in his expression.

Sherra was also curious. She had been dreading the conversation regarding Aldor so much that she hadn’t even really noticed when her husband said he had a question for Warren.

“It has to do with what you said earlier today, when you were talking about Ezekiel.” Allon slowly seemed to be working himself up to ask the question he was dreading to hear the answer to. “Is it possible that at some point Aldor might’ve had his mind influenced by the Radiant magic that you mentioned?”

Warren immediately tensed up at Allon’s question, while Sherra froze, her entire body going cold as she looked at Allon in shock, before she looked at Warren in fear and hope.

Fear that her son had had his mind altered by some mad Mage who had basically enslaved him, but hopeful that her son might come back. If Aldor really had been brainwashed, then maybe it wasn’t his fault that he had attacked his uncle. Maybe there was someone else to blame than her son.

“... I don't think that matters at this point.” Warren said. “Even if his mind was altered, at this point, it’s been so many years that removing the alterations would be like removing most of his life from his mind.”

“How so?” Allon asked.

“... I need you to understand that I only know this magic exists. I can’t actually use it, it requires a Mage to be at Tier four at the least, and I would never want to use it either.” Warren told them as the atmosphere in the room grew heavy. “As you know, Radiant magic can create illusions. Some high Tier Radiant Mages can directly implant these illusions into a person’s mind. It’s harder to do if they have a Spirit, as their minds are connected to our own, but are intrinsically different, so a Spirit can provide a defense against this.”

Warren held Theo close to himself as he spoke. He didn’t like talking about this, as it brought up unpleasant memories from his past. Memories that only Evelyn was ever privy to.

“When these illusions are placed into a person’s mind, they greatly resemble memories, to the point that they are practically indistinguishable from the real thing.” Warren explained. “This means that, unless another Radiant Mage, or a properly trained Lightning, Life, Death, or Obscurity Mage knows what they’re looking for, it is impossible to determine that there’s anything wrong.”

Allon and Sherra both looked shocked and confused as Warren mentioned four other categories of Mages that could apparently affect minds. Seeing their shocked faces, Warren further explained.

“I’m not sure how they do it, I’ve just been told they can, and to watch out for those that try to get their magic too close to my head.” Warren told them. “Back to Aldor.”

Allon and Sherra refocused their attention at Warren as he continued.

“He would’ve had to have had his mind altered when he was still a child. Likely closer to Ezekiel and Shari’s current ages than when he first met Ezekiel at thirteen years old.” Warren said. “The fact that his memories were altered so early in life means that his personality and life experience has already developed beyond the original alterations, meaning that even if the alterations were removed, his personality wouldn’t change in the slightest from what it is right now.”

Allon and Sherra looked devastated. They were utterly dismayed at the fact that their son was entirely lost to them.

“Out of curiosity, was there ever a point in time when Aldor suddenly lost consciousness as a child? Perhaps not at the estate, but at a friend's house? He would’ve been unconscious for at least a day.” Warren asked Allon and Sherra, who took a few moments to think about it.

“Yes. There was one occasion. He was visiting a friend from school when he was nine, when we received notice from them that he had hit his head while playing, and that he had been healed by a Life mage but would need to sleep it off for at least a day, and that we wouldn’t need to worry since that was normal for this type of head wound.” Sherra said. “It was when you were visiting the ships after that storm caused us to lose some cargo. The deal with the Belfasts needed to be delayed for a month, remember?”

Allon had a look of realization on his face before a look of doubt crossed it.

“But that was a Life Mage. A Tier two Life Mage at that. He couldn’t have done anything to Aldor, if what Warren said about the Mage needing to be at Tier four is true.” Allon said.

“It is. Tier four denotes a qualitative change in a Mage’s magic, mostly in control. That’s why those below Tier four cannot fight them, even with ridiculous numbers.” Warren said. “But do you know for a fact that he hadn’t run into a Radiant Mage? Do you know for a fact that this family wasn’t composed of Cult of Light cultists?”

Allon and Sherra tried to think, Allon didn’t know much about this, as he hadn’t been directly involved, but Sherra grew horrified as she recalled one more detail from when she had been informed of what had happened.

“The family that Aldor was with at the time. The father of the household was a Radiant Mage. His eyes and hair were both gold in color, but I thought he was just a Tier three Mage.” Sherra said with horror on her face. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, as it didn’t seem important.”

“Do you know if that family is still in the city? This could be a lead to whoever is supporting the Cult of Light.” Warren said in a frantic voice.

Sherra shook her head in response.

“I’m sorry. The family cut off contact with us after this event. Apparently, the man had family in another city, and needed to leave for some reason or another. I’m not sure.” Sherra apologized. She wished she could tell Warren more, but there just wasn't anything else that she knew.

Allon turned and held her close to him. He knew that this was eating her up inside, so he started rubbing her back to try and help her relax. He hated seeing her so subdued like this. He desperately wanted his boisterous and passionate wife back.

“I’m sorry I brought up bad memories.” Warren said. “It’s likely too late now to find the monster that did this, but I’m sure there are other remnants somewhere in the city. You’ll be the first to know if I find any leads.”

Allon and Sherra both nodded in thanks.

“Before I leave, if there’s nothing else you need?” Warren inquired as Allon, and Sherra, shook their heads no. “I do have a request I need to make.”

Warren pulled open his Void Pouch, taking out every gold card he had. All nine thousand gold coins worth of them.

“I know the price is never fixed, but I need you to get me as many pure mana crystals as you possibly can.” Warren said as he pushed the money forward. “I think you know what it’s meant for.”

“I’m sure that I can find something.” Allon said, people and businesses that he could contact ran through his mind.

“Good. We have just over three weeks before my son leaves on his expedition. I think it would be in his best interests to have him be a proper Mage beforehand.” Warren said. “Agreed?”

“Agreed!” Allon and Sherra said in unison.

            

    
        CH 37: Training and Trials

    
    
    
    
                Time seemed to pass fairly quickly for Ezekiel after returning home with his sisters and mother. They made dinner and spent the night in, waiting for Warren to come back from the Alkena’s manor.

After Warren got home, not much happened. He briefly mentioned that he would be arranging something to help with Ezekiel’s training, but that there wasn’t much to talk about right at that moment.

That was fine with Ezekiel, because after eating dinner, he really just wanted to go to bed. He was so tired that he forgot to ask about the gold that they had gotten from Gerome. He also failed to notice the additional stress and worry that his father seemed to be under.

It wasn’t until after Wendy and Ellen had also gone to bed that Evelyn confronted Warren about what had happened. He gave her a brief explanation, to which she brought up her worries regarding taking care of Ezekiel.

“I’ve set in motion some plans to see that he becomes strong enough to survive. But for now, we need to be more careful.” Warren told his wife as they sat together in the main room. They made sure to keep quiet so as not to wake Ezekiel. “The Reaching Spires are aware of us now. It’s possible they’ve been infiltrated by the Cult, so we have to be especially careful about who we trust.”

Warren held Evelyn close as he tried to comfort her as best as he could, her presence also relaxing him as he tried to destress from the day’s events.

“We also need to pick up our own training. By the time Ezekiel returns from his expedition, we both need to be Tier four, in full.” Warren told Evelyn with a voice filled with dread.

Evelyn stared up at him with a worried look on her face.

“If we do that, then... they... might decide we’re too valuable to lose. They’ll know that Theo and Reya are Tier four, and they may come after us.” Evelyn said with a quiet fear filled voice.

“We’ll have time to get things ready if that happens. We’re a continent away after all. They won’t find out for a few years yet.” Warren said to reassure Evelyn of this decision.

Evelyn didn’t say anything as they just continued to sit together on the cushioned seats. Taking comfort in each other's presence as they tried to ignore the inevitable that was to occur in three and a half weeks. Knowing full well that their peaceful days in Harkem were coming to an end.



After the events involving the Guilds at the Alkena manor, Ezekiel found himself returning the next day, much earlier than he’d intended as he was accompanied by Warren, as he also had business to attend to.

While not his normal routine when visiting, as he usually waited until around the time that Shari was returning from school, Ezekiel didn’t think it was too strange.

Being told to go see Shari in Allon’s study and seeing her crying on the sofa in the corner was extremely strange, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel both worried and angry at whatever it was that had made his friend break down into tears. That feeling changed into pure anger as he was given the same story that his father had been told the previous night.

Ezekiel ended up just sitting there with Sherra and Allon as they tried to take care of Shari, who had still held some hope that the kind, if distant, brother she remembered from before meeting Ezekiel would be returning after smartening up from a few years working on the road.

Warren quickly checked in with Allon before heading out and returning to his post amongst the City Guards. He knew that things were likely to pick up in regard to how much work he would be doing.

Eventually, after Shari finished crying, Sherra and Allon left the two kids alone as they attended to their own duties. A pair of guards stood outside the room to watch over them.

“What am I going to do?” Shari finally asked after sitting in silence for some time.

“What do you want to do?” Ezekiel asked.

“I want to hit something-NO!” Shari abruptly sat up. “I want to hit someone! I want to hit the person that destroyed my brother, as hard as I can, and make sure they can’t do something like this ever again!”

Ezekiel watched as Shari got up and started pacing around the room.

“Then we should probably start training seriously now.” Ezekiel told her. “We need to get you through those trials so you can bond with a Spirit of your own, so you can hit that bastard really, really, hard. Without worrying about getting brainwashed yourself.”

“Right!” Shari exclaimed as she ran out of the room, Ezekiel trailing behind her as they headed to the training room.

Asking one of the guards accompanying them to go to Sherra and ask if there were any guards that could be spared for training, the two began practicing in earnest. Ezekiel was no longer using the staff he’d used before, instead using the weighted training swords.

He still didn’t have any mana, but he’d be able to practice his meditation later. For now, they could practice their martial skills, and so long as it was just one-on-one, he’d be able to avoid her spells, for the most part.

So as a couple of Cavern Mage guards arrived for the sole purpose of helping Shari with her training, it was to their surprise that they found Ezekiel giving her advice and instructions. Hearing what he was saying, they found Ezekiel’s words to be not dissimilar to what they themselves would also have advised.

“I’m just quoting some of the books I’ve read. I’m noticing some of the same issues I’ve read about when sparring with Shari, so I’m just giving the advice that was written in the books to help her overcome those problems.” Ezekiel explained when asked how he learned these things.

It was only after a couple of hours that the two decided to take a break, having swapped between fighting each other and fighting with the guards so they could take moments to get advice while sparring.

Shari learned a few tricks to make handling larger stones easier for her, and her area of affect had improved by a lot. Something that impressed Ezekiel, as that would make fighting her much more difficult as they went back to sparring after her reserves refilled themselves.

Thinking back to another Cavern Mage he had fought in the past, Ezekiel couldn’t help but compare Shari to Alys, the Mage he fought when he was five.

It was different, of course, since he was actually fighting back, but he could help but think that Alys was nowhere near as capable as Shari currently is, even though she was thirteen at the time, while Shari is only ten.

He’d briefly wondered what could’ve been different, but figured it was likely due to the fact that Shari had actual friends, no sycophants that just tried to make her look good, and the fact that Shari herself was not a follower, like Alys had been.

The fact that she sparred much more regularly than Alys was also likely something that helped Shari grow stronger faster. As Alys wouldn’t have had such an extensive number of guards under her family’s employ to have them spar with her for hours at a time every day.

Ezekiel was also there to help her with her school work, so she had time to grow stronger without interruptions.

With all these things combined, on top of the emotional turmoil that she was working to overcome, it was only slightly surprising when, during their meditations, Ezekiel was nearly forced to exit his own trance early as he felt a strange pulse seemingly travel past him as he was pulling mana into himself.

Figuring something might be wrong, he quickly finished up as fast as he could, gathering a mere six mote of mana, as opposed to the ten he was hoping for, before using his technique to expel the rest. Lamenting the missed opportunities.

Turning towards where he had felt the pulse coming from, Ezekiel was shocked to see Shari jumping up and down in joy. She had apparently made a small breakthrough, having successfully expanded her core by a minor step within Tier one. Something that she wasn’t sure she would do before the trials began.

This officially put her in the lead when it came to the quantity of mana available to her group of friends.

“Congratulations! That makes you Step six now, right?” Ezekiel said as he approached Shari.

“Yep! That puts me right up there with those rich snobs from school.” Shari told him. “Ha! This’ll teach them that I don’t need any stupid mana crystals to advance my Tier faster. Stupid nobles, teasing others just because they spend their parent’s money to get strong. Well, it’s not like they’ll get into an Academy if they use mana crystals.”

Ezekiel chose not to bring up the hypocrisy of using rich parent’s money. Even though they weren’t high nobles, the Alkena’s were still considered nobles by most circles, and were amongst the upper ranks when it came to wealth.

“Are you planning on entering an Academy? I thought you wanted to start working for the Auction House as soon as you finished school.” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, maybe. If I can get into the Academy here in Harkem then I probably will.” Shari said. “Even though I’m not interested in progressing the fields of magic, and working for the Church, or going into battle at the Empire's borders, or joining a Guild, I’m sure I can get some great experience before I start working for my family.”

“Well, you’ve got three more years to work things out. I’m sure you’ll break through to tier two by then.” Ezekiel said to encourage Shari. “I just with that non-Tiered Mages like me had steps like you do. Then it would be easier for me to break through myself.”

Now that he didn’t have to hide his successful mana gathering, Ezekiel could voice his complaints about the unfairness of his situation. Mostly in jest, but some of it was real.

“Yeah, having an increasing baseline whenever you increase your mana pool by the same amount as the minimum for a given Chakra is great!” Shari said with a teasing voice.

Tch- “Just you wait. When I break through to Tier one, I’ll both catch up and leave you in the dust with how fast I can accumulate mana.” Ezekiel said. “If it wasn’t for the fact that I kept losing mana whenever I gathered it, and the fact that I’ve practically emptied my core of mana from the small pool I had, I would’ve broken through a few times now. If I could just get to a hundred...”

The reminder of the number of times he’d nearly reached the necessary amount to open his first Chakra but couldn’t because fate seemed to want him to suffer made him frustrated for a moment before he shook it off and tried to look on the bright side.

“But at the same time, I might not have figured out the few tricks I’ve got if I’d done that.” Ezekiel said as he threw on a smile. “Do you think you can keep sparring with the guards for now? I’d like to try meditating in another spot. I think I’ve gathered most of the mana from that area of the room now.”

Shari just waved him off before heading to another corner of the room. Entering his meditative trance once again, Ezekiel tried to gather as much mana as possible, but it seemed like there just wasn’t as much ambient mana floating around today.

It likely had to do with the fact that Shari had gathered a large amount of Cavern mana, meaning that he’d lost a source of mana for himself, as he could now only gather Flame and Glacial mana. But as neither of those was particularly abundant, without a fire or a large body of water nearby, it made his progress fairly slow.

By the time he finally reached his limits when it came to his meditation, he’d only been able to gather enough mana to accumulate a dozen mana total before he had to stop.

Shari and Ezekiel spent the day like this. Intensifying their training as Riley, Yennifrey, and Drew eventually showed up to get involved in the training.

Drew and Riley asked if Ezekiel would be willing to train using his mana, but he told them no. As he needed to gather as much as he could to try and break through before he had to leave on the expedition. Given the fact that he wasn’t sure how quickly the ambient mana in both his house and the training room at the Alkena manor would refill to a sufficiently large enough quantity for him to train in, he needed to save as much mana as he could, unless he could get his hands on a pure crystal. But he didn’t think that that was likely.

Ultimately, they all agreed that they would focus on trying to get the ones that were going to be taking the trials as much training as possible, as there was at least a bit of time before Ezekiel would need to leave on the expedition.

This continued for the rest of the week, until finally, the trials for the Guild had arrived.



Ezekiel couldn’t take the trials, as he was not officially a Mage, having not opened his first Chakra, but he able to at least accompany his friends to the Guild District of the city, where he would be able to learn more about them and wish his friends good luck

Seeing the number of people headed to the trials, Ezekiel was shocked as he realized that these trials were open to anyone who had opened their first Chakra and was a student at the Church’s schools.

Ezekiel was aware that there were other schools supported by the Church throughout the city, as Harkem was too large to not have more than one if they were teaching the basics to all the children in the city but given that he’d only visited the cathedral and saw the school his friends went to from a far, he hadn’t understood the full scope of how many students would be attending.

There were at least a few thousand kids gathered into different areas in the Guild District. Many of them, Ezekiel included, were from other districts and were looking around in shock and awe as they saw all the large buildings and open spaces.

There were roughly a dozen Guilds that called Harkem home. The top three were the most important, but the rest still had some influence when it came to matters pertaining to the various Ruins found and explored within safe traveling distance to Harkem.

Ezekiel stood with his mother and Sherra. Off to the side of the large area where the students taking the trials stood, as they accompanied him to witness the first day of the trials. They waited as a Tier three Guild representative from a Tier three Guild stepped onto a raised platform to address the students standing in the courtyard in front of him. A blue toad sat on his head, matching his hair and eyes.

“Hello students. My name is... unimportant for you to know.” The man said as he began his speech. “All you need to know right now are the rules for the trials.”

Waving his hand, a wall of ice appeared behind him, facing the students. A number of different activities and tests were displayed in simple human shaped figures.

“Given that you are all Tier one, and have no bonded Spirits, the trials will be simple. For today and tomorrow, you will be tested on how fit you are, taking turns according to lots drawn.” The representative waved his hand and several Tier two Guild members began walking around with boxes for the students to draw lots from. “The lots have numbers that will indicate what order you will be coming up here to test different physical attributes.”

“Test will involve individual limb strength,” he said as mana was used to highlight different images on the ice wall, “and physical endurance in different environments.” More images lit up on the wall.

“Tomorrow, we will be doing a number of mock battle trials where you will need to fight both individually, and in groups of up to five. The groups will be chosen at random. No exceptions.” The rep continued. “As well, none of the tests taken today or tomorrow will permit the use of magic in any form. If you use magic, you will have failed, and will be out of the trials.”

There was a bit of outrage among the students, at least those that were nobles or who had only focused on their magical abilities rather than their physical ones.

“QUIET!” the rep yelled, forcing the students to flinch and cover their ears at the volume. “For those of you who do understand why we’re doing this, let me ask you a simple question: do you intend to meditate when you are in the middle of a battle?”

None of the students answered, knowing full well that doing so would be a death wish, but not wanting to accept the truth.

“These tests will let us know who has the highest chance of surviving if forced to use their magic to the limit and can no longer do so. I, myself, have had to fight, and flee from a fight, several times without using magic because I ran out of mana. Either because of a stupid mistake, or because of an ambush by the monsters out in the wild, or by other Guilds who wanted to take my spoils and rewards for themselves.” The representative's voice was cold and hard as he explained the truth to the kids in front of him. “I’ve also seen friends and fellow Guild mates die, because they couldn’t run away fast enough when they ran out of mana.”

The kids all fell silent, a few had a hard glint in their eyes, mostly kids with Guild member parents. A few more grew scared and seemed like they were having second thoughts.

“If you want to back out now, then do so. If not, then get in line according to your numbers. The grounds have been divided into different sections to split you all up properly.” The rep continued. “There will be breaks periodically throughout the day for food and rest, but if you choose not to rest while the other groups are being tested then that’s your fault. We’ll be here for a few hours at least, but if we get through this early, then that means you’ll get to go home early as well. So, let’s get started.”

Knowing that there wasn’t much they could do at this point, Ezekiel and Evelyn decided that they would head off. Sherra said goodbye, but also told them that the thing Warren had paid for had arrived, and that they should go and try to use it as soon as possible, so that the next three weeks weren’t a waste. Sherra also gave them a small coin pouch which Evelyn tried and failed to refuse.

Evelyn looked resigned, but thankful, while Ezekiel was just a bit confused. But he figured he could wait until they were at the manor before asking anything.

Heading straight to the Alkena Auction House, Ezekiel and his mother ended up taking a relatively long and convoluted path to return to their home district, taking carriages here and there, but never just taking one all the way to the Alkena’s manor.

Ezekiel was confused at first, but then he saw that Reya was nowhere to be seen, and that his mother seemed oddly focused on something or other.

It was then that he realized that Reya was likely scouting a path for them through the city. One that had as few people as possible, or at least as few issues as possible for them to run into.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel frustrated at this as they finally reached the Alkena manor. It seemed like his very existence was causing problems for him and his family and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He only hoped that things might start changing after he returned from the expedition in a few months.

As Ezekiel and Evelyn made their way into the manor, they passed through the public areas and straight into the private areas where they met Allon in a room that Ezekiel had never been to before. It was a very spartan room, with only a meditation mat in the center little else.

“Ah, you're here. Good.” Allon said as he walked up to them with a box in hand. “This is all I could get on such short notice, but there’s more than enough to do what he needs to do. I’m sorry I couldn’t get them any cheaper, but I was told to get as much as I could by yesterday. I’m already a day late.”

“It’s fine, Allon. This is already more than enough. I know you likely had to burn a few favors to get these.” Evelyn reassured Allon that everything was alright. “I’ll take it from here. Thank you.”

Allon just nodded his head before exiting the room, shutting the door behind him.

“Mom, what’s going on? What did dad buy?” Ezekiel asked as he sat down with his mother in the center of the room.

Evelyn opened the box, and Ezekiel saw that inside were a number of pure mana crystals. He didn’t know how many gold coins worth of crystals were in there, but it had to be at least a few thousand at least.

“This is what you will be using to break through to Tier one, today.” Evelyn told her son. “They were bought with the money left over from what Gerome paid us. No doubt he assumed we’d use that money for this reason. We’d be foolish not to, unless we wanted you to die on this expedition.”

Ezekiel was shocked as he looked at the crystals sitting in the box. A part of him had always wished that he would be able to use crystals to break through, as it would be so much easier, but he knew that even the lowest quality pure crystals were as far too expensive for his family to afford. Another part of him desperately wanted to use his meditation method to break through as well, as he wanted to break through on his own.

“I’ll use these to fill me up to nearly maximum, but I need to at least try to take that final step on my own.” Ezekiel said, knowing there was little reason or way to refuse these crystals.

Evelyn said nothing, just nodding and letting him take the lead on his own as Ezekiel held two of the crystals in his hands.

Immediately, Ezekiel entered into a trance and looked at the mana floating around him. Halting his visualizations to examine how much mana he had to make his own Void mana with, he saw that he’d be able to make seven motes given the amount of mana that was available in the room.

Focusing on the crystals in his hands, Ezekiel absorbed enough mana to get him all the way to ninety-six motes of mana. The largest amount he had ever had at once before. He then immediately left his meditation and put the crystals back in the box, having strained very little of his mind to do this.

He then attempted to use his technique to take those final steps. His heart racing as he focuses on absorbing the mana necessary for forming Void mana, choosing to take in Tempest and Cavern first, and nearly stopping as he was unable to absorb more than four more motes into his body.

Stuck with ninety-six motes of Void mana, three motes of Cavern mana, and one mote of Tempest mana, he mixed together the Tempest and Cavern mana to for a ninety-seventh mote of Void mana, but was still stuck with two Cavern mote, and he could only absorb one mote of Tempest.

He couldn’t gather more than one hundred motes of mana in his body at once.

Almost panicking at this point, Ezekiel focuses on combining the mana inside him again. He formed a ninety-eighth mote of Void mana, and then gathered another mote of Tempest and formed his ninety-ninth mote of Void mana. But, when he tried to form his one-hundredth mote of Void mana, using Glacial and Flame mana, he couldn’t absorb the two motes of opposing mana that he needed to form the last Void mote.

Expelling the single mote of Glacial mana that he had absorbed, and leaving him at ninety-nine motes of Void mana, Ezekiel fell out of his trance. He slumped over, tears threatening to form at the corners of his eyes as he thought about everything, he might be able to do to get past this hurdle.

Nothing came to mind. He couldn’t think of anything he could do to get that one extra mote of mana that he needed to make his one-hundredth mote of Void mana.

Seeing Ezekiel suddenly filled with despair, Evelyn, and Reya, both rushed forward to check what was wrong.

“Ezekiel, what’s wrong?” Evelyn asked as she held Ezekiel close to him as he started to cry.

“I can’t do it.” He said, his voice filled with despair. “I can’t absorb enough mana to make the final mote I need to open my Chakra. I need two motes to make one Void mote. But my body can’t hold more than a hundred motes of mana. I’m stuck at ninety-nine.”

Evelyn’s eyes widened in realization. She and everyone else had just thought that Ezekiel's meditation methods were so new and amazing, considering all the discoveries they were making, and the fact that there was actually a method for Void mages to accumulate mana, that none of them had thought about something as simple as math.

Everyone who had opened their Chakra knew that there was a limit to how much mana a person’s body could contain before they opened their next Chakra. It wasn’t possible to go beyond these limits, and after opening the first Chakra and entering Tier one, opening the next Chakras wasn’t as simple as reaching the limits on focusing it inward, toward one’s core to open their chakra. Each subsequent Chakra had to be discovered within the seemingly endless pathways within their soul.

That was why Hunters were so helpful in breaking through. They could separately search their bonded human’s soul to find the next Chakra when the Hunter in question reached Step nine of their Tier. With each Step being an amount of mana added to their core equal to the limit of their previous Tier.

So, for Tier one, the nine Steps were each denoted by one hundred mana. For Tier two, the Steps were denoted by one thousand mana, and so on. Only for Tier four were the requirements different, as there was something extra that was required to break through to Tier four. Something that those without a bonded Spirit just didn’t have, and just couldn’t figure out to reach Tier four.

Of course, Ezekiel knew all this, for the most part. It was just something that he had overlooked because it was an issue that he had never faced before, as he had never reached his limits, and it was likely that everyone else either assumed that they would figure something out, or that it wouldn’t be an issue due to the unique properties of Void mana.

However, regardless of the reasons for this oversight, this was something that made Ezekiel’s world come crashing down. His method that he was so proud of, the trials and tribulations he had overcome to get to this point. All of it was worthless.

Just like those before him, he would be required to use a pure mana crystal to break through to Tier one. His method wouldn’t allow it due to natural limitations that everyone, not just Void Mages, ultimately had.

Just like every Void Mage before him, he wouldn’t be able to break through naturally. For Tier one, or any of the other subsequent Tiers.

            

    
        CH 38: Opening The Door

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel sat in the center of the room with his mother and Reya comforting him as best they could.

Whilst not life ending, Ezekiel still couldn’t help but feel like his work until this point was all worthless. No matter how many steps he had taken, or how many discoveries he had made, he still hadn’t changed the fact that, apparently, Void Mages apparently couldn’t break through naturally.

“I’m sorry. I should be focusing on breaking through right now.” Ezekiel said he tried to push his mother away so he could absorb the mana from the pure crystals he had set aside.

“... Yes. You should.” Evelyn said, grabbing the pure crystals from where Ezekiel had set them aside, but she didn’t hand them over. Instead, she got up and placed them back in the bow. “But we still have the rest of the day for you to do so.”

“Mom?” Ezekiel was shocked. He was certain that his mother would insist he break through as soon as possible, as it would mean he could better defend himself.

“You will break through, and it will be today.” Evelyn stated. “But you’ve worked really hard on this, and you’ve done more for Void Mages than many have in centuries. So, you can’t give up after your first major setback.”

Sitting down in front of the door, Evelyn held onto the box as she watched Ezekiel from further away.

“You will break through by the end of the day. We have a few hours until I need to pick up you sisters. At which point the choice will be entirely yours. But for now, I won’t let you use these until you break through on your own.” Evelyn explained. “That way, these remaining crystals will lay the foundation for your Tier one starting point. You should be able to reach Step three if you use all of them.”

Hearing his mother’s confidence in him, and her insistence that he continue trying to break through on his own, Ezekiel wiped his eyes before firming his resolve. He was going to break through, even if he had to use entirely new tricks based on random guesses.

“Okay.” Ezekiel stated as he started meditating once again.

“But Ezekiel!” Evelyn interjected. “Please be careful. We don’t have a Life mage here right now, so there won’t be any healing if you injure yourself.”

Ezekiel nodded his head slowly, calming himself down so he could focus, reassuring his mother that he would be careful.

So, he began experimenting in earnest, taking breaks and expelling the elemental mana he had absorbed in an attempt to circumvent the one hundred motes limit.

He tried altering the images of the elements he was trying to absorb, but that didn’t work. He tried altering the shape of the mana within himself. He tried imagining a void where there was nothing there, to try and trick his body into believing it didn’t have enough mana so he could force himself over the limit. He even tried visualizing celestial bodies like stars and black holes to use the ideas of gravity to further absorb mana, but the pulling force didn’t resonate with the image he was visualizing.

He even tried moving the Void mana inside himself in a spiraling shape to emulate a galaxy, much like the eyes of the Ancient Void that he could recall.

He tried numerous tricks over the course of an hour, taking several breaks as his mind exhausted its stamina, but nothing seemed to work.

“Damn it... '' Ezekiel couldn’t help but mutter as he fell backwards with an exasperated sigh.

Sweat was dripping down his brow, and he truly felt so mentally exhausted that it was reflected in his physical state as he could barely keep himself awake.

“Ezekiel,” Evelyn spoke up after seeing her son tiring out, “how did you figure out how to expel mana without loving Void mana when gathering it?”

“...Why does that matter?” Ezekiel asked. “I’m trying to gather mana, not expel it.”

“I’m trying to help you figure out different methods, because it seems to me, you’re just trying different ways to gather mana beyond your limit, when you should be figuring out how to use the mana inside yourself to do something that only Void mana can do.” Evelyn explained. “No other element of mana can be used in the way that you use Void mana, so perhaps you should focus on trying something like what you did when you figured out how to safely expel other type of mana from your body and use that as inspiration.”

Knowing that he didn’t have anything to lose, Ezekiel explained the idea of a newton’s cradle that he remembered from his past life. He wrote it off as being part of the message and information provided by the Void Relic.

He could tell that Evelyn was nervous when he mentioned the Void Relic but wrote off his mother’s worries as concern regarding the problems that the Relic had caused to this point, rather than her fears regarding the knowledge Naeri had provided regarding Void Mages and their memories.

“Perhaps that’s what you should try doing instead?” Evelyn pondered. “Instead of using natural phenomena, you should use a mechanical image to naturally cause your mana to move, rather than forcibly moving it in a way that isn’t working.”

Ezekiel thought about his mother’s suggestion for a minute before deciding that it probably wouldn’t hurt to at least try.

So, as he was recovering his mental stamina before making another attempt, he went over the different machines that he could remember existed in his old life. Trying to connect whatever image he could to the images of the Ancient Void that he could remember.

‘That could work.’ Ezekiel suddenly thought as he recalled something that was specifically used for increasing pressure by forcing large amounts of gas into smaller spaces.

A centrifugal compressor. Not only was the whole purpose of this device to move gas from point A to point B, regardless of available space, to an extent, it also used a spiral shape which would resonate with the image of the Ancient Void whose spiraling star filled eyes would never be forgotten by Ezekiel.

Sitting up again, Ezekiel gently clapped his hands against his face to psyche himself up.

“Alright, let’s do this.” Ezekiel said before falling into a meditative trance once again.

Only visualizing the image of a centrifugal compressor, and not even trying to move his mana, immediately had some effects. As he visualized the image of the compressor sitting on top of the center of his mana pool, the mana inside of him immediately started moving without his direct input.

The mana inside of him was pulled inward and forced into the center of the compressor that he was visualizing.

He wanted to feel happy for what was happening as he saw his mana focusing inwards, but as it moved inward, he felt a sharp pain in his head as he felt an immense pressure pushing down on his mind.

It was so intense that he nearly fell out of his trance, but he held on as best he could as he saw that this wasn’t enough. The image he was using was manipulating the Void mana inside him, but the effects didn’t seem to be going beyond the boundary of his body. The mana outside his body wasn’t moving.

So, he forced himself to visualize a whirlwind of fire and ice, just above the image of the centrifugal compressor, in order to gather the needed flame and glacial mana.

As the mana approached his body, the first mote of Flame mana entered his body. As did a second, followed by a mote of Glacial mana.

He had done it. He had successfully broken past the one hundred mote limit, and even better, the Flame and Glacial mana he had absorbed were directly pulled toward his mana due to the visualized compressor.

The flame and Glacial motes of mana directly canceled out and formed a mote of Void mana, but he still had one problem. There was still a mote of Flame mana inside him, and something told him that releasing the image of the compressor would be bad, as he was still over the limit of the amount of mana his body could naturally contain. Worse yet, he could feel his mind starting to fail as his mental strength was being strained.

Having little choice in the matter, Ezekiel chose to directly try opening his first Chakra.

Using the momentum from the centrifugal compressor, Ezekiel directly forced all his Void mana into the metaphorical core of his body, where everybody’s first Chakra was located.

He was expecting to feel a bit of push back as his mana was forcefully pushed towards his Chakra. But the moment his mana made contact, his Chakra was immediately blown open, and his mind was filled with an earth shattering ‘BOOM.’

For a brief moment, Ezekiel thought he saw a galaxy appear within his mind, the center of which was a humanoid figure. However, it was not the Ancient Void. This figure was not featureless.

It was himself, at the center of a galaxy. One that he was slowly creating with his own two hands. Only for the essence that he held within himself to fall apart, not yet strong enough to support it.

Ezekiel was immediately thrown out of his meditative trance, having no chance to force the remaining mote of Flame mana within his body. But just before he was forcefully expelled from his own mind, he saw his mana condense within the newly opened Chakra, surrounding the singular mote of flame mana in such a way that it couldn’t move, trapped within a bubble of Void.

With this last image in mind, Ezekiel opened his eyes, seeing his mother directly in front of him with a worried expression on her face.

He tried to reassure her that he was fine, and that he’d succeeded, but his vision faded to black as his consciousness faded away before he could.



When Ezekiel regained consciousness, he realized that he was lying on a well cushioned sofa in a different room than the one he had been in before.

Judging from the brightness that he could only just make out from the window; he could see that it was much later in the day than it had been. He must have been asleep for several hours by this point.

Taking a moment to recall what had happened, Ezekiel tried to focus inward and visualize his mana so he could enter into a meditative state once again, only to wince a sharp pain went lancing through his skull.

Holding his head in his hands, he realized that he must have fully exhausted his mind. Something that he hadn’t done since he was five, but it seemed to be much worse this time. He would likely have to wait another hour or so at least before he could properly examine his mana.

But as he sat up and looked over himself, he noticed that there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with his body, so he felt that he was safe, and healthy, at least for now.

‘Click’

Hearing the door to the room opening, Ezekiel turned to see who had come to visit.

Walking through the door was Shari, who looked incredibly downtrodden as she entered the room. She held a tray with a soaked cloth on it, as well as a plate with some food.

“Hey.” Ezekiel called out as he saw that Shari hadn’t noticed he was up yet.

Flinching at the sudden greeting, Shari’s eye widened as she finally noticed Ezekiel sitting up on the sofa. She dashed forward, nearly dropping the tray as she moved towards Ezekiel, roughly placing the tray next to Ezekiel on the sofa.

“Ezekiel! Are you okay?” Shari asked. “Rodney, go let my parents know Ezekiel is awake!”

One of the guards standing outside rushed off to inform Sherra and Allon that Ezekiel had woken up. Turning her focus back to Ezekiel, Shari wasn’t sure what to do as she didn’t want to do anything to exacerbate Ezekiel’s possible injuries.

“I’m not a piece of glass you know. I just have a headache.” Ezekiel said as he reached for the try beside him. “Is this for me, or for you?”

“Ah... It’s for me. I wanted to eat with you, even if you weren’t awake to eat with me.” Shari explained. “You can have it if you want. I don’t think you’ve eaten today.”

“Thank you.” Ezekiel muttered, trying to be quiet as his head still hurt slightly. “Were you watching over me the whole time?”

Shari nodded affirmatively as Ezekiel started eating while he talked with Shari. She was obviously still concerned, but Ezekiel didn’t want to remain quiet. He really wanted to talk to someone right now. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt like he had really cut it close today.

“So, what happened at your trials today?” Ezekiel asked. “Did you pass? It was only physical tests today, right? I can’t imagine you or anyone else we know would’ve had issues.”

“Right. Me, Riley, Yennifrey, and Drew, all passed our trials today. I was kind of surprised at how many failed, honestly.” Shari said as she started to describe the trials she and their friends had gone through. “They weren’t even that hard, but I guess it was mostly because lots of kids defaulted to using their mana by accident. There were a number of burned and frozen testing devices.”

“Are you looking forward to the battle trials tomorrow?” Ezekiel asked. “I doubt that they’ll be much harder for you guys.”

“Yeah... probably not.” Shari seemed quiet as she thought about the trials tomorrow.

Before he could ask what was wrong, Sherra arrived at the room and poked her head in.

“Hey kids. Are you doing alright?” Sherra asked as she entered the room, a guard with a blank green armband with white leaf on it entered behind her. “Shari, do you think you could move over for a second? I’d like to have Ezekiel checked over before his mother gets back to pick him up.”

“Gets back?” Ezekiel questioned as the Life mage behind Sherry stepped forward and began running green glowing hands up and down his body. “I guess she would’ve needed to pick up my sisters, but wouldn’t they have just stayed here until I woke up?”

Shari and Sherra shared a regretful look before turning back to Ezekiel.

“Your mother stayed for a while with your sisters, yes, but after you got checked over the first time by a Life mage, it was decided that you shouldn’t be moved until after you woke up.” Sherra explained.

“Okay, but it’s only the evening, right? How long was I asleep for?” Ezekiel asked, growing worried as his mind started to clear in worry.

“Twelve hours. It’s not the evening, Ezekiel, it’s the morning after the first Trial. Shari was coming to have breakfast with you before heading off to the second day of the Guild trials.” Sherra stated as she broke the news to Ezekiel. “We would’ve moved you to a bed, but as this was the first placed you were laid down at, the healers said you’d have to stay here, else any movements might stress the strains they had spent so much time healing.

Ezekiel was shocked as he realized how long he had been unconscious. Only severe soul injuries resulted in such long periods of unconsciousness. Usually, they only happened as a result of an attack, or a fault in a person's meditation as they accidentally took one mana of a different affinity. The worst were Cruor attacks, but Ezekiel had suffered none of these. He honestly felt fine, physically at least.

At that moment the Life mage that was examining him finished and stepped back.

“Miss.” she addressed Sherra, who nodded to have her proceed. “From what I can tell, Ezekiel is doing just fine, at least at the moment. The physical exhaustion and strain have been mostly recovered from, and besides some mental stress he should be able to recover fully in a couple of days. However, he shouldn’t even try to meditate until tomorrow at the earliest.”

The Life mage then left the room, as there was little else for her to do then and there.

Ezekiel was still shaken from just how badly he had strained himself. The fact that he was being forbidden from meditating meant that his mind had been pushed well beyond the natural limit that he should have been restricted to.

‘Although, I did use an image with the express purpose of pushing past my body’s limit when it comes to mana capacity.’ Ezekiel thought to himself as he considered just what he had put himself through.

“Alright then. Shari, you need to get ready. The Trials were held later yesterday because people needed time to get to where they needed to. Now that everyone knows where to go, they’ll be starting the trials earlier, which makes sense since you’ll be doing a bit more than you did yesterday.” Sherra said as she pulled Shari up off the sofa.

Ezekiel just continued to think about what he had done, and whether or not there were any other means that he could try to do things safer in the future. It wouldn’t be any time soon, but he did need to break through to the next Tier one day.

“Ezekiel.” Sherra called out, pulling Ezekiel from his thoughts.

“Yes?” Ezekiel asked.

“We’ll be headed out, and Allon will be busy with business for a while, but your mother should be here soon. So don’t go anywhere, alright?” Sherra told him as she and Shari stood by the door.

“Ah. Right. I’ll stay here. Maybe try to nap a bit more.” Ezekiel said back. “Thank you for your hospitality, and I’m sorry for the trouble.”

“No worries kiddo. We’re just glad that you’re alright.” Sherra said.

“Shari!” Ezekiel suddenly called out. “I’m awake now, so don’t worry about me during your trials today. I really want to see you get your chance to bond with a Spirit later!”

Ezekiel threw on a great big smile as he waved a hand at Shari, who did her best to psyche herself up as she nodded in agreement. She wanted to do her best as well, so she wouldn’t allow herself to let either of them down.

As Shari and Sherra left the room, Ezekiel remained alone with his own thoughts. He tried to remember what he had seen before he was thrown out of his trance. He could recall the steps he took quite clearly, but it was what happened after he had apparently opened his first Chakra that had confused him. Why had he seen an image of himself in the center of a galaxy? In the place where the Ancient Void should have stood.

Did this mean that he was becoming closer to the Ancient Void? Was he ultimately taking the right steps? What did the Ancient Void really want him to do? He knew he was supposed to save the world, but save it from what? The Cruor? Humanity seemed to be doing just fine right now, so what exactly did he need to do?

All these questions and more bounced around in Ezekiel’s mind. Other than having to save the world from something he wasn’t aware of, Ezekiel only knew that he needed to grow stronger, as that would be the only way he’d be able to face whatever enemies he was ultimately going to face.

After coming to that conclusion, he decided that it was time to finish eating. So, he did. Then he decided to rest up, as he figured that that was the best way to recover more quickly.

It didn’t even feel like he’d closed his eyes for five minutes before he heard the door to the room, he was in slam open. His mother was standing in the doorway with Reya perched upon her shoulder.

“Hi mom-”

Ezekiel’s greeting was cut off as his mother charged forward and pulled him into a great big hug. Tears in her eyes as she held Ezekiel close to her.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have insisted you try to break through naturally. I should’ve insisted you break through safely.” Evelyn muttered as she held onto Ezekiel.

“No, mom. Thank you. I’m sorry for worrying you but thank you.” Ezekiel said, causing his mother to push him back to look him in the face. “I needed to overcome this mom. You were right. I couldn’t let myself stop after meeting the first hurdle I thought I couldn’t just jump over.”

Regardless of the danger, Ezekiel was quite happy that his mother had pushed him like she had. He likely would’ve continued with the pure crystals instead of figuring out what he had, thus furthering his discoveries with Void mana and magic.

“I think that we’ll need to take our time moving forward, but I understand why we had needed to rush this time. We only have just under three weeks left to prepare after all.” Ezekiel said in order to reassure his mother.

It was true, after all. If he had more than a couple of hours to break through, then he might not have passed out. He had already strained his mind quite a bit by the time he had visualized the centrifugal compressor, but he felt that, if he had been fresh, then the strain his mind was forced to endure would’ve been much more manageable.

The strain of forcing his body to contain more mana than it should have been able to would still have likely required some time to recover from, but he didn’t think it would be impossible.

Evelyn just continued to look sad at what Ezekiel had forced himself to go through again.

“Even so. Just like you said. If I hadn’t forced you to go too fast, you wouldn’t have been hurt.” Evelyn said as she expressed her guilt at what had happened. “All I want to do is keep you safe, but I also want to help you move forward. But the moment I encourage one of those two things, the other is in jeopardy of being destroyed.”

“Isn’t that life? Isn’t that freedom?” Ezekiel asked with a confused tone. “The fact that you care about both of these things, means that you care about me, and what I want, in full, doesn’t it?

Evelyn just chuckled at Ezekiel’s questions. They seemed so simple, but they were so incredibly difficult to deal with. Ultimately, she decided that her son was okay, for the most part, and the thing he needed was some rest before he restarted his preparations and training.

“Maybe you’re right. When did you get so wise?” Evelyn asked, ignoring the nagging feeling she felt in the back of her head as she pondered her son’s wisdom.

“Not sure.” Ezekiel said, ignoring the guilt he felt at keeping secrets from his family once again.

“Well, why don’t we get out of here for now. You can rest at home. I know you were told not to do any meditating until tomorrow at the earliest, so you can help me out in the store for now.” Evelyn stated.

Ezekiel nodded in agreement as he and his mother headed out to leave the manor.

He may have run into another bump in the road for his magic, but he had overcome it, and he would do his best to continue overcoming any and all problems he faced in the future.

The door had been successfully opened. He finally had a chance at facing the trials the Ancient Void had told him were coming for him. Now all he had to do was keep moving forwards and face the challenges that were soon to arrive.

            

    
        CH 39: Initial Preparations

    
    
    
    
                After returning home from the Alkena’s manor, Ezekiel spent the rest of the day helping his mother in her shop. Given that he was in no state to be using his mana and practicing what magic he could, he was ok with this, as there was little more that he could do beyond reading books he had already read and wasting time doing little to nothing.

Though he did take some time to practice his wood carving. Having found it to be a relaxing and fulfilling hobby that he was happy to spend time doing.

Little else happened for the day, but upon waking up the next morning, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel quite refreshed. No longer did he feel a sense of lethargy mixed with a dull ache constantly pushing at the center of his brain. He was still slightly tired, but he felt like he could at least do a self-examination with his meditation.

So, he did, and low and behold, he was incredibly pleased to find that he still had one hundred motes of Void mana still remaining within his body.

What surprised him, however, was the presence of the single mote of Flame mana that had remained within his core for the last two days. By all the writing he had read regarding the subject, taking in mana that wasn’t a match to one’s elemental affinity would only result in it going out of control and wreaking havoc on one’s spiritual pathways until the mote ran its course and faded away.

A single mote wasn’t necessarily a death sentence, but it still should’ve caused him more damage than he had apparently received, yet it was still there, sitting peacefully within his now opened Chakra.

Focusing slightly to take a closer look, Ezekiel noticed something peculiar about this mote of Flame mana. While it wasn’t under his control, not like the Void mana that he could move around as he wished, this mote seemed to be unable to move as it was locked in by the Void mana within him.

Curious, as he knew the only control that he had over other elemental motes of mana came from when he stuck a mote of Void mana onto it, he figured that he should try to see what would happen if this singular mote of Flame mana was let loose, at least momentarily.

So, after carefully maneuvering that mana within himself so that it could quickly catch the Flame mana if it started going wild, Ezekiel released the Flame mana, removing its connection to the Void mana within him.

It immediately went wild.

Having never witnessed differing mana types react when they were freely left within the body, Ezekiel was shocked when the Flame mana started bouncing around erratically, moving from one Void motes to the next as it seemingly tried to get out from his body.

He even started to feel a slight burning sensation near his core muscles as the mana tried to burn him.

He had barely let the Flame mana free for a few seconds before he sent some of his Void mana to capture it in order to remove it from his body. Using the newton’s cradle technique, he sent the singular mote of Flame mana flying from his body with a sense of relief.

Opening his eyes, he couldn't help but place a hand on his stomach where he still felt a small tingling stinging sensation from the burn. He figured he should get his father to take a look at that before he had to leave for his duties today.

Yet, when he left his room, it was his father that he came face to face to, as Warren was standing in front of his room with a hand raised, ready to knock on his door.

“You’ve woken up early. Are you okay?” Warren asked as he gave Ezekiel a look over in concern.

“I’m fine. There weren’t any effects from yesterday or the day before, if that’s what you’re wondering.” Ezekiel said, before taking a second to correct himself. “Ah, wait, there was one thing.”

He then explained what he had seen occur within his core when he had tried meditating after he woke up. Warren immediately picked him up and placed him on the sofa in the main room before placing a glowing hand on Ezekiel’s stomach.

“Dad!”

“Quiet. You were going to tell me about this anyway so I could check it, weren’t you? So let me check it before we find out that your insides are a crispy cinder.” Warren snapped with an angry tone and a glare.

Ezekiel wisely shut his mouth. After a few seconds he felt a pleasantly warm sensation as his father healed his stomach. Laying back with a sigh, Ezekiel saw his father slump backwards to sit on the ground and stare at the ceiling with a sigh.

“Dad?” Ezekiel spoke.

Warren didn’t say anything for a few moments before looking down at his son in exasperation.

“You need to stop scaring me like this. Please, son. I don’t know how much more I can take.” Warren said with a tired voice.

Ezekiel winced in regret and guilt as he was reminded of all the times that he had terrified his parents with regard to his experiments with mana. His recent fight against Theo being just the icing on the cake at this point.

Suddenly realizing that his mother had likely seen what had happened, as she was usually downstairs at this time, Ezekiel whipped his head towards the kitchen area, only to see that it was completely empty. His mother was nowhere to be seen.

“I let your mother sleep in later today.” Warren stated as he stood up and made his way into the kitchen. “I figured I’d prepare breakfast today, make something she and your sisters can eat when they need to get up in an hour or so.”

Warren began pulling food items out of the ice box and preparing a morning meal for himself and Ezekiel, while also making extra for Evelyn and the twins.

Ezekiel then noticed that his father was not dressed in his uniform, but also wasn’t dressed in his sleep clothes either. He was instead dressed in loose yet fitting common clothes. A simple pants and tunic combination that was good for labor work and exercise. Ezekiel would know, as it was an outfit he tended to wear when he would sometimes go over to the Alkena’s when he was only intending to train, no studying or anything else. As he could do so without worrying about the defensive enchantments on his clothing activating with every hit he took.

His friends would often change into similar training outfits for sparring sessions as well, but he had never seen either of his parents wear such things. His father was almost always in uniform when Ezekiel saw him or dressed in something more appropriate for business or social gatherings, and his mother was always wearing a dress of some sort.

“Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?” Ezekiel asked as he sat down at the table.

“Because I’ll be training you, and this is easier for me to wear when I’m not working.” Warren said as he continued cooking. “Theo will be helping as well and is waiting at the Alkena’s making some preparations for us, and your mother will take over in three days when I need to get back to work.”

“How did you get time off work? I didn’t think that city guards could just take time off.” Ezekiel further inquired.

“Usually, you’d be right, but due to the trials going on with the Guild, we’ve found that much of the guards are unneeded for now, as there is little going on outside the Guild District. Or at least, that’s what Count Harkem has decided.” Warren explained.

“But that doesn’t make sense.” Ezekiel said, not understanding how reducing the guards, in any capacity was a good idea. “Wouldn’t this just make people more likely to break the law if the guards aren’t around?”

“Given that most of the guards that have been given ‘vacation time’ are those with ties to various Void Mages, and those that have made the most arrests in the last few months, I’d have to agree with you.” Warren told his son with a cold and frustrated tone of voice.

Ezekiel was silent at this. He’d always known that there were a lot of people amongst the nobility that didn’t like Void Mages for some reason, but the fact that they had the influence to reduce the number of Guards on duty meant that things were really bad right now.

“Are we going to be in trouble?” Ezekiel asked, worried that he and his family would be drawn into whatever was going to happen.

“I, your mother, and your sisters should be fine. But one of the reasons I’m okay with you going on that expedition is because I don’t think you’ll be in any less danger if you do.” Warren reluctantly stated. “Gerome is also quite powerful, being one of the dozen or so Tier four Mages in the city. Him being a Hunter just makes him even better.”

“Okay...” Ezekiel trailed off as Warren finished speaking.

Ezekiel and his father stayed silent for a little while as Warren finished cooking. The food was slightly burnt, but not too crispy because of it, and Ezekiel wasn’t going to complain given the mood at the table right now.

After they finished eating, Warren brought out the box with the remaining pure mana crystals. Handing it over to Ezekiel, Warren looked at his son expectantly.

“Well, since you’ve still got a way to go, it’s best you absorb those now. The sooner you reach a higher Step the better.” Warren said as Ezekiel looked at the remaining crystals.

With a reluctant feeling in his heart, Ezekiel absorbed the remaining crystals, bringing him to just over three hundred mana, with two more crystals remaining. However, Ezekiel did not absorb the mana in those crystals, as he knew they contained barely enough mana to reach three hundred and fifty motes.

It would be pointless for him to absorb right now, as he needed to have four hundred at least before he could reach the next Step, thereby increasing the minimum size of his mana pool. The mana in these crystals could help him break through later or refill his mana pool in a pinch.

Seeing that he hadn’t absorbed all the crystals, Warren asked him why he stopped. He accepted Ezekiel’s answer when he told him.

“Then along with this, we’ll dedicate at least a week before you leave to increasing your mana to the point that these crystals push you over the edge.” Warren stated.

Ezekiel and Warren then cleaned up and left the leftovers covered on the table before leaving the house. Evelyn and the twins would be getting up soon, so there wasn’t any risk of the food going bad.

“Hey, dad.” Ezekiel said as they made their way through the city streets towards the Alkena manor. “I haven’t really thought about it before, because, well, it took me five years before I reached Tier one, but why does it take so long for most people to reach higher Steps in lower Tiers?”

Warren let out a bark of laughter as he heard Ezekiel’s question. His son had taken five years to break through to Tier one, when most took a year at most, and yet he was asking why others were so slow.

“What makes you think they’re slow?” Warren asked after calming his laughter. “I don’t suppose you think that mana crystals are actually common, do you?”

“Of course not.” Ezekiel said indignantly. “I just thought that I need to absorb twice as much mana as a normal person, but I seem to be keeping up just as easily as others my age. I can get over ten mana in one session if the ambient mana is full after all. That means that, if I wasn’t losing mana so much before I figured out that trick last month, I could’ve broken through in a couple weeks.”

Warren tensed up slightly as he heard his son’s explanation regarding his thoughts regarding mana accumulation. Being reminded of yet another thing that could be affecting his son’s mind.

“... Actually, since you can use all types of elemental mana to create Void Mana to gather, doesn’t that mean you can, potentially, gather mana four times faster than most people?” Warren refuted, doing his best to ignore the nagging thoughts in his head. “... There’s also the fact that your mind is stronger than most people your age. Very rarely can children like you create such defined images in their minds in order to attract mana as fast as you can. It’s why most do like what you used to, and train martially, so they can save mana for their breakthroughs to the next Step in their Tier.”

“Usually, only adults have the mental focus necessary to meditate and gather mana as fast as you can.” Warren stated, his tone proud, but weary.

From this explanation, he realized that Shari must’ve held back quite a bit when she had been sparring earlier. Both against Garrad, and against Ezekiel himself, as she must’ve retained most of her mana, and been incredibly close to the next Step to have broken through as she had. That, or she had spent as much time as possible over the last few days meditating to fill her core up that last little bit as quickly as possible.

Ezekiel said nothing as he thought about his father’s explanation. Thinking back, this made a lot of sense, as he knew that a lot of kids would have trouble sitting still, or otherwise not moving long enough to properly enter a meditative trance in order to gather mana.

He knew full well that neither Wendy nor Ellen had managed to enter a trance yet, but he hoped that they would manage it before he returned from the expedition. That would be great, and since he knew his parents were sharing their own techniques, he knew that his sisters would progress with great speed when they finally managed to do it.

He did feel nervous about his father’s mention of adult minds being better at focusing on the necessary visualizations for meditation, as he now knew that the only reason that he could progress so well was due to his reincarnation.

But as the two of them reached the Alkena manor, Ezekiel put those thoughts out of his mind.



“HAAAAAH!!!”

CLACK!!!

Ezekiel yelled when two wooden swords crashed against each other as the training swords Warren and Ezekiel both held were swung against each other with great strength. Neither one moved for a second as their weapons remained locked. Only for Ezekiel to be forced backwards as he noticed a horse sized white lion with a golden glow about it came charging in from the side.

He quickly backtracked several dozen feet as he tried to get some distance, only for his father to charge forward, golden light glowing beneath his hands and feet. Ezekiel nearly lost his grip on his weapon, but instead rolled with the hit, focusing his own mana to roll with the blow as he lost balance.

As he rolled to his knees, he immediately held up an arm to block against the large lion’s paw that was coming crashing down on him. Wincing when he did, as he realized that his mana had dropped below one hundred.

“TAP!” Ezekiel called out, Theo’s paw was immediately removed from his arm, the large Lion backing away so that Ezekiel could regain his breath.

“Dammit...” Ezekiel was panting with exhaustion, and his clothes were soaked through as he remained kneeling on the ground.

This last exchange had lasted nearly five minutes as Ezekiel had spent his time doing his best to dodge, block, or otherwise avoid taking a ‘lethal’ hit from either his father or Theo.

Warren and Theo had, in some ways, reduced their strength by quite a bit. They knew that the creatures that were likely to be the most troublesome on this expedition were Cruor, and they didn’t have quite the number of ranged options that elemental Spells had. So, for now they decided that it would be melee training, which made sense, as Ezekiel didn’t have many ranged options either, as Void mana didn’t do anything on its own when it was let out into the atmosphere.

Other than using it to charge up some ball bearings to make them explode, Ezekiel couldn’t do anything at Range beyond supercharge another Mage’s spells by channeling his Void mana into them, but that had several issues and difficulties that made it difficult. Not to mention the fact that Ezekiel was training to survive an attack on his own, should something happen while he was away from the city.

Standing across from him in the training room, Warren looked at his son, feeling a mix of pride and worry. Pride at how well he was doing, as no child his age should’ve been able to hold out as long as he had, and worry, both because of the fact that this still wasn’t enough to survive in the desolate lands, as well as his thoughts regarding Ezekiel’s mind and memories.

“Alright, we’ve been at this for a while now. Take a break. We’ll wait until your mana refills again, and then try again.” Warren said as he walked over to the weapon rack and put his sword away. “No need for you to bother with dodging right now. I can tell that now just your mana is exhausted right now.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything as he laid down in the middle of the sparring ring.

He had spent most of the day either running or dodging Theo, who would act like he was playing an intense game of tag. They would do this after Ezekiel first expended his mana, bringing him down from three hundred mana to one hundred mana each time. They had done this three times now, each time taking a couple of hours for his mana to refill. Something that Ezekiel absolutely loved.

Having one’s soul be able to produce mana upon opening one’s Chakras was amazing, and he loved it more than anything else he had gained from becoming Tier one.

“I’m going to get us some food. Feel free to meditate, Theo will be here to watch over you if you do. Just don’t do anything dangerous, ok?” Warren said as he made his way from the training room.

“Okay.” Ezekiel muttered as he continued lying down.

Ezekiel, having nothing better to do as he laid on the floor, decided to take his father’s advice.

Falling into a trance, Ezekiel examined his mana as it sat in the pool within his core. The little motes of white light settled down inside him as he just examined them, not bothering with trying to gather anything at this point, though he noticed the different colored motes floating around, beyond the range he knew indicated his body.

A Range that he realized was much greater than he remembered. As it extended far enough to reach the nearby shadows beneath the stands within the room. Granting him access to Obscure mana, which he usually avoided gathering during the daytime due to the lack of abundance compared to Radiant mana.

‘I wonder what would happen if I visualized a centrifugal compressor when I’m not at my limit?’ Ezekiel suddenly thought to himself.

Deciding that it likely couldn’t hurt, as he would not be forcing his body and soul to absorb more mana than he could naturally contain, he quickly visualized the same device that had let him break through previously.

Immediately, his mana started getting sucked in as it was forcefully pulled into the imaginary turbine. He also noticed that, once again, the mana outside his body wasn’t coming toward him.

But this time, wondering if he could do something different, he visualized an image of the six different elements that were immediately present in his vicinity. He immediately felt some staring, but it was still nowhere near as bad as the last time he’d done this. If anything, it had become easier as his soul had become stronger. His focus hadn’t improved, but the pressure he felt from focusing so much had lessened.

As these images appeared in his mind, motes from the six elements present, Cavern, Tempest, Flame, and Glacial, all started drifting towards him. As they neared his body, the mana didn’t even get within a foot of his body before it was immediately drawn into the vortex created by the centrifugal compressor he had visualized within his core.

This was unexpected, as Ezekiel had expected the mana to only be drawn in as it entered his body like before, but it appeared that, with his Chakra opened, and his sensing range increased, so too had the range of his influence over mana under his control.

Ezekiel wondered if he’d be able to keep control of his mana outside his body. He decided that he would have to try it when he finished meditating.

For now, though, he realized that he was actually having not too difficult a time keeping these images in his head. Having only one spiraling image in his mind was much easier to imaging, even if he was visualizing multiple elements, as none of the elemental images he was imagining were moving.

However, even as the elements mixed within the whirling movement created by the image of the centrifugal compressor, Ezekiel noticed something he hadn’t before. This image was working for his visualization, for the purpose of gathering mana, but he couldn’t help but feel like it was wrong. Like it was just a stop gap, and that he wasn’t properly visualizing what he needed to.

Ignoring this feeling for now, Ezekiel finished his meditation by forcing the excess mana from his body as he usually did. But he saved just one mote of Radiant mana for testing purposes.

Bringing his mana to the edges of his body, Ezekiel pushed both the Radiant mana, and his own Void mana outside of his body. Just to the very edge of his skin.

To his pleasant surprise, the Radiant mana didn’t go anywhere. It stayed exactly where it was. Attached to his mote of Void mana.

Holding onto that mote of mana. Ezekiel exited his trance, looking at his finger where the motes of Void and Radiant mana were still held. With his own two eyes, he saw a tiny pinprick of white and gold stuck to the tip of his finger.

Pointing his finger towards Theo, who had shrunken to his house cat size and closed his eyes to rest, whilst still aware of his surroundings, for the most part, Ezekiel focused as he mentally pushed his Void mana further out from his body.

To his disappointment, the mana immediately fused together as it broke contact with his skin, forming a small beam of light that shot directly towards Theo, who immediately perked up, having felt the small beam make contact with his body. Something that caused him to feel greatly surprised, as he had not been expecting to be hit by a Radiant spell out of nowhere.

Realizing that the spell came from Ezekiel’s direction, Theo grew to his full size and jumped over to Ezekiel, standing over him protectively as he looked around the room, trying to find the source of whatever it was that had attacked him. Not finding anyone, even after opening his senses as far as he could, Theo mentally notified Warren of what had happened.

Having already retrieved food during the time that Ezekiel had spent meditating, Warren was already most of the way back pushing a cart with a few trays of food and drinks on it. Being notified that there was an unknown Radiant Mage that had hit Theo with a spell caused him to ditch the cart as he moved as fast as he could through the remaining halls to the training room.

Warren burst into the room with a BANG, a sword and shield of light in his hands, as he kicked open the door. Taking barely a moment to examine the room, Warren seemed to disappear before reappearing directly beside Ezekiel, also keeping a defensive stance like Theo did.

“Ezekiel! Are you okay? Where did the other Mage go?” Warren asked in a frantic tone as he tried to split his attention between his son and the area around them.

As far as he could tell, there were only two possible exits from the training room. The one that he had come through, and one more, that was barred for anything but emergencies, that would take them to a side room where additional training equipment was stored. From there they could exit to a different wing of the manor.

“What other Mage?” Ezekiel asked his father. Confused as to what had gotten him so panicked.

“The Mage who hit Theo with a Radiant spell. It was slight, not strong at all, so it didn’t do anything, but the fact that he was hit by a Radiant spell at all means someone else was here.” Warren said without relaxing even a little bit. “It came from where you’re sitting, so I can only assume it was aimed at you.”

“Oh!” Ezekiel finally understood. “That was me.”

So shocked by the ridiculousness of that statement, Warren nearly dropped his light weapons in shock as he and Theo both looked at Ezekiel in confusion.

“Ezekiel, this is no time for jokes. We may have an unknown Radiant Mage within the Alkena manor right now.” Warren stated with disbelief in his voice. “So, I need you to tell me what happened.”

“If you give me a moment, I can prove that it was me.” Ezekiel stated, understanding his father’s disbelief, but also kind of frustrated at it.

Seeing his son’s frustration, Warren started to calm down. He then realized that his son wasn’t stupid enough to tell a lie that ridiculous. Especially if he said he could prove that it was the truth.

“Tell me what you did first. Then you can show me.” Warren requested as he lowered his guard. Theo kept his up, but still listened in on Ezekiel’s explanation.

Taking a breath to calm himself down after his father and Theo’s reactions, Ezekiel explained exactly what he had done during his meditation. Explaining in detail how, after leaving his body, the Radiant mana seemed to stick to his mana as it seemed to try and absorb the Void mana but couldn’t as he hadn’t released or lost control over it. Even though it had technically left the boundary of his body.

It had only turned into a spell when he had pushed his mana to the point that it wasn’t touching him any longer. At which point he had lost control and the Radiant mana absorbed the Void mana before shooting directly at Theo.

Hearing this explanation, Warren felt both relieved and dumbfounded. His son had discovered something strange about Void mana once again. This time showing that he could apparently manipulate other types of mana. Something that he was not expecting when he had gone off to get them all food.

“Dad?” Ezekiel asked as his father continued to stare blankly at him. Not saying a word as he stood there, sword and shield of light in hand.

“You’re kind of ridiculous. You know that?” Was all that Warren said as he continued to stare at his son.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit insulted at that.

            

    
        CH 40: Countdown To Departure

    
    
    
    
                After discovering that Ezekiel could hold motes of elemental mana within his core in and potentially use them, Warren demanded that Ezekiel not do anything with this information, as it could lead to far more trouble for him and other Void Mages than simply coming up with a method for them to gather and accumulate mana.

This was something that others might consider as stealing when it came to their magic, as no other element could use a different element to cast spells.

With that said and done, and Ezekiel’s mana mostly refilled, Warren went to get the food he had left behind so that they could continue with their training. This continued for the rest of the week, and saw Ezekiel make significant progress with his awareness and agility, until Warren needed to return to his guard duties. Which coincided with the completion of the Guild trials.

Having missed the last three days due to his own training, Ezekiel had to wait until that weekend to meet up and discuss what had happened.

It seemed that the remaining days of the trial were tests to see how well they could use their magic. Many students were wary of this, as one of the tests required them to use their magic to defend themselves for a certain length of time.

For those that hadn’t recently broken through, this meant they might fall to the bottom of the Step they were in if they wanted to move on, which would mean months of work to climb back up, at minimum.

For Shari and the rest of Ezekiel’s friends, this wasn’t an issue, as they all understood that the possibility of bonding with a Spirit outweighed any potential loss of mana they might suffer.

Unfortunately, several others, including Horace and his new posse, also understood this, and were amongst the remaining hundred or so students that would be attempting to bond with a Spirit over the two remaining weeks before the expedition set out.

Worse yet, even though they had managed to get through most of the Trials, not all of Ezekiel’s friends had made it through to the end.

Yennifrey had not managed to pass during the party trials due to a failure from one of her team members. This led to one of her team suffering an injury at Yennifrey’s hands.

Whilst greatly disappointed in her inability to get a spot to visit the city’s Spirit Lands, Yennifrey was consoled by the fact that Ezekiel’s mother was impressed enough with her control that she would be able to work at Evelyn’s shop part time.

Which made sense, as Evelyn would be splitting her time between training Ezekiel and working her shop. If Yennifrey did well during the two weeks Evelyn would be mostly away from the shop, an apprenticeship was not out of the question.

Beyond excited at the prospect of learning from her idol, Yennifrey agreed on the spot, but had to be talked down in order to get permission from her parents first.

While he was happy for his friends for all getting something out of the past week of trials, as Ezekiel left to train with his mother, and his friends went off to the Spirit Lands with the Guilds, he couldn’t help but feel like their real trials were just beginning.



‘CRASH’

Ezekiel was sent flying through the air as he was thrown by a tendril of shadows that his mother had used to grab his leg and send him face first into a pile of stacked crates.

The training room had been altered slightly to mimic a forested area with obstacles and ‘trees’ in the form of crates and boxes that he had maneuvered around and used to his advantage when dodging.

Something that was much harder when he couldn’t tell where most of the attacks were coming from, as they literally came from the shadows.

If he hadn’t been using his mana to constantly reinforce his body, he would’ve certainly broken some bones by this point.

He felt his back prickle as he lost control over his mana briefly, halting the flow of his mana and losing his reinforcement for a moment.

“Focus!” Evelyn yelled as Reya mentally informed her of Ezekiel’s lapse in concentration.

Reya, who had attached herself to Ezekiel’s shadow, growled in agreement before falling silent. Using her temporary connection to Ezekiel to continue monitoring his mana flow and usage.

“Right!” Ezekiel called out as he rebalanced the flow of mana in his body, keeping a continuous output as he slowly drained his mana at a consistent rate to maintain an unending enhancement.

“Good!” Evelyn called out as Reya informed her that Ezekiel regained grip on his control. “You’ll have some new tricks to show your friends when they return in two weeks. Hopefully they’ll have some new friends for you to meet when they do.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. Choosing to continue moving as he avoided a small box that was thrown his way by a shadow twenty feet away.

He couldn’t afford to speak right now, but he could afford to wonder if his friends were having as much trouble as he was right now.



Two days later, in the northern quarter of the city. Beyond the Grand Cathedral, and into the forested area that was granted to the Spirits who had taken residence within Erenon, right next to the City of Harkem, Shari, Riley, and Drew were making their way through the Spirit Lands with representatives from Tier three Guilds.

None of the Tier four Guilds had been willing to play chaperone, which made sense as they were preparing for their expedition, so it was up to the lover Tier Guilds to make sure the students weren’t harmed during their trip.

Something they had failed to do, as three students in their group of ten had already tried to bond with a Spirit, only for the Spirit in question to turn violent, and injure them to the extent that they needed to return home.

Shari and Riley had come close to bonding with a Spirit, but a last-minute decision had caused their potential Spirits to run away, rather than complete the bonding.

That had happened yesterday, and for now, both girls were sitting in their groups camp with one of the Guild representatives standing guard. The rest of the group was looking for Spirits with the other Guild reps, or off gathering firewood or water.

“It’s alright, girls, I’m sure you two will be able to find a proper bond before we leave. You’ve still got over a week left. Before we’ll be required to leave.” The Guild members said as encouragement.

Neither of them said anything, both feeling a little dismayed at the fact that they’d failed at the last step. A call of joy from a voice they both recognized pulled them from their thoughts.

Rushing towards the direction they could hear Drew making a ruckus from, they burst into a clearing near a small pond, the Guild member that was supervising rushing ahead of them and standing in front in case of any dangers.

They needn’t have worried, however, as Drew stood in the middle of the small clearing, a small, plump, gray bird chick of some sort was sitting on his head as he spun around in joy.

“I did it!” Drew exclaimed as he looked towards Shari, Riley, and the Guild representative. “I bonded with a Spirit!”

Shari and Riley looked shocked, as they had been in the Spirit Lands for two days now, and not once had Drew been approached by a Spirit. Although, they hadn’t run into many Tempest Spirits during that time either.

“Congratulations.” The Guild member said with a tight smile and a polite clap of his hand as he approached Drew and his newly bonded Spirit. “It’s always a wonder when a commoner manages to bond with a Spirit. Have you determined its name yet?”

The mention of Drew’s status as a commoner drew a glare from Shari and Riley, as they finally realized that this Guild member was part of the Noble Faction in the city.

Drew didn’t notice, too excited to care as he picked the little fat bird chick off his head and looked it in the eyes. A small voice gently whispered at the back of his head.

“Jesse.” Drew said as his Spirit nodded in affirmation. “My Spirit’s name is Jesse.”

Shari and Riley looked on in jealousy as they saw the smile and joy on Drew’s face. They were now more determined than ever to bond with a Spirit of their own.



One week now remained before Ezekiel would be sent off on the expedition. Unlike days before, however, he was currently sitting next to Yennifrey in a back room of his mother’s shop as Evelyn went over the basics of repairing enchantments and understanding the basic principles of enchanting and Rune crafting.

Ezekiel had already memorized the Runic alphabet, but only regarding how it pertained to the Ancients as a language. Not how it was used in enchanting, as both a mixture of symbolic and definitive representations meant to cause certain effects to happen under certain conditions.

“Each and every Rune has a different purpose when used in enchanting.” Evelyn explained. “In order to find that purpose, we must first define what the gold of the Runic sequence is going to be.”

“For example, you would use the same Rune for ‘weight’ in enchantments for making something heavy or light, as it has a defined aspect in both situations. However, the purpose of that Rune will be different. As such, the placement of that Rune and the supporting Runes that define what we will be happening with the ‘weight’ of the object will differ.”

Evelyn would spend quite some time defining and explaining the purposes and definitions of different Runes. She knew that this information wouldn’t be immediately useful to Ezekiel, as it took years to figure out all the different ways that Runes could be sequenced before a new enchantment could be made.

Her hope with these lessons was only to give her son the best chances of surviving enchanted defenses as was possible. The fact that these lessons were also a good introduction for Yennifrey was also a boon, as the younger Obscurity Mage was looking to be quite the enchanter from what she had seen so far.

Ezekiel wasn’t doing bad either, but he had the distinct advantages of knowing all the Runes already, having lived and worked with his mother at her shop since he was a child, and having a history from his past life where he was an archaeologist student. So, picking up patterns for languages wasn’t new to him.

“Okay. Now that we’ve gone over the basic mechanics of weight altering enchantments, I want you both to take a look at these strips of cloth.”

Evelyn held out two strips of white fabric. Each one had Runes stitched into them that ran the full length of the cloth.

“Each of you take a cloth and tell me what the Runic sequence is supposed to do, as well as what is preventing them from working. Nothing that we haven’t gone over here was used when enchanting these bits of cloth. So, there won’t be any surprises.”

Yennifrey and Ezekiel both took a strip of cloth from Evelyn. Ezekiel noticed right away that the two strips were different from one another, so there would be no copying each other to figure out what was wrong.

Looking over the cloth in his hands, he immediately noticed the Rune for ‘direction’ was the focus of the Runic sequence. Meaning that the purpose of this cloth was to move in a specific direction.

Looking over it further, he saw that there were five more ‘direction’ Runes, but they seemed to be inverted from the main one. From there he realized that the Runes weren’t spaced appropriately according to the purpose of the ‘direction’ Runes. Thus, causing the Runes to conflict with one another, the connecting lines weren’t properly placed as the flow of mana was mixed up due to contradictions in the sequence.

Raising his hand to indicate that he was finished, Evelyn motioned for him to wait as Yennifrey finished checking her own piece of cloth.

Deciding to check over it again, just in case he missed something, Ezekiel waited for several minutes as Yennifrey finished looking over the Runes in her hands.

As they were both now finished, Evelyn called on Ezekiel, as he had finished first.

“The sequence is a really weird weight reduction enchantment. Instead of focusing on reducing the weight to make it lighter, the Runes focus on ‘pulling’ from the sides and the top, and whilst ‘pushing’ from the bottom. I’m assuming that the ‘pulling’ is supposed to provide energy for the ‘pushing’ making it easier to carry upwards, but probably makes it slightly harder to move side to side when lifted.”

Ezekiel finished his explanation as his mother watched with pride.

“And what is preventing it from working?” Evelyn inquired.

“The connections from the side-to-side directions are messed up. So, the flow of mana can’t properly activate, as the directions contradict with the purpose of the Runes. Causing the enchantment to fail as the mana has no clear instructions on what effect it’s supposed to make.”

“Exactly.” Evelyn exclaimed. “Now, how about you, Yennifrey. What does your cloth do?”

Looking up shyly, it seemed like Yennifrey didn’t want to answer after hearing Ezekiel’s explanation.

“It’s alright, Yennifrey. Ezekiel has been working in my shop since he was five. He’s learned a bit more than you just from being around me. There’s nothing to be worried about. Just tell me what you think you found out.” Evelyn encouraged, after Yennifrey didn’t speak up for several seconds.

“I think this sequence makes the cloth harder?” Yennifrey said as she pointed to different parts of the cloth. “This is a focus on ‘hard- no! ‘Toughness’ and I think these mean ‘to grow’, or ‘more’. While the supporting Runes are for... ‘stillness’?”

“Correct!” Evelyn said as Yennifrey got her Runic sequence right. “Your cloth is meant to become tougher in exchange for losing its flexibility. Now, what’s wrong with it?”

“The Rune? I think the Rune here is meant to define ‘motion’ stillness, but in that case, shouldn’t the Rune be ‘stiffness’ if we’re trying it together with flexibility?”

“Correct!”

These lessons continued for a couple of days before Ezekiel found himself back in the training room at the Alkena’s. A cluttered mess now taking space rather than the nicely cleaned and straightforward sparring rings.



Riley and Shari had spent ten days with their group within the Spirit Lands at this point, and neither one of them had managed to bond with a Spirit.

Drew and one other had bonded with Spirits, so they had returned to the Cathedral earlier than the rest, leaving Shari and Riley with the three remaining members of their group.

All of them had gotten close to a Spirit at some point over the last few days, but it seemed like none were interested in the remaining children as they continued to spend time in the forest.

The party was settling down for the night. Shari and Riley had set their tents up next to each other, and there were only two Guild reps remaining to watch over the group.

A few hours after the sun had set, a rustling sound could barely be heard from Riley’s tent as she did her best to quietly open her tent and make her way out to the edges of the campsite.

Making her way through the brush, away from the camp Riley had managed to get quite some distance without a sound, when suddenly her foot went flying out from under her, bringing her to the ground with a small yelp.

“Ahg!’

“What are you doing!”

Riley pushed herself up to her feet as fast as she could as she heard Shari’s quiet exclamation.

Seeing that it was just her friend, Riley relaxed a bit and brushed herself off.

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m going to find a Spirit to bond with.”

“Without the Guild reps?!” Shari asked incredulously. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

“Of course, I do! I was there when we saw that one member of our group get gored by that bull Spirit when he tried to force a bond on it.”

“So why do you think that this is a good idea?”

“Because nothing else is working!”

Shari fell quiet as Riley nearly screamed in frustration. She knew that Riley was upset at not getting a bonded Spirit just yet but had thought she was dealing with it better than she apparently was.

“Walking around with a group isn’t working. Keeping it safe right now isn't working. I want to bond with a Spirit. I didn’t think that it was that big a deal before, but after seeing Drew, and that other kid, bond with their Spirits, I realized that I want this. I really want this.”

Shari opened her mouth to say something, but quietly shut her mouth as she just pointed at something that was behind Riley.

Turning around, Riley saw a small red glowing lizard sitting on a rock not far away from them.

Locking eyes with the Spirit, Riley silently walked forward holding her hand out and channeling a small amount of mana to create a flame in the palm of her hand.

The lizard cautiously approached the flame in her palm, sticking its tongue out as it did.

After tasting the flame for a few seconds, the lizard looked up at Riley, gazing deeply into her eyes as it seemed to see something in her that she wasn’t aware of.

Finally, after nearly a minute of staring, the lizard crawled into her hand in full, and Riley felt something settle into her core right next to her mana.

“Celia...” Riley muttered quietly as she stared at her bonded Spirit.

“MOVE!” Shari suddenly screamed, pulling Riley from her almost trance like state.

She had no time to express her joy as Shari tackled her and her Spirit behind the rock the lizard had been sitting on.

‘CRACK’

A body roughly a foot tall at the shoulders rammed face first into the rock that Riley had been standing in front of. A crack now split the rock in half as a small brown pig struck it with its head.

Riley had no time to react as Shari threw up a short wall of stone around them to keep the raging Cavern Spirit away from them.

“SQUEEEEL!!!”

The little hog went wild as it jumped at the girls tusks first. Shari threw up a stone to knock it off course. The little pig then rolled on the ground before charging once again. It looked even more pissed off after Shari’s attack than it had before.

Riley tried to help, sending a stream of fire in its direction, but that didn’t seem to do much as the pig just kept running through the fire, a rusty orange shine covering its fur as it barreled forward.

Shari threw up a wall of earth to act as a shield, feeling it in her bones as the wall cracked under the impact of the pig’s attack.

Riley then heard a small voice in the back of her head. She looked at her familiar in shock before turning back to Shari in shock.

“Riley! Do you think you can get back to camp?” Shari yelled as she did her best to patch up the cracks that were breaking through her shield.

Looking down at her Spirit for a moment, Riley looked back at Shari before sitting down.

“What are you doing?!”

Shari was shocked. She had hoped that Riley would be able to run to camp and get the Guild reps to come help, but now she had just sat down doing nothing.

“Riley!”

Riley didn’t respond as Shari yelled at her.

Shari then fell silent, doing her best to hold out against the attacks from the small Spirit pig.

This went on for several minutes, cracks constantly appearing, only to disappear as Shari channeled her mana over and over again. Suddenly the impacts lessened for a moment.

Focusing for a moment, Shari extended her senses into the ground, only to widen her eyes as she threw as much of her mana as she could into the wall in front of her.

‘CRACK’

Much like the rock from before, Shari’s wall cracked in two, right down the middle.

Just through the crack in the wall, Shari could see the little pig in front of her staring at her with an intense glare. Suddenly, it huffed before backing away and sitting down and staring at her expectantly.

“Shari.”

“What!?”

Shari turned to give Riley an angry look, only to see that Riley was biting her lip so hard it was bleeding.

“That Spirit. It wants to bond with you.”

“Huh?”

Riley held up her Spirit and placed it on her shoulder.

“Celia knows that Spirit. Apparently, they’ve been friends for a while. Celia would sit on that rock, sunbathing, while that boar would defend it from anything that tried to hurt her.” Riley explained. “She was upset when Celia chose to bond with me, but was surprised when you tried to protect me, just like it would for Celia.”

“It wanted to test you. To see if you were just like it when it came to protecting your friends.”

“You mean to tell me this was a test?”

Shari was shocked. She had genuinely thought that she was fighting for her, and her friend’s, lives.

Riley didn’t say anything. She merely turned her gaze to the ground in guilt.

Turning around, Shari glared at the little boar that was still sitting in front of her. A look of confusion seemed to cross its face as it perked its head to the side.

“Hargrah!”

Shari let loose a sound of frustration but knew that finding a Spirit was too rare of an opportunity to pass up on, so she approached the little pig and placed her hand in front of it.

The Spirit immediately moved forward, nuzzling into Shari’s waiting hand. A moment passed as Shari felt the Spirit’s mana touching her own, before she felt a presence settle next to her mana within her core.

Her expression immediately relaxed as she felt the thoughts and emotions of her newly bonded Spirit, recognizing someone that just wanted to protect their friend.

“... Bonnie...” Shari muttered as the name of the little Spirit boar clicked in her head.

Picking up the little boar and holding it close to her chest, Shari turned around to look at Riley.

Only to freeze in fear as she noticed the Guild member that was guarding their group standing beside Riley with a hand on her head.

“Congratulations. Let’s get back to camp, shall we?” The Guild member said quietly. “We’ll discuss your punishment when we get back.”

Shari and Riley couldn’t help but swallow nervously in unison.



The final two weeks before Ezekiel’s departure had passed seemingly in an instant. He and his friends decided to spend one last day together before Ezekiel had to leave.

To do this, Shari dragged them all out to check out the various stores at the closest market district.

Ezekiel and Drew had been around here a couple of times. Drew because he lived in the area, and Ezekiel from the time he’d visited Drew’s store.

For Ezekiel this was a fun way for him to spend his last day in the city before he left. For the others, it was a way to get their bonded Spirits more accustomed to human society. Bonnie, Celia and Jesse were all excitedly looking around at the different things that they’d all never seen before.

Jesse was silently communicating with Bonnie and Celia as he had been in the city for a week longer than the other two and had been with Drew around most of this area.

For Yennifrey, she had tagged along too, even though she felt like she’d much rather be learning more from Evelyn right now. She still enjoyed the trip, however, and was slightly disappointed that Ezekiel would be leaving them.

They all quietly ignored the fact that it was possible that he wouldn’t be coming back.

Just as the group was entering a restaurant for some lunch, Shari insisted on treating them, an unwanted, but familiar voice, called out to them.

“Hello, Shari, I see you’re still spending time with the riff-raff.” Horace called the middle of the street. “When will you learn that you need to be spending time with people who actually matter?”

Ezekiel and his friends turned around to see Horace and his sister standing behind them. A small brown rat sat on Horace’s shoulder, squeaking angrily at them.

Shari moved to call out, but Ezekiel grabbed her hand to hold her back.

“There’s no need to make a scene. You answer to him now, and he won’t shut up until we make him run off with his tail between his legs. He’s not worth your time, and you know it.”

Shari just nodded at Ezekiel’s words before turning to head into the restaurant, the rest of their friends were glaring at Horace and his sister as they waited inside.

“Funny that a brat like you would be talking about worth. You worthless Void Mage.” A loud and obnoxious voice called out.

A chill went down Ezekiel and Shari’s spines as they vaguely recognized that voice. A voice they hadn’t heard in over five years.

Aldor was approaching from down the street, walking with an arrogant swagger as he came to a stop next to Horace and his sister. A vibrant red and orange snake was wrapped around Aldor’s neck.

Clenching his hands as he was reminded of the first time an attempt was made on his life, Ezekiel forced himself not to react as he moved to enter the restaurant. He gently gave Shari a push when he noticed she seemed frozen where she stood.

“I see you’re still good at running away! Well, we’ll see how well you run when you’re stuck in the Ruins!”

Ezekiel flinched at that, confused by Aldor’s words.

Turning around, he took a closer look at Aldor, and this time he noticed something that made his heart nearly stop.

A black sash with a spiraling tower reaching above the clouds was worn on Aldor’s arm. Two bars stitched into it to indicate his Tier.

Seeing that Ezekiel had noticed his Guild sash, Aldor’s face contorted into a condescending sneer as he raised his arm to emphasize the symbol he so proudly wore.

“That’s right, scum. I’ll be seeing you at the Ruins. And this time, I’ll be finishing what I should’ve done five years ago.”

Ezekiel said nothing, as he did his best to calm down. A million scenarios were running through his mind as he realized that the expedition just got much more dangerous for him.
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                It was still late afternoon on the day before Ezekiel was set to head out on the Guild’s expedition to the new Ruins in the Desolate Lands.

Ezekiel had headed home after he and his friends had finished at the restaurant. He had tried to have a good time, but just wasn’t able to after having run into Aldor.

Luckily, it seemed that he hadn’t wanted to start a fight in the middle of the city. But Aldor’s words still had an effect on Ezekiel, as he knew he’d have to watch his back even more when he went into the Ruins in two weeks' time.

‘That is, if they even decide to wait two weeks.’ Ezekiel couldn’t help but think, as the possibility of trying to remove him as a potential problem before they even got to the Ruins crossed his mind.

He was surprised, however, when as soon as he got home, his father was waiting for him just inside. It looked like he had a fairly pleased expression on his face as well.

“We need to stop by the Church before you leave tomorrow. It seems like your fellow researchers have some gifts for you.”

After Warren explained what they needed to do, they left Evelyn and the twins at home to head over to the Grand Cathedral. Making their way into the back areas where Quentin Rudy’s workshop was.

Cautiously opening the door to the room that he hadn’t been in for over a month. Ezekiel entered when he confirmed there were no explosions, rogue spells, or other catastrophic events waiting to occur.

Standing in the center of the room, Lina, Quentin, Issa, Trent, and Merlot, are all waiting for him.

“Ezekiel!” Issa exclaims as Ezekiel and his father approach.

She dashes forward to give Ezekiel a brief hug before standing up and pulling him back.

“C’mon, c’mon, we have gifts for you!”

Ezekiel moved toward the rest of the scholars and researchers. They parted as he got closer to them, showing off the items that were on the table behind them.

“We all got you something that we thought would help you on the expedition.”

Five different items were laid out for him to see.

“Now, now, Issa, you can tell him more about your gift when we get to it.”

Lina’s voice stopped Issa from continuing, as well as brought her happy mood to a more temperate and calm tone as she brought Ezekiel to the table.

“Sorry, Master, I just got excited.”

Lina just nodded at her apprentice before turning to Ezekiel and Warren, who was looking amused and thankful as his son looked over the gifts.

“The first gift-”

“Is an invention of mine that I think will greatly help in making sure you stay alive so you can come back and help me with more experiments.”

Quentin’s voice cut off Lina’s as he finally couldn’t hold in his own excitement anymore and moved to show off the strange boots that were on the table.

“These boots have special enchantments that will allow you to run as fast as a Tier three Tempest Spirit for as long as you channel Void mana into them. But you’ll need to be careful, as there wasn’t any room for safeties, so it only goes at one speed.”

Ezekiel took the boots, placing them in a sack that Issa supplied with a nervous grin as Quentin explained his gift to Ezekiel.

“I’ll go next, I suppose.” Lina said, cutting off Quentin this time. “My gift is simple. A second life if you’re in danger. Should your body take enough physical damage beyond a certain threshold, this pendant will activate, and the seed inside it will flood your body with enough Life energy to heal any bodily wound you may have. It only works once, so be careful if you do use it.”

Ezekiel looked at the pendant in awe. It seemed to be a glass pendant at first, but then he realized it was actually amber, and in the center of the amber was a small green seed.

The moment he picked up the pendant, he felt a connection to it that he knew meant that it would only work for him, even if he lost it at some point.

He could also tell that it wouldn’t work if he broke through to Tier two, but that made sense, as a lifesaving treasure like this would be far too costly to have it work for a higher Tier being.

“Me next!” Issa exclaimed as she picked up and handed over her own gift. “These are special bandages I made by weaving fibers from plants I grew myself. They can be used just like an enchanted object. Just channel your mana through them and they’ll clean and help heal any wound they’re used on.”

Issa looked incredibly proud of herself. This was the first truly magical item she had made before, and she was ecstatic that it was going to be used to help a kid she’d seen make so many discoveries regarding the use and properties of the most elusive and unknown type of mana.

Turning to Trent and Merlot, Ezekiel was curious as to what they had gotten him.

“Sorry kid. Our gifts aren’t as impressive.” Trent said in a disinterested voice as he held out a simple sword that was resting in a scabbard. This blade is super tough, to the point that it shouldn’t explode, even if you channel a full step of mana into it.”

Trent wasn’t wrong. A tougher sword was nowhere near as impressive as his other gifts, but Ezekiel was still grateful all the same.

“My gift actually does the opposite.” Merlot said as he held out a relatively large pouch. “I figured you’d want an alternative to getting up close and personal with your enemies.”

Opening the pouch for all to see, Merlot pulled out a roughly one-inch-wide metal ball.

“These ball bearings will help with that. They’re enchanted to shatter if too much mana gets pumped into them, but only after three seconds of crossing the threshold. Which is about ten mana. There’s a hundred in total, but given where you’re going, that might still not be enough.”

He handed the pouch over to Ezekiel, who nearly threw it upwards as it was far lighter than expected.

“Ah! That’s the other thing. The pouch has a simple weightlessness enchantment on it, so it won’t weigh you down while you’re traveling.”

Ezekiel was at a loss for words. He’d only known these people for a few weeks, and yet they were all willing to give him gifts potentially worth hundreds of gold coins, just to try and help him get home safe.

“Thank you.” Was all that he could get out as he looked at all the gifts. “I also have a gift for you.”

Ezekiel handed over multiple copies of the notes and explanations for the meditation techniques he had been working on.

He had been working on these in his spare time since the day he had broken through. The notes for the centrifugal compressor were particularly detailed, as well as the warnings regarding the pressure his mind and soul seemed to go under when he broke through.

Everyone in the room was shocked, especially Quentin, as he instantly became enamored by the possibilities that could be achieved by using the figure of the compressor in enchanted objects.

Unfortunately, they couldn’t stay for too long after the gift giving, as the Scholars had their own duties, as did the apprentices.

Trent in particular looked fairly annoyed as left to go to his own workshop. Muttering about a waste of time, and how he didn’t see why he needed to be there for the gift giving.

So, Ezekiel and Warren made their way back through the Cathedral to return home. Only to be stopped by Merlot as they were about to cross the boundary line of the Cathedral.

“Wait! Wait up for a second.”

Merlot was panting as he reached Ezekiel and Warren. Having worked up a sweat as he wasn’t used to such physical activity, what with him being a researcher first and foremost.

“There’s one more thing I need to give you before you go. I was told not to say anything, as this involves the investigation the Church has been conducting, but I think you need to know it now.”

Warren and Ezekiel shared a look before turning back to Merlot, concerned looks crossing both their faces as they awaited whatever news he had to share.

“It’s about Trent. I think he’s the one who leaked the information on Ezekiel.”



The next day, Ezekiel had gotten up bright and early, regardless of the lack of sleep brought about by the conversation with Merlot the previous night, and he was now in yet another area of the city he’d never been to before.

Standing at the northwest gate of Harkem, Ezekiel was being fussed over by his mother as she and the rest of his family saw him off. Reya sat to the side on the street, watching with some amusement.

“You do everything you can to stay safe. Do you understand? If you need to, you run, and leave everyone else behind. The only thing that matters is that you come back here safe and sound. Okay?”

Evelyn was almost in tears as she checked over Ezekiel. Tugging at his clothes here and there as she checked the Rune work a few more times before he left.

He was wearing a form fitting suit under his regular clothes, both layers having been enchanted by his mother for protection, though there was only so much she could do given that they couldn’t get a properly fitted armor set for him in the given timeframe.

He also had the weapons that were given to him from the Church research team.

Along with that, he had a backpack filled with what could be considered as standard camping supplies. A small tent, bedroll, canteen, rations, a change of clothes, and a few other miscellaneous necessities, like tool kits for his weapons.

Shari and Drew were also there to see him off. Yennifrey and Riley weren’t able to come to see him off for unexplained reasons but had said their goodbyes the day before.

It was early enough that his friends and sisters wouldn’t be going to school for another hour or so. So, with sleepy eyes they also came forward to give him hugs, begging him not to leave all the while.

“Please don’t go, big bro!”

“Stay! Please -yawn- stay!”

Hearing his sisters begging him to remain in the city made him feel incredibly guilty, but Ezekiel knew that the cost of him not going on this expedition was too much for him or anyone in his family to pay.

“I’m sorry, girls, but I need to go. If I don’t, then Theo will need to leave, and if that happens, he’ll never come back.”

Wendy and Ellen looked incredibly conflicted as they thought about the possibility of Theo leaving forever.

“It’ll only be for a couple months. Who knows, I might even find something to bring back for you.”

The twins perked up at the thought of a gift, as did Shari and Drew.

“Yes, you two, that includes both of you, as well as Riley and Yennifrey.”

Shari and Drew looked at him as came forward and gave them both a hug. Shari nearly broke into tears, and Drew was in the same boat as their Spirits nuzzled them to give comfort.

“You make sure you come back!” Shari finally cried.

“Yeah! You need to tell me all about it and help me get stronger so that I can join a Guild properly in the future!” Drew exclaimed as he shrugged Ezekiel off.

“You got it.” Ezekiel said as he smiled. “I'll see you all soon enough.”

Ezekiel turned towards the gates to see his father discussing some final details with Naeri and Gerome. Theo was resting on Warren’s shoulder like usual.

Off to the side was also Garrad, sitting atop Brucey, who had grown to the size of a horse.

“So, north first, across the Upper Crossings Bridge, then east across the Turnbout River? Wouldn’t it make more sense to leave from the port and take the river up? Or even just cross the water now and make way up on foot? That should cut at least a few days off your travel time.”

Gerome looked affronted at Warren's comments regarding their intended travel route.

“If this was the first trip, or we were in a rush, maybe. But as it is, we’ve got a small outpost on this side of the river that we can use to rest and resupply at. The likelihood of running into Cruor or Umbrals is also significantly lower. Unless of course, you want your son in more danger than necessary?”

Warren flinched at Gerome’s accusation. His greatest concern was Ezekiel’s safety, but he also felt the safest thing for Ezekiel was to spend as little time on this expedition as possible.

“No. If this is a safer route then fine. Take as long as you need.” Warren finally relented.

“Dad?”

Ezekiel was curious as to what had been grabbing his father’s attention.

He saw the map with the general outline of their intended route and tried to peer in closer. But, before he could, Gerome rolled up the map and stuffed it in his Void Pouch.

“Alright, I think that’s enough of that. You ready to go, kid?” Gerome asked.

“Yes!” Ezekiel exclaimed.

Gerome, Naeri, and Warren all gave Ezekiel pitying looks as they saw the excitement in his eyes.

There was caution there as well, and it was well hidden, but all three adults knew that it was there. But it was something that made them feel some relief at Ezekiel’s awareness of the situation.

“Wait. One last thing.”

Warren knelt down as he addressed his son in a low voice.

“Ezekiel, son. After seeing Aldor yesterday, I’m sure you understand just how dangerous this will be for you?”

Ezekiel nodded his head. His face was solemn as he recalled Aldor’s appearance the day before. Specifically, what he was wearing on his arm.

“Do not trust the Reaching Spires. They’ve made their thoughts well known to the City, and they will not be your friends. At no point should you be alone with them. If they ever take action against you, defend yourself, at any cost.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously as he understood his father’s hidden meaning.

‘If they try to hurt you, kill them.’

He always knew that this world was different from his old one, magic notwithstanding, but it was things like this that remind him that the people of this world were also very different.

“... I will. I promise.” Ezekiel said, nervous, but utterly serious in his word.

Warren nodded. Not happy, but content that his son knew what he needed to do. Even if he didn’t believe that it was likely that Ezekiel would go through with it. Not at first, at least.

“Enough. We stayed back since I’m the one in charge of his safety, but the rest of our Guild’s that’s going on this expedition is waiting outside the city. Now come on. We need to go.”

Gerome’s voice was gruffer as he watched Warren say goodbye to Ezekiel, knowing that he would be the one to pay if they didn’t meet again two months from now.

“Also, those over-reaching bastards will need to get through me first! So, please have some faith. I’ll guarantee your son will be safe. Our contract states as much after all.

“Indeed. As touching as this is, I have my own destination I must be off to.”

Turning to Naeri, Warren and Ezekiel saw that she was also dressed for travel, but as far as they knew, she was not a part of the Church’s forces on this expedition.

“Don’t give me those looks. I’m not going to the Ruins. I’m meeting with an old friend. He just happens to be posted at one of the borders garrisons a little bit north of where you’ll the crossing the Turnbout.”

A look of understanding crossed Warren’s face as he seemed to realize where Naeri was headed to, but he didn’t say anything as he just nodded in acknowledgement.

“Then I hope your travels are good and swift.”

Naeri just tilted her head in thanks at Warren’s words before turning around and walking out of the city.

Gerome started moving as well, gesturing for Ezekiel to follow.

Ezekiel gave his father one last hug before turning and running to catch up to Garrad and Gerome. Brucey gave him a big sloppy lick as he got close before growing slightly bigger.

“Welp, time to go.”

Garrad huffed as he lifted Ezekiel, who yelped in surprise, up onto Brucey’s back before jumping on himself. Making sure they were both settled into the custom saddle like seats.

Gerome’s Spirit also grew to a larger size, and now there was a horse sized ferret standing next to them. He and Naeri climbed on quickly, and when all for were mounted, the Spirits dashed out of the city, Garrad and Gerome let out identical laughs as Ezekiel let loose a small scream at the speeds they were now moving.

Warren watched for a few moments before turning around to head back to his family before heading to work.

Only there was a group of people dressed in uniforms he didn’t recognize standing in front of him.

Further back, he could see several more speaking to Evelyn and the kids.

“Mister Luminance?” The apparent leader of the group asked as he stepped forward.

“Yes?” Warren was wary, and Theo’s hackles were rising. “Who are you?”

The man ignored Warren’s question. “I need you to come with us. Some accusations have been made against your wife regarding an altercation that happened roughly a month ago. As a member of the city guard, you are under suspicion of tampering with, and preventing an investigation.”

Warren shifted his stance in case things broke out into a fight.

“Under whose authority?”

“Count Forret!”

Warren felt a chill run up his spine. He knew what event they were talking about, but there was no reason for the Count to get involved in a mere district guard captain’s personal business.

“Prove it.”

Warren’s voice was ice cold as he spoke. The tone and presence he were exuding made the group standing in front of him flinch nervously.

The leader of the group pulled out a piece of rolled up paper and handed it to Warren.

Taking the scroll, Warren grimaced as he recognized the official sigil of Count Forret. The orders were official. There was no way Warren knew of that could be used to falsify such documents.

“Fine.”

Warren's voice was terse and angry as he rolled up the paper and handed it back to the group’s leader.

Walking with the group back to his wife, who looked just as worried and pissed off as he felt, Warren turned to look at Shari and Drew.

“I need you both to do me and Evelyn a favor.”

Shari and Drew turned to Warren, looking at him in confusion. They didn’t know what was going on, but they understood that nothing good was happening.

“Could you please escort Wendy and Ellen back to your manor, and stay with them? Perhaps let your parents know that we’re being arrested for trumped up charges as well.”

Shari and Drew looked scared, but while Shari wanted to protest, Drew just grew more determined. He understood that the nobles were making a move. They couldn’t go after Ezekiel right now, so they were going after his family.

“We’ll keep them as safe as we can. C’mon girls. Let’s go.”

Drew grabbed Shari’s hand before she could speak up. Though reluctant, Shari relented, and the two elder kids pulled Wendy and Ellen away, much to the two young girl’s confusion.

Theo and Reya nearly jumped to go after them, just in case. But a silent message and a quiet look shared between Warren and Evelyn held them back. They then started glaring at the group of officers sent by Count Forret. Annoyed that there were a bunch of fools taking up their precious time.

“Well then,” Warren said as he wrapped and arm around his wife’s shoulders, “Let’s go see what the noble courts want from us, shall we?”



Outside of Harkem, Ezekiel was holding on for dear life as the landscape seemed to blur as they ran at speeds that he related more to high-speed race cars from his previous life than he did to an, admittedly larger than normal, brown bear running at top speed.

Seeing this, Garrad reached forwards and helped Ezekiel readjust his position.

“Here. Hold on like this and put more weight on your legs. Use your mana if you must. Don’t just take the bruises if you don’t need to. We’ll start going slower when we catch up with the rest of the Titans.”

Heeding Garrad’s advice, Ezekiel found it much easier to sit as they made their way down the road leading northwest. Looking around, he was in awe at just how different the landscape was from what he remembered from his past life.

Having only lived within the city in this life, he didn’t know what it looked like in the world beyond the towering walls of Harkem.

He knew that the northmost portions of the city were either the Spirit Lands, or districts connected to them, but even the Spirit Lands weren’t really considered part of Erenon forest.

Much of the land to the south and west of the city was farmland, supplying Harkem with all its agricultural resources; and to the east was the Dressi river and Everclear Sea.

Since they had exited the northwest gate, they had left the city right next to the southern tip of Erenon. They would be passing through a bit of the forest before arriving at the Upper Crossings Bridge.

This was a massive bridge that was constantly guarded by a garrison of Willowbrush Imperial soldiers. If there were no delays, they would be arriving at the Upper Crossings later that night and crossing early in the morning.

Eventually, as the small party made their way up to the rest of the Wandering Titans’ Guild members, Ezekiel began to grow nervous as he thought about how he would be received by the rest of the Guild.

Brucey and Gerome’s ferret Spirit slowed to a more reasonable walk as they reached the rest of the party. Ezekiel saw that there were several carriages and wondered if he would be moved to one of those instead of riding on Brucey.

There were only around a dozen Hunters from what Ezekiel could see, and it didn’t seem like there were any that were lower than Tier three.

Ezekiel also notices that they weren’t all from the Wandering Titans Guild. There was one more Guild, this one with a gold-colored sash and a feather stitched into it. The Drifting Feathers Guild.

“Alright, kiddo, time for you to get into your actual ride.”

Garrad directed Brucey to one of the carriages, one with a Wandering Titans symbol on it. Opening up the door, Garrad picked up Ezekiel once again, and lifted him over to the carriage, dropping him off just inside the door.

“Alright, Ezekiel, your carriage mates are Tracy, Philip, Herend, Filia, and Nathanus.”

Garrad pointed to a woman with green eyes, and man with red eyes, a man with blue eyes, a girl with dark indigo eyes, and a man with gray eyes. All of them had a small to medium sized animal with them, but the bars on their sashes indicated they were Tier two, so their Spirits couldn’t change size.

“Hello.” Ezekiel said quietly as he moved to take a seat.

No one said anything as Ezekiel sat down.

“I can see you’re all getting along splendidly. Good. No bullying the kid. You got that?”

“Yes sir!” Each member of the Wandering Titans spoke up at Garrad’s prompting.

“Also, I know he doesn’t look like much, but he’s the one who discovered the new methods they're using to try and create Void mana meditation techniques. He’s also an amateur Enchanter due to his mother, who’s a Master level Enchantress.”

The Guild members in the carriage looked more interested in Ezekiel as this was explained.

“Did you not tell your own Guild members about me when you told them you’d be taking me with you?” Ezekiel asked in confusion.

He had figured that he’d have been the talk of the Guilds after all that had been leaked regarding his discoveries and position.

Seeing the more interested looks on his carriage mates’ faces, Ezekiel couldn’t help but think this trip might not be as bad as he had been worrying about. Hopefully.

            

    
        CH 42: Trying To Be Helpful

    
    
    
    
                “GET DOWN!” Herend yelled as threw up a wall of ice in front of his teammates.

Tracy, Philip, Filia, and Nathanus all ducked behind the wall with Herend. The barrage of quills launched by a gigantic and decrepit looking porcupine monster impacted on the wall while several dozen flew over their heads.

Nathanus threw a set of daggers in the air that curved to fly directly at the porcupine beast. A gale of wind was causing them to fly around like a maelstrom of metal as they cut the Umbral beast in several areas.

The giant porcupine beast cried in pain, but other than some bleeding it wasn’t much worse for wear. The daggers just couldn’t cut deep enough.

“Nathanus!” Philip called out as he held his hands in front of him in a hollow fist. A small red rat sat on his head. It glowed red as it focused its own mana through Philip’s body to enhance the spell he was charging.

“Tosser!” Nathanus shouted as a gray hobby dove down from where it was surveying the battle.

As it reached the group on the ground, it landed in front of Philip and his Spirit. Flapping its wings in front of it, a narrow cyclone of wind stretched from it to the spiky beast in front of it.

“Deus, Now!” Philip breathed deep as the rat on his head responded to his call. The mana he had been gathering in his fist and throat came rushing out, the direction partially controlled by Dues, creating a beam of fire that ignited the cyclone in front of them.

Nathanus pulled back his flying daggers as the flames reached the porcupine beast. Fire seeped into the many wounds on its body, causing both internal and external damage.

The Umbral beast let out a wail of pain as it tried to put out the flames, but nothing it could do would affect the flames that were inside its skin. It toppled over after a couple of seconds, falling silent as it died.

Herend waved his hand and the icy barricade turned into water that surged forward to wash away the greatly charred Umbral Beast before the flames could spread too far. The group then moved on to assist another party with the beast they were facing.

As the groups of hunters from the two Guilds were defending the expedition’s caravan, Ezekiel stayed in the carriage, looking out the window at the battle as Gerome stood next to the carriage.

His priority was to make sure Ezekiel was safe, and the Tier of these Umbral Beasts wasn’t so high that they couldn’t be dealt by the groups of Tier two Hunters that were currently fighting.

This was the third such fight to occur in the past six days. They were still a couple of days out from the outpost where they would resupply before crossing the Turnbout river, and while they were within the borders of the Willowbrush Empire, the number of Umbral Beasts nearby was mind boggling.

Not all the Hunters from the Wandering Titans and Drifting Feathers were fighting though. Between these two Guilds there were roughly fifty people combined. They tended to swap duties when it came to defending the caravan of carts and carriages.

Ezekiel hadn’t gotten to know all of them, but the group of five from the Wandering Titans that he’d shared a carriage with had been sociable enough for him to talk to. At least after that first introduction.

“Ouch...” Ezekiel muttered as he saw a group from the Drifting Feathers take a hit from a large lizard looking creature with a spiked club for a tail. It too had quills, but they were shorter and wider than the one’s on the porcupine looking beast.

The first time the expedition had been attacked, Ezekiel had been surprised, and more than a little bit scared. Gerome was immediately by his side, making sure nothing happened to him, but even so, it was terrifying, hearing the roars of the seemingly mutated beasts that had first attacked them.

That had settled down after the second attack, and he now had confidence in the Hunters that were part of the expedition. He was still concerned but wasn’t as fearful as he was before.

He knew that Umbral Beasts were creatures that were originally normal beasts, or mana beasts, that existed in the wild. But due to the corruption of the Cruor they had been twisted and warped as they became creatures that actively sought out and hunted those with mana for food.

Be they human, Spirit, or mana beast, all were prey for the Umbrals and the Cruor.

“Indeed.”

Gerome’s reply to Ezekiel’s observation was bland and monotone.

He’d seen things like this happen countless times, and he knew that, although he didn’t like seeing his juniors getting hurt so much, it was better to have them suffer like this and learn, than to run into trouble without a Tier four Hunter there to back them up.

Luckily, it seemed like Herend, and his group, were able to cover the struck group quite quickly, and the battles were starting to wrap up. Some wounded, but nothing that would stop the expedition.

“I guess the Life Mages will be getting more practice tonight. Kinda wish I could help.”

“Please don’t. I’m fine with keeping you safe, as was agreed, but I really don’t need you throwing yourself into danger needlessly.”

“I didn’t mean that I want to help with the fighting!” Ezekiel said, indignantly. “I know I’d just get in the way. Both because I’m too weak, and because I don’t know how these teams operate.”

Ezekiel looked at Gerome as if he was insulted that Gerome would think of him as such a battle maniac. Gerome just looked at him with surprise, not expecting Ezekiel to be so mature. Then he thought about it and realized that this wasn’t out of character for Ezekiel.

“I just feel useless. I can set up my own tent just fine. And I can use my own rations when I need to, but it just feels like I’m a burden, even if no one’s said as much. I don’t like it.”

Gerome’s face grew a bit softer, sensing the honesty in Ezekiel’s voice as he looked at his ferret Spirit and gave him a nod. The ferret jumped off his shoulder and wrapped around Ezekiel’s neck.

Ezekiel turned to Gerome with a confused look.

“If you promise not to remove Westly from your neck, you can help with the clean-up and the harvesting.”

Ezekiel perked up at what Gerome was letting him do, but his face immediately fell as he thought of something.

“What’s wrong, kid? I thought you wanted to be useful?”

“I don’t have any tools for harvesting. Just my sword. Mess things up and accidentally destroy anything that could be used later on.”

Gerome just gave a barking laugh as Ezekiel explained his worries. He’d thought Ezekiel might be against getting his hands dirty.

“Ezekiel, so long as you have your sword and your mana, that will be enough.”

Ezekiel looked confused. He’d seen others with specific tools taking apart the remains of the Umbral Beasts they’d been fighting previously.

“In most cases, the tools you see used by other Hunters are used to gather hard to get materials from the internal organs. For these Umbrals, however,” Gerome gestured to the very spiky and well armored beasts, “the majority of the useful parts are external, and will be used for armor components, or for weapons. Cut along the ‘seams’, in their flesh and don’t break anything that’s hard. That’ll be enough.”

Ezekiel gave a great big smile as he opened the door to the carriage. He took a look toward Herend’s group, only to see that all but Filia were headed back toward the carriage. Others, who hadn’t taken part in the fight, were moving forward to begin harvesting.

Smiling as they saw Ezekiel climbing out of the carriage, the party waved him over before he could charge out to join the rest.

“Hey, kid, where are you headed too?” Philip asked. None of the group had really seen Ezekiel outside of the carriage during the day. He’d usually be stuck inside, either with them or waiting for the battles to finish up.

“Gerome said that I can help with the harvesting so long as I make sure to stick with Westly.”

Ezekiel shrugged his shoulders to show off the ferret that was snuggly wrapped around his neck.

The party shared a glance between them. Although he’d proven to be very knowledgeable, and Garrad had originally claimed that he was mid-Tier three, none of them had actually seen Ezekiel use his mana before, outside of the one instance where he had meditated.

There were too many possibilities for distractions to accidentally disrupt a person’s meditation as well, so they had only seen him meditate once, before Gerome told him not to do that again.

Though Gerome did cover for him, to allow him to properly absorb the rest of his pure mana crystals. Over the past two weeks, even with his training, he had managed to get himself close enough to the next Step that the last few pure crystals were enough to push him over the edge. He was officially a fourth Step Tier one Mage now.

“Are you sure that you’ll be able to manage? There are Tier two Umbral beasts. Their hides will not be easy to cut through, nor their spikes easy to pull out.”

Herend’s voice was quiet and flat as he spoke. He seemed to embody the ice aspect of his element far more than the water element. Being incredibly hard to read and showing almost no emotions on his face.

“I should be alright. I think I’ll be able to successfully harvest at least one of these Umbrals without holding us up. Although, I’ll probably have to give the harvest to Filia, as I don’t have a Void Pouch.”

“Hmm... I guess I’ll come with you, just so you can have a Pouch nearby, rather than having to run back and forth to Filia.” Philip said after a moment's thought.

The two began marching forwards toward one of the beasts that Philip’s team had slain. Deus was sitting on his shoulder, while the rest of their team continued going back to the carriage.

“So, do you know what you’re doing?”

“Well, Gerome said that I just need to not break anything that’s hard, mainly the spines and shells, as those are the most valuable parts on Umbrals like these.”

Philip and Ezekiel walked up to the large Umbral Beast that had previously clubbed a team of Drifting Feather Guild members.

As it had been Philip’s team that had gotten the kill, after the Drifting Feather’s team had been taken out, it was considered to be their harvest per the agreement between the two Guilds.

Ezekiel began examining the large beast. It was roughly double the size of a full-grown elephant, so even on its side it dwarfed Ezekiel.

“I guess the best thing to start with would be the spines that aren’t directly a part of the larger carapaces, right?”

Ezekiel looked to Philip, who gave him a nod of encouragement. Although he looked nervous as Ezekiel reached forward to grab a spine attached to one of the beast’s shoulders.

“Do you need a hand?” Philip asked as he moved forward to assist.

“Nope!”

Philip watched in shock as Ezekiel’s eyes changed color. The dull brown eyes that did not indicate his elemental affinity brightened until his irises became pure white surrounded by a black ring.

Up until this point, neither Philip nor his team members had seen Ezekiel’s eyes indicate his elemental affinity. The only thing they had to assure them that Ezekiel was actually Tier one was Garrad’s word.

As well as Gerome’s after Herend had secretly asked him during the night they had spent at the Upper Crossings bridge.

Ezekiel also knew that he didn’t exhibit the standard trait of a Tier one Mage. But given that one’s eyes tended to exhibit properties of their element via the color of their iris, in a way, this could be expected, as Void mana immediately took on other properties when exposed to the elements.

Ezekiel had actually been worried at first, when it was finally touched on that his eyes didn’t stay white. His family had almost taken him to the Church to get checked, but after seeing them change color when channeling mana, they figured it was just another quirk of Void mana.

For Philip, seeing Ezekiel’s eyes glow white was shocking enough that he almost didn’t notice as Ezekiel levered his body to rip out the spike he was holding onto with his bare hands.

‘krk-shlorp’

The spike made a small cracking sound as it was broken from the skeleton it was attached to, and a wet, sucking sound as it came free from the Umbral’s shoulder.

“Well, that’s one.” Ezekiel cracked his neck as he announced this.

“Wha-”

Philip couldn’t finish asking his question, as Ezekiel seemed to become a blur as dashed around the Umbral Beast’s body, grasping and cracking horns and spikes of the beast at a rapid pace.

There was a total of eight spines located at the large joints of its body, as well as two horns.

Ezekiel grabbed his sword, preparing to cut off the large carapaces, but paused for a minute before realizing something.

The best had fallen on its side, before partially rolling onto its back, meaning he wouldn’t be able to take off the large spiny shell without turning it over first.

“Ah, give me a moment, I’ll get a few hands to come over and help flip this thing so you can get the shell off. Hey Filia!”

Philip had recovered from his shock at seeing Ezekiel’s harvesting speed. He had clearly shown physical strength well beyond that of low Tier two Hunters. Which meant that his natural strength must be low Tier two at its base, and he could enhance his strength to probably high Tier two, maybe even peak Tier two strength.

This meant that he could match the physique of an Umbral Beast of equal Tier, something that Mages, and some Spirits, just couldn’t do, as their powers focused more on manipulating their mana to perform different spells and feats to control the elements themselves.

Umbral Beasts couldn’t actually cast spells like Spirits and Mages could. Instead, upon losing their mana, an Umbral Beast would have their physique altered into something huge and monstrous.

Thus, if Mages found themselves in combat with Umbral Beasts, or their makers, the Cruor, they had to do everything they could to stay at range, and fire spells to do any damage.

For Hunters, it was a bit different. A Hunter had a Spirit, and most Spirits had their physique tied to their Mana, so they were much stronger, physically, than Mages.

People who wanted to travel the world still had to learn martial arts, though, as there were other Mages and Hunters that might turn on them, and in the event that they did find themselves in melee range, it was better to at least be able to fight back than it was to just roll over and die.

As Philip was thinking about what Ezekiel had just done, and what it meant, Ezekiel just shook his head before moving to the back of the Umbral Beast.

“No need, Philip. But thank you for the offer.”

Ezekiel squatted down, channeling more mana throughout his body to make it as strong as he could. This cost him a couple dozen motes of mana to do, as his body wouldn’t be able to handle any more without breaking something.

As ever so slowly lifted the corpse to roll it over, it wasn’t just Philip that was staring at him in shock. Nearly everyone who had caught a glimpse of Ezekiel heading out to help was nearly gaping as they watched a ten-year-old kid perform a feat that would take at least two or three of them to copy.

Not including the Tier three Hunters, of course.

“Whew.”

There was no crash as Ezekiel turned the large body onto its front. The only sound heard was Ezekiel letting out a sigh of relief after his exertion.

He then looked it over for a moment before nodding his head and drawing his sword. Channeling roughly the same amount of mana into his blade as what he had used to flip over the body, Ezekiel slid his blade into the area between the plates in the carapace.

It wasn’t an especially clean job, and Ezekiel found it difficult to get every single piece of the Umbral’s carapace, but he managed to finish it in a fairly decent time. Sooner than the groups that hadn’t stopped staring at him at any rate.

Gerome, Garrad, and Naeri, having witnessed the whole thing, but having also known what Ezekiel was capable of before he had become Tier one, were laughing at the faces of the other Guild member’s shocked expressions.

Philip and his group in particular couldn’t believe that the boy they had grown accustomed to during the past six days of travel was so capable. They only thought he was there to help them with any Void based traps or enchantments when they returned to the Ruins.

“Excuse me... Guild Leader Mountloch?”

Nathanus shook off his shock while watching Ezekiel begin handing pieces of the carapace over to Philip, who had opened his Void pouch to start placing the harvest in.

“Can all Void Mages do stuff like that?”

Gerome said nothing as he thought about it for a minute. He didn’t really know the answer, as the only Tier one Void Mage he knew was Ezekiel.

In actuality, if not for the fact that Naeri had informed him that the Church of Ten sometimes took in volunteers to activate Void Relics, he wouldn’t have thought that there were any Tier one Void Mages since before the Age of Despair

“None have been trained to the extent that young Ezekiel has, so it’s really unknown to us.” Naeri spoke up before Gerome could respond to the question.

“Given how expensive it is for a Void Mage to accumulate mana, it was never a practical thing to do in Ages past. But thanks to Ezekiel, we might be able to change that.”

Nathanus fell silent when Naeri finished speaking. He was only Tier two, and he was aware that there was little he knew of the world compared to the amount that the two Tier fours in front of him did, but even he could see that the world was likely to change in the coming years.

So long as the Church of Ten was able to spread the methods for Void gathering meditation, there would soon be Mages that would be able to match Ezekiel in capabilities. Mages that could fight the Cruor without the aid of a Spirit dealing with them in melee.

“For now, however, Ezekiel is still a child. Naive and inexperienced, when it comes to the dangers of the world outside the cities. I think the both of us would appreciate it if you could help him out with that.”

Naeri gestured to Gerome as she spoke, and he responded in kind by nodding in affirmation to what she was requesting.

“How can we do that?” Tracy asked in confusion.

“Simply telling him stories of your own adventures would suffice for now. Tell him about the Ruins you’ve delved. The cities you’ve visited. What else there is besides the empire, the Spirits, and the Cruor and their Umbral Beasts. Hell, tell him about the Mana Beasts that sometimes roam the world where the Broods haven’t spread their corruption.”

Naeri grew more intense as she started describing what she thought the Guild members in the carriage should talk to Ezekiel about.

“I know you’ve tried to avoid such things over the past few days, and have instead been talking about your lives, and a few fights you’ve had here and there. But as much of a child as Ezekiel is, he is also not. He can handle whatever you intend to tell him. He’s willing to get himself knee deep in Umbral Beast Ichor just to not be useless after all.”

Herend, Nathanus, and Tracy all nodded their heads in agreement. They might not have been the best at book smarts, something that Ezekiel had actually been helping them with, but they were all well-traveled when it came to their own experiences. They’d help Ezekiel learn more about the world.

“Good.”

Naeri was fairly pleased with the Guild member’s responses. She almost wished that she could take the time to teach Ezekiel herself, but due to her position as a Grand Scholar, she had to be slightly more neutral when it came to prospective up-and-coming Mages.

The regular scholars of the Church of Ten were able to interfere a bit more directly, but even then, they still had to form a give and take relationship. Too many would turn on the Church if they started affecting things like imperial affairs after all.

By this point, Ezekiel had finished with his harvesting, and had moved on to help Filia with hers, which was easier in some ways, as the spikes on the Umbral she was harvesting weren’t attached to bone and were more quill like.

Ezekiel was able to quickly pull out the several hundred quills still attached to the Umbral’s back, and after wrapping them up and packing them safely, they were put away so they could be distributed between the team later.

“Agh, it looks like I’m tapped out for the day. I’m sorry I can’t help out any more than this.”

Ezekiel’s exclamation took Philip and Filia by surprise. Ezekiel had finished harvesting the two Umbral beasts far faster than either one of them could do so on their own.

“You helped us quite a bit.”

Filia and Philip had actually been so impressed that they hoped that Ezekiel would help them more in the future.

Looking down at their Ichor covered clothing, Philip and Filia started moving back to the carriage at a faster pace. Gesturing at Ezekiel to move faster as well.

“C’mon, Ezekiel, we need to wash this sooner, rather than later.”

“Okay. I guess this stuff would stain pretty badly.”

Ezekiel looked at himself as he saw how badly soaked through small parts of his clothing were. Luckily nothing had affected the enchantments his mother had put on them, but it was still disgusting.

“It doesn’t stain, actually, but it sucks away your mana as it sticks to you. You’re probably feeling the effects right now.”

Ezekiel nearly came to a stop as he heard that. This was information he hadn’t known before.

“What?”

Philip and Filia turned to look at him as they reached the carriage. Herend was already gathering a fairly large amount of water to soak and wash them in.

“Oh! I guess you wouldn’t know this. I don’t think they teach this anywhere outside of the Guilds and the Academies. Umbral Ichor contains traces of Cruor Ichor, which is anathema to Mana. It absorbs the stuff like crazy, and until you run out. It doesn’t seem to affect Spirits though, so that’s why most of the time they’ll go in first. Of course, that’s usually only for Tier three Mages. Tier twos like us need to team up and keep them distracted to fight from afar. Our Spirits can’t change size yet after all.”

Ezekiel still looked confused as he waited for his turn to get washed down. Filia had already finished and had been dried when Herend pulled the water off her body.

“Is that supposed to happen right away?” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, it depends on the difference between your Tier and theirs. The greater the difference, the greater or lesser the speed, depending on who’s Tier is higher.” Philip explained. “Ichor also disappears as it eats your mana. Like it cancels each other out, but not the same way you form Void mana. The mana and the Ichor just stop existing.”

“Real Cruor Ichor is different, though. It tends to burn like acid, regardless of what kind of Cruor it comes from. What’s even worse is if you get it into your bloodstream.”

At this point Herend had jumped into the conversation, taking Naeri’s advice and telling Ezekiel about things he’d seen in the world.

“That’s how things like Ghouls are formed. Humans that are captured by the Cruor are drained of their mana, and then injected with Cruor Ichor. If they don’t just die, then they become abominations that mindlessly fight for their masters. Luckily, they tend to be fairly weak compared to Umbral Beasts. But, just like Umbral Beasts, Ghouls grow stronger by eating mana from Mages and Spirits.”

“Radiant mana is more effective at combating Ichor, but Radiant Mages can still be turned. The cost is just much higher.”

Ezekiel was a little freaked out by what Herend was saying.

“How has humanity survived then? If these things get stronger by fighting and killing us, how do we survive?”

Gerome and Naeri chose this moment to step in, as they knew those at the lower Tiers wouldn’t know the answer to this one.

“The Cruor cannot reproduce naturally, Ezekiel, as such, for every one of them killed, that’s one less member of their armies that can attack us. They also can’t grow naturally like we do, so that is another advantage. The only exceptions to this are the Broodlords and their peerage.”

Herend had slowed down his washing for a moment to listen in as Naeri spoke up. This was information regarding the Cruor, humanity’s ultimate enemy. The more he, and the rest of his Guild mates knew, the better.

“There’s also the fact that, as far as we can tell, it is impossible for there to be more than nine Tier five Cruor in existence. These are the Broodlords. The leaders of the Cruor. They can reproduce, but at a cost to their personal power. Similarly, since there can only be nine Broodlords, lesser members of the Brood’s peerage at Tier four and below, will often try to usurp those at a higher Tier.”

Most of the party gulped in unison. Such a cutthroat and self-destructive means of living was truly alien to them. How could anything survive when your own kind tried to kill you.

“As it is, they can only grow to Tier four without becoming stuck unless they take the life of the previous Broodlord, or they gain a blessing should an old Broodlord be killed by humanity. This has happened a few times in the past.”

Naeri then fell silent as she let Ezekiel and the rest of the party absorb her words.

“I wonder...”

Ezekiel’s soft utterance attracted the attention of those around him.

He was staring at his hands and arms that were still soaked in Ichor. Herend still hadn’t washed him off.

“Ezekiel, what’s wrong?”

Ezekiel looked spooked and disgusted as he continued to stare at his hands.

“I think I know why only Void Mages can become Broodlords.”

The people around him were shocked by his words. Even Gerome and Garrad straightened up as they looked at Ezekiel. Naeri’s eyes narrowed as she stared down at Ezekiel, but didn’t interrupt him, knowing his possible insight may be very useful.

“The Ichor, it’s supposed to be draining me of my mana, isn’t it?”

Everyone’s looks became confused for a moment. Naeri was the first one to get what he was saying, Followed by Gerome, then Herend, then the rest.

Looking at his hands, the group saw that the Ichor wasn’t disappearing as it took away his mana, like it had for Filia and Philip.

“I think... I think I can sense the Ichor, not that I’m thinking about it. Also, I think that Void Mages are immune to Ichor.”

Ezekiel then channeled his mana, using it to reinforce his entire body. His eyes changed to their black ringed white irises.

The ichor immediately turned to an oily colored smoke that drifted away from him.

“I think that the only way for Ichor to affect Void Mages is if they try to absorb it like they would mana.”

Ezekiel’s statement was met by silence as no one wanted to believe what that ultimately meant for humanity, and Void Mages especially, if it was true.

If it was, then that meant that every Void Mage that had ever joined the Cruor, even the ones that had been kidnapped during years past, had willingly thrown away humanity, and had joined the Cruor of their own free will.

            

    
        CH 43: Night At The Outpost

    
    
    
    
                It had been eight days since they had left Harkem, and the Guild members of the Wandering Titans and Drifting Feathers were beginning to grow tired.

After the hypothesis raised by Ezekiel had been raised, things had grown awkward as the group that he was part of had to take some time to think.

They still talked to him, and told him stories about their travels, like how Philip was originally from a more central town closer to the Empire’s capital, but he’d left when it was attacked by Cruor twenty years ago.

Or explaining that bandits and such actually existed further away from the borders than they did closer to them. This was because no one cowardly enough to attack trading caravans wanted to deal with the dangerous creatures lurking just outside the empire.

They talked about how the capital of the Empire was nearly five times the size of Harkem and was situated in an artificial lake that acted like a moat, and how there were airships and towers far taller than any Ezekiel had seen before. Possibly even in his past life.

They talked about the other Guilds that existed in the Empire, and how the capital had over a dozen Tier four Guilds, including a branch of the Prime Guild. They all quietly expressed a desire to one day make their way to the Prime Guild Branch, and potentially join the only Top Tier Guild in the world.

Maybe they’d even be able to go to the Prime Guild headquarters, located outside the Empire in the far east of the continent. Past the territories controlled by the Cruor.

They talked to him about anything that wasn’t to do with the Cruor and Void Mages, as no one really knew what to think about what Ezekiel had revealed.

Naeri and Gerome didn’t have any problems with Ezekiel or this hypothesis, but that was because they considered the possibility that Void Mages might’ve been tortured into absorbing Ichor, rather than an actual desire to destroy humanity. Something they decided to make note of, and report to the Church upon returning to Harkem.

When they had pointed that out to the party, they were quick to apologize and welcome Ezekiel back with open arms. The awkwardness still stuck around for a while, but by the time they had reached the outpost on the night of the eighth day.

Ezekiel was now listening to stories and tales that his party had from adventures and expeditions they’d been on in the past. Taking notes in a small journal he had acquired after trading a few items he had been permitted to keep after harvesting them in the last battle earlier that day.

It had mostly been teeth and claws from a massive pack of wolf-like creatures, but they were apparently a useful material when used by proper enchanters and blacksmiths in created weaponry.

“So, you’re saying that there’s people out there that worship specific Spirits, rather than any of the Ancients?” Ezekiel asked after hearing about a story Tracy had shared regarding an expedition to the north, out past the Frozen Fjords where the natural borders made it difficult to cross in large parties.

“Correct. In some of the more northern areas of the world, past the Empire’s northern borders, humanity isn’t quite as united. There are numerous splintered factions that have gathered under the protection of some of the wild higher Tier Spirits.”

“That’s so weird. I didn’t think that humanity survived outside the larger empires and territories.”

Ezekiel was surrounded by the group he had shared a carriage with for over a week now.

They were all seated in the dining hall of the outpost, most of them had bandages wrapping up different injuries as they had been in yet another battle earlier that day.

Given that they now had a roof over their heads, rather than the sky over their tents, there was a much more relaxed mood amongst the Guild members as they sat around to eat and drink their fill.

It would be the last time they got the chance to do so for at least another month and a half. Possibly more if they ran into something that delayed their travel.

“Has the worship of Spirits been around for a long time?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask.

“Well, yes and no. It only existed as a minor form of faith and respect, where smaller villages and towns would give offerings for protection, as the bond between Spirits and Mages has only existed for a few hundred years. Since the start of our current Age of Conflict.” Tracy explained as she dug into her meal. “But ever since the Age of Despair, many of the territories inhabited by humanity had to be abandoned. Nowadays, only about half of the inhabitable world is controlled by humanity. The rest is controlled by the Cruor.”

“What about the territories to the north? I thought you said humanity wasn’t nearly as united up there. How are they surviving?”

“That’s due to a mix of things. Mainly the inhospitable environment, but also the presence of more powerful Spirits.” Herend jumped into the conversation. “Much like Mages, Spirits can produce mana of a given type if after they reach Tier one. Their requirements for Tiering up are much more difficult, however, and require nearly twice as much as we do.”

Herend paused for a moment to take a sip of water, while also letting Ezekiel take notes, before continuing.

“That’s why the most powerful Spirits are those that live in extreme environments, where ambient mana is more abundant, or they’re bonded to a Hunter Mage, so that they can receive help from a second source of mana. This is also why Spirits are usually the same Tier or lower compared to their bonded Hunter Mage.”

This was information that Ezekiel hadn’t known before. He’d tried to look into information regarding the Spirits, but the books he’d perused were mainly covered the history and territories of the Spirits within and close to the Empire.

The party had shared numerous stories since arriving at the outpost. The stories were more about the places they’d been to on expeditions, rather than their experiences within the city and the Empire.

Tracy and Herend in particular had a lot of stories that happened outside the empire, both into the Desolate Lands, and into the northern and southern territories outside the empire.

Herend had been to both the Northern Taiga, past the Frozen Fjords, to help out with an expedition to a small Ruin they had found at the border. Going out and destroying an attempt by the Cruor that had been trying to go around the Fjord to attack the empire from a different avenue.

That had been a story all on its own and had gone on to an explanation regarding the different types of Cruor that they had previously fought with and how best to do so.

In total, the nine categories of Cruor were called Bone, Blood, Wyrm, Swarm, Fang, Deep, Wing, Rot, and Chaos. A given category was also called a Brood.

These were the nine types of Cruor, labeled for their most distinct physical characteristics, as the more powerful a Cruor, the more developed their physique.

Bone Cruor had toughened carapace and spines or spikes for defense and offense purposes. There was no ideal method of fighting Umbral beasts in this category, but they were very slow, so if you could move fast enough, it was possible to get away fairly easily. Cavern Mages were a good match for these types of Cruor and Umbral Beasts.

This was the category that the Umbral beasts they'd been encountering recently belonged to. Ezekiel was confused, as the one’s they'd fought that day didn’t seem to fit that category.

From there, Ezekiel learned that the Willowbrush Empire was near two separate Cruor territories.

Blood Cruor could grow tendrils and constructs made of blood to aid them in battle. They can also regain their strength when consuming the blood of other beings. These Cruor are considered to be the most balanced and adaptable when it comes to any situation.

Ezekiel was happy that they hadn’t run into these types yet, as they sounded horrifyingly difficult to deal with. He promised himself that he’d stay close to Philip if they encountered any on this trip, as he was the only Flame Hunter that Ezekiel really knew at the moment.

Wyrm Cruor greatly resemble snakes and worms in physical appearance. They are covered head to toe in scales granting them a fairly tough defense as well as access to a poisonous miasma that can cause hallucinatory effects and corrosive death in anyone unlucky enough to encounter them. Many can take on a more humanoid form, growing arms and torsos if strong enough.

Ezekiel was confused as to how these Cruor were special beyond their physical appearance. Tracy and Filia explained that all Wyrm Cruor and their Umbral Beasts were poisonous, venomous, or toxic in a variety of ways. Ezekiel then realized that they were basically masters of chemical warfare.

Swarm Cruor were insectoid in nature, having their bodies composed of countless creatures that are under their command. It was also believed that they were composed of a hive mind controlled by the Swarm Broodlord. Due to their unique nature, both the Hunters and Cruor ensure that the Swarm do not grow too numerous.

Luckily, due to the apparent hive-mind fracturing at times, they often fought with each other, rather than focusing solely on humanity or the other Cruor. They were the most numerous, but also had the greatest number of enemies among the Cruor.

These Cruor were the ones that Ezekiel thought were the most terrifying. He knew full well that, although they may be weak individually, that there was great power in having great numbers.

Fang Cruor have thick hides and hair that gives them increased defenses, but their true strength lies in their ability to transform into bestial monstrosities. Granting them incredible adaptability. These Chimeric beings are an amalgamation of the numerous beasts that the Cruor has consumed. However, there is a limit to the number of Beasts they can consume without going insane.

From the description, Ezekiel assumed that these were the type of Umbral Beasts they’d fought earlier. Herend then explained that Umbral beasts turned by Fang Cruor could only take on traits belonging to the number of creatures equal to their Tier.

The beasts they’d fought earlier were Tier two at best, and since most beasts in the area were mammalian, there weren’t many distinct traits to make them stand out.

Philip also pointed out that Fang Cruor were named as such because that was the one feature that remained the same no matter how many traits they took on. Huge fangs used for tearing apart other creatures for them to consume.

Deep Cruor hold almost total domination over the larger bodies of water in the world. This is because they are specifically adapted to life underwater, hunting in the blackened deep waters of the world. These Cruor are exceptionally weak to fire, but since they live underwater this fact is practically negligible except by the more powerful Hunters.

They were the main reason why any and all forms of water-based travel was confined to rivers, lakes, and coastal travel supervised by Tier four Hunters or Spirits. Very rarely did ships risk venturing into deeper waters. Luckily, they can’t survive long on land, so the comparatively free reign that they’ve had to develop is mostly useless.

That, and the numerous Tier four Glacial Spirits living in the oceans keeping them in check. Only by getting the approval of such Spirits, and in turn receiving their aid, was humanity able to get even the few oceanic trade routes that they had.

Wing Cruor all have wings and beaks. They are specifically designed for ripping and tearing apart their enemies and are masters of aerial combat. Much like the Fang Brood, Cruors in the Wing Brood can transform between more and less bestial forms and have the problem of losing control of themselves if they lose too much of their human nature.

They were distinct from any Fang Cruor due to the Wing Cruors’ lack of teeth, as well as the fact that Fanged Cruor couldn’t grow wings. It wasn’t known why, but while they could grow feathers and additional limbs, Fang Cruor could not grow wings.

Rot Cruor are relatively plantlike in nature, but more fungal and diseased in their appearance. Their regenerative capabilities are immense, so much so that in the event of a Rot outbreak, even non-hunter Mages will be called forth to end their uncontrolled growth into the lands surrounding them. Those who fall to the Rot are essentially Zombies.

Tracy and Filia were especially disgusted by the description of the Rot Cruor. They explained that the Rot was anathema to Life and Death magic, as it was ultimately something that perverted and desecrated the ideals and concepts belonging to both types of mana, as taught by the Ancients.

Ezekiel began to have second thoughts about the Swarm Cruor being the most terrifying when he heard about this Brood of Cruor.

Chaos Cruor belonging to this Brood appear much like everchanging masses of bubbling ooze. Their figures are vaguely humanoid, but they are primarily shapeless. They have the ability to shift themselves into different shapes and can manipulate energy and corrode or corrupt anything that they touch, even the souls of those that come into contact with them.

It was entirely unknown how this Brood of Cruor was able to exist, as their entire bodies seemed to be created from the most vicious form of Ichor to exist amongst the Cruor. Everyone in the group showed some sort of wariness, or fear, regarding these Cruor. Even though they’d never seen any before.

Only Ezekiel didn’t immediately show fear at their description.

“I wonder if it would even affect me. After all, Ichor from the Umbral Beasts that were fought didn’t do anything to me today.”

The table fell silent as Ezekiel’s question. It was Gerome that piped up first.

“You’re not allowed to test that.”

He had stated with as much of a no-nonsense tone of voice as Ezekiel imagined was possible.

“Of course, I’m not going to test it! I’m curious, not stupid!”

Ezekiel’s indignant response put some of Gerome’s fears to rest and allowed the rest of the party to relax.

“Besides, you said that the Empire’s border was near the Bone and Fang territories. I don’t see how we could even run into any Chaos Cruor.”

Gerome flinched at that. Ezekiel’s words had brought up an unpleasant memory. Something serious enough that everyone at the table had noticed it.

“Sir?” Nathanus was the one to speak up with an inquiring voice.

Gerome didn’t reply for a few seconds as he thought about what he was going to say.

“None of you were on the original expedition, so it makes sense you wouldn’t know, but this Ruin has numerous traps in place that have sealed away a number of beings from the Age of Despair.”

Gerome rubbed his chin in worry.

“We don’t know if there’s any Chaos Cruor in the Ruins, but there were several Cruor that were seen inside the Ruins. The presence of the Rot was one of the reasons the previous expedition did a dull retreat, rather than simply pulling back before sending in reinforcements, or rotating people out.”

The group at the table was silent. Many of them had only ever fought one of two, maybe three or four, types of Cruor before, but now it was made apparent that they were going to be fighting Cruor of potentially every single type.

“... Do my parents know about this?”

Ezekiel asked with a harsh tone of voice, as he couldn’t imagine his parents would allow him to visit a Ruin that had Cruor of every single Brood present.

Gerome didn’t flinch, but Ezekiel still thought that he would be if he wasn’t holding himself back.

“They are aware that there will be Cruor present in the Ruins. We’ll be going into their territory after all.”

“But I’ll bet it was never specified which Cruor would be present, nor did you tell them the reason the previous Expedition was forced to leave was due to the Rot!”

Ezekiel’s outburst was enough to draw some attention to their table. Before he could go on a full-blown rant, however, a glare from Gerome and the pressure he was releasing made him stop.

“Ezekiel.” Gerome’s voice was quiet and serious as he looked down at Ezekiel, who matched his gaze eye for eye. After a few moments, Gerome relaxed his gaze and the pressure on Ezekiel lessened.

“I didn't tell your parents that there were sections of the city where only a Void Mage could access them either. But, as it is, you’re here, and you’ll remain with us until the expedition ends in a couple of months. You have myself, and the rest of my Guild, to protect you from whatever dangers we’ll find in the Desolate Lands.”

Gerome’s voice was still quiet, but there was a hint of regret in it as he tried to reassure Ezekiel that things would be fine.

“What about the dangers that follow us from Harkem? Will you protect me from those as well?”

“Yes.”

Gerome’s response was so quick, even the Guild members listening in were surprised.

Ezekiel, however, just nodded.

“How long are we going to be here for?”

Gerome thought about it for a little bit as he considered the speeds of the rest of the Guilds that would be arriving soon now that they, the second wave, had already reached the outpost.

Unfortunately, they were still a few days behind the Reaching Spires, but that was simply how things appeared to be. The Guilds were trying to one up one another per usual.

“Considering the Reaching Spires and their partner Guild were supposed to wait for us, but they’ve already headed out to the Ruins, we’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, as soon as the boat repairs are finished, and the supplies are restocked.”

Ezekiel nodded again as he thought about a few things.

“I think I’ll be going to my room for the night. I know it won’t do much, but I’d like to try to do some meditation.”

Gerome nodded his head, knowing that Ezekiel likely didn’t want to stick around after finding out his family had been lied to, or rather, his parents hadn’t been fully informed, and instead permitted to assume.

Thus, with a disappointed look on his face, Gerome watched Ezekiel leave the dining hall and head to their shared room.

Earlier, when they had arrived, Ezekiel and his group had been assigned a room, as had the other individual Guild teams. Sharing a room with six people was something he’d never done before, and there was some additional awkwardness as Gerome was the highest superior of the Wandering Titans, but they made it work without too much difficulty.

Luckily that awkwardness disappeared within an hour or so after arriving, as Gerome essentially faded into the background, or went to help Garrad with his duties.

As he was the highest member of the Guild present, after Gerome, Garrad was the one who was technically in charge of the Wandering Titans’ part of the expedition. Brucey wasn’t present at the moment, having gone off with a number of the other naturally large Spirits to get their own sustenance.

Garrad, having seen this interaction between his grandfather and Ezekiel, gave a sigh and headed over to follow Ezekiel out of the hall.

“Oy, Ezekiel.” Garrad called out as he came up from behind Ezekiel. “Come with me for a bit.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, only grunting in acquisition as he allowed Garrad to lead him away from the secondary barracks where the Guilds were being put up for the night.

Garrad led Ezekiel to one of the outpost’s training rooms, which was much more advanced than the training rooms found in the Alkena’s manor.

Lining the walls of the room were multiple golems created in the shape of different creatures.

“I figured this would be a better area for you to vent than to just keep trying to meditate. That won’t help you much right now. Admittedly, meditating while traveling isn’t the worst way to cultivate, especially for you, who can’t use specialized areas, but knowing how to use your mana is just as important.”

Garrad gestured to the different golems along the walls.

“These will allow you to try fighting different types of Cruor, as they will learn from your fighting style and advance a bit, rather than the limited options that Umbral beasts have when we fight them.”

Garrad went over to several of the Golems, composed of different elemental forms, enchanted to imitate the different Broods of Cruor.

“Over the decades, we’ve managed to recreate everything but the weirder effects of the Cruor, like the toxins of the Wyrms, the Chaos’ corruption, or the Rot’s infections and spread.” Garrad then turned to Ezekiel, “So, do you have a preference of what you’d like to try first?”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything for a minute as he stared at Garrad. While he appreciated the gesture, he didn’t like the fact that Garrad seemed to be trying to buy his forgiveness.

“How much does using this room cost?”

Garrad’s smile dropped a bit as he saw that Ezekiel wasn’t excited to get some training in. After his display against Theo, he’d hoped that Ezekiel would be happy to get some practice in before they entered the Desolate lands in a couple days.

“Nothing you’ll have to pay back. It just requires mana to get them started. I’ll supply the mana, so I can get several of them operating at Tier one at once, so you can get some experience. So, how about it?”

Ezekiel just took a look around the room. Taking in the appearance and apparent abilities that were available to the golems in front of him.

Drawing his sword, Ezekiel got into a ready stance before speaking.

“Surprise me.”

Garrad chuckled, and three different golems charged towards Ezekiel.

He immediately rolled backwards in order to avoid a set of tendrils made of highly viscous liquid that tried to grasp him. Only to deflect a blow from a talon attached to a wing that was aiming for his head.

CLANG

A sound like a ringing bell echoed through the hall, as Ezekiel’s sword stopped the talon cold.

Ducking under the rest of the attack, Ezekiel tried to throw the golem into the ground, but Runic script pulled it into the sky as the Wing Cruor golem began flying.

“Oof!”

Ezekiel let out a grunt of pain as a large, limbless, golem got him right in the stomach. A Wyrm golem had dug through the ground and gotten him.

“Stop trying to fight back! These golems are too tough for you to beat with the amount of mana I put in them, and you don’t want to break them, as you won’t be able to afford that.”

Garrad examined Ezekiel’s movements and threw out some advice. Ezekiel immediately got some distance, avoiding the attacks without trying to counterattack.

“Your main goal on this expedition is twofold. Survive, and open up the paths to the sealed off regions of the Ruins that require Void Mana to magic to open. As such, you will not be fighting the enemies we will be facing when we get to the Ruins. You will be running. So, your main goal right now is to not let a single one of these golems get a clean hit.”

Taking another hit, this time from the Blood golem’s tendrils, Ezekiel tried to jump with the hit, but his mana took a hit as he had to reinforce his body to not break anything from the blow.

Getting to his feet before the golems could continue their assault, Ezekiel began a running battle as he did his best to get away from them.

Deflecting blows with his sword and using the minimal amount of mana to enhance his body enough to avoid the attacks he was receiving, Ezekiel continued to survive an assault by three golems of the same Tier as himself, meaning their physical abilities were almost a match for him.

Finally, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to go on for much longer, Ezekiel decided to go out with a bang.

Ducking under another attack from the Wing golem’s talon, Ezekiel performed an upward stab, throwing his entire enhanced body behind the blow, and launched the Wing golem into the air as it spun head over heels.

Allowing himself to continue through with the blow, he rolled forward, bringing his hands up and performing a hammer blow on the Wyrm golem, channeling a much larger amount of mana through his hands and the pommel of his sword, wincing as the muscles in his hands and arms spasmed.

Spinning around, Ezekiel quickly deflected two of the tendrils from the Blood Cruor, but was stuck taking a hit from a third, and his arm was wrapped up by another.

Planting his feet on the ground, Ezekiel continued his spin and pulled as hard as he could, dragging the Blood golem forward. Rearing back, he performed a full arm swing with his sword, causing it to go flying as it tried to block with its remaining tendrils.

The tendril that was wrapped around his arm slackened as the golem landed and rolled on the ground.

‘SCREEECH!’

Diving to the side, Ezekiel managed to avoid another attack from the Wing golem, not even taking a scratch, as his enchanted clothing took the blow without issue.

Seeing how far he was from the edge of the training ring, Ezekiel quickly danced around several more attacks, and was standing just a few feet from the edge when another golem struck him from the side.

“Hagh!” Ezekiel spat out a yelp of pain as a large, spiked club hit him in the stomach.

“Ezekiel!” Garrad called out as he ran forward.

The golems were immediately thrown across the room, shutting down as they left the boundaries of the training rings. The fourth golem, styled after the Bone Brood of Cruor, seemed to fight for a moment before it too shut down.

Garrad immediately began checking over Ezekiel, but his worries were mostly unneeded, as Ezekiel had continued to reinforce his body and armor as he’d been dodging.

Unfortunately, it seemed like the golems had been charged with Tier three amounts of mana. If it had been a Tier two amount of mana, then as long as it wasn’t a peak amount, then it would’ve winded him at best. As it was, he could feel a bruise forming on his stomach.

As Garrad picked up Ezekiel in order to get him to the infirmary, just to be checked over, Ezekiel didn’t take his eyes off a small corner of the room, where he could see a small gray sparrow perched on top of one of the viewing stands. Eyes twinkling with the presence of channeled mana.

Before he could leave the room, Ezekiel saw the Tempest Spirit fly out one of the windows.

‘Damned Reaching Spire bastards!’ Ezekiel thought to himself as Garrad carried him away.



“WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED!?”

Gerome was absolutely irate as he charged into the infirmary, only to see a Life Mage hovering her hands over Ezekiel’s body. He’d been given a brief rundown of what Ezekiel and Garrad had been doing, as Tracy was concerned that Ezekiel might need healing, so she had gone to check on them, but had left after she had seen that Garrad was watching closely, and Ezekiel seemed fine even when hit.

Given what he had been told, Gerome had been greatly surprised to find out that Garrad had rushed Ezekiel to the infirmary after he had been sneak attacked by a golem that shouldn’t have been activated.

“I don’t know.”

Garrad’s response was not what Gerome had wanted to hear.

Approaching his grandson, Gerome’s magical pressure pushed down on everyone in the room.

“What do you mean you don’t know what happened!?”

“I mean I didn’t sense anything that could’ve done that! No one entered the room. I was checking our surroundings the whole time we were there.”

“Excuse me.” Ezekiel tried to chime in.

“Clearly you weren’t! Unless you mean to tell me that you’re the reason Tier three golem attacked Ezekiel out of nowhere!”

“Excuse me!” Gerome and Garrad continued to ignore Ezekiel.

“You’ve said it yourself; my tremor sensing is just as good as yours! And I would never let the kid get hurt like this if I could help it! I know what’s at stake here, not just for you, but for Ezekiel if we mess up!”

“HEY!”

Gerome and Garrad finally looked over to Ezekiel as he hollered at the top of his lungs, wincing as he felt his diaphragm contract in a way that irritated his bruised torso.

The pressure they were releasing immediately let up, and the Life Mage that had been healing him quickly evacuated the room.

“Can the golems be activated by Spirits, and can tremor sense detect things that are flying?”

Neither of the two Mountloch men replied for a minute as they were stumped by Ezekiel’s questions. Their first thoughts were ‘what the hell is this kid talking about?’ Followed by ‘why is he asking these things?’

“… Yes, to the first, and no to the latter... Did you happen to see what happened?” Gerome finally asked.

“A Tempest Spirit in the form of a Gray Sparrow flew out of the training room windows as Garrad was bringing me here. It was on the ground for all of five seconds, but from what I could tell, Garrad had more pressing matters to focus on when he saw me get hit.”

Gerome and Garrad’s magical pressure let up as a serious glare crossed both their faces. Ezekiel knew that their glares were not meant for him, as they seemed to be gazing past or away from him, but it was still a bit disconcerting how similar they looked and behaved.

“Are you certain it was a Sparrow Spirit?”

“Specifically, Mina Kaspeere’s, yes.”

Ezekiel’s blunt declaration caused Gerome to facepalm as Garrad closed his eyes in frustration. But Ezekiel could see a slight trembling in Garrad’s hands. The man was absolutely wrathful at hearing what Ezekiel had said.

“That is a serious accusation to make.”

Gerome’s voice was solemn as he spoke.

“But not an unfair one.”

The three occupants of the infirmary room turned to the doorway at once.

Standing there was Naeri, dressed in some heavy-duty traveling clothes. Most people would be preparing for bed at this time. Especially since they would be headed out in the morning, but she looked like she was about to go hiking through the wilderness for several days.

“Naeri. Heading out already?” Gerome’s voice was soft as he looked at his old friend.

“Indeed. I know the plan was to leave after your lot had set out in the morning, but I felt that I might need to get to my destination sooner, rather than later.”

Naeri’s words were just as soft, but there was a strain to them, like she was nervous of something.

“I didn’t want to say goodbye like this, but given where we’re both going, I thought it’d be best. Though I can tell that you’re busy.”

She took a look at Ezekiel, seeing him cradle his stomach, but not looking too worse for wear.

“As a member of the Church, I’m not supposed to take sides when it comes to Nobles or Guilds, but in this case, all I’m going to say is that Ezekiel has no reason to lie, and you know where the loyalties of several Guilds and Nobles really lie. Be careful, as they’ll likely be making a move soon.”

“... Thank you for the warning. We’ll be sure to keep Ezekiel safe.”

“Keep yourselves safe as well.”

Naeri and Gerome were silent as Garrad, and Ezekiel watched the back and forth between them.

“... We will.”

“Good. Then I’m off. I hope that I’\ll see you all in a few months’ time.”

With those parting words, Naeri left the room, her traveling cloak billowing behind her as she strode away.

“Garrad!” Gerome’s voice was quiet, but his tone was deathly serious.

“Yes, Guild Leader!”

Gerome turned around, his eyes glinting dangerously as his mana was energized.

“From this moment on, either you or I are to be guarding Ezekiel at all times. You may include the team he’s been sharing space with as needed, but there will always be two, a Hunter and their Spirit, on protection detail at all times. Understood?”

Garrad nodded his head in affirmation.

“Understood!”

Ezekiel said nothing, knowing that the rest of this expedition was going to be much more dangerous, and much more stressful.

They hadn’t even gotten to the Ruins yet, and he was already experiencing an attempt on his life from another one of the Guilds.

‘Why can’t the Cruor be the worst of my worries?’ Ezekiel thought mournfully.
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                After the attempt on his life the night before, Ezekiel was stuck being supervised by either Garrad or Gerome at all times. Along with one of these two was at least one member of the team he’d been essentially attached to at this point.

They weren’t hovering over him at all times. It was very much like what Ezekiel imagined bodyguard or escort missions would include. He was accompanied everywhere but was permitted his privacy after a given area was checked, and that was it.

They were already sharing a room and campsite, while traveling, so there wasn’t much of a change with their rooming arrangements either.

This also meant that Ezekiel got to have a front row seat when it came to Guild management, as on the few occasions that Gerome had to deal with something separately, Ezekiel was forced to accompany Garrad as he managed the Titans’ part of the expedition.

He’d learned more of what the Guilds were planning when it came to logistics and training, as well as a bit of what had happened during the previous expedition.

It seemed that a team from the Roaring Ruins Guild found a sealed passageway in a collapsed building not far from the central area of the Ruins. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to get in, as it was sealed by a Void lock, something only the Ancient Void could make.

They realized that this must’ve been a broken-down Temple of the Void. A place of worship specifically reserved for those dedicated purely to the worship of the Ancient Void.

In the current era, only one such temple still existed, in working order, amongst human societies, and it was not present in the Empire. Upon asking, Ezekiel learned that it existed in the Kingdom of Quintessa, on the far east side of the continent, past the Desolate Lands.

Given this information, Ezekiel made it one of his goals to eventually make his way to Quintessa. He fully believed that answers to some of his questions would likely be found there.

Regardless, upon realizing that they were in a Temple of the Void, the Roaring Ruins Guild attempted to open the Void Lock, to no success, as they were neither keyed into it, they didn’t know the passcode to open it, nor were they Void Mages, who could connect with and open such locks.

Unfortunately, the Reaching Spires Guild also discovered this passage, resulting in a fight breaking out.

This caused the Void Lock to break, and the resulting explosion disturbed a containment chamber that had apparently sealed a large number of Rot Cruor.

The expedition was able to fight back fairly well, and several relics from within were acquired, as were numerous pure mana crystals, but each of the Guilds lost members in the ensuing battles.

The loss of supplies also meant that they weren’t able to hold the Ruins for too long, and were forced into a full retreat, rather than successfully setting up a temporary outpost for the Guild to use as a base. Currently, the Reaching Spires had been chosen to become the vanguards to hopefully clear out some of the Ruins for the rest of the Guilds that would be following after.

The Spires would not be permitted to take first crack at the Void Passage, however, as another Void Lock had appeared further in the temple after the first one had exploded.

But, for now, Ezekiel and his team were still traveling in the carriage towards the Desolate Lands.

Gerome had gone off to kill a few Umbral beasts so they could continue traveling at a steady pace, as they were a few hours behind schedule due to experiencing several attacks over the past couple of days.

They had crossed the Turnbout a few days ago and were nearing the edge of the Desolate Lands. Where they would be two days out from the location of the Ruins.

“So, question,” Ezekiel said upon learning that they were nearly at the edge of Human territory, “other than the Cruor, is there anything in particular that I need to be wary of when we cross over?”

His teammates shared a few looks before replying.

“One thing you need to look out for is light.” Herend said.

“Light?”

“Yes, light. We’re still a ways out, but can you see those clouds in the distance?”

“Yeah?”

“Those constantly block out sunlight. The further you go into the Desolate Lands, the less light there is.”

This shocked Ezekiel, as he had thought the weather was just going to be bad.

“Wouldn’t light be a good thing? It would mean that there’s either a Radiant Mage or a torch, or something, right?”

“As you’ve described it, yes. Light is a good thing. But what if the light you see isn’t from a Radiant Mage or a torch? What else do you think it comes from?”

Herend’s question actually stumped Ezekiel for a minute. The only things he could think of were Relics of some sort, like the ones that they’d be looking for, and electricity, which he didn’t think would be the answer Herend was looking for.

“I don’t know...”

“Eyes, or bait.”

Herend’s immediate response pulled Ezekiel from his thoughts. He looked confused as he turned to Herend. How did they indicate eyes or bait?

“You haven’t seen them in the Umbral beasts we’ve faced so far.” Herend continued. “In the Desolate Lands, more Umbral beasts were born in the dark environment. As such, they’re particularly adapted to it. The Cruor are the same.”

“Glowing eyes, in part to see, due to their highly reflective properties, or bait, to draw in others on which they feast. It also means that something is glowing, and if you can’t confirm that it’s a Radiant Mage, then it’s likely something that’s trying to kill you.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver at Herend’s description. It sounded far too much like the creepy crawlies from the deep oceans, or the ancient caves that could be found in his old world.

He’d never liked such areas. Old tombs and ruins were fine. He always found those interesting, but this seemed like it was quite a bit more than he was used to.

“What’s worse is that the shadows are just as bad, since we can’t see things nearly as well as the Cruor and Umbral Beasts can.” Tracy chimed in.

“So, I need to be wary of the light and the dark. Well, that makes things simple.”

The sarcasm in Ezekiel’s voice was obvious, and his teammates chuckled nervously as they didn’t know how better to explain things.

“Be wary at all times.” Garrad said, his voice cutting through the laughter.

“There are few, if any, forms of sustenance within the Desolate Lands. Hence why we have to have a regular supply chain to pick up the slack when it comes to food. Mana can somewhat cleanse food and water for eating, but don’t rely on it.”

“Finally, if you see lights in the distance that aren’t brilliantly shining, do not assume that it is safe. Most lights you see will be bioluminescent, I believe is the word, which tends to be a softer glow than the light produced by a Radiant Mage or Spirit.”

Garrad’s explanation was more in depth than Herend’s or Tracy’s, but that only made sense since he’d been in the Guild for far longer than anyone in the team.

“Once we cross over, Leader Gerome will no longer be taking up any duties besides being your bodyguard. Do as he says whenever he gives you instructions. That also goes for whoever in this team is helping him at a given time.”

Everyone in the carriage nodded their heads in unison. None of them doubted that Garrad and Gerome’s orders would be helpful, if not lifesaving.

A loud crash suddenly echoed from the side.

The caravan stopped momentarily as everyone readied their guard and turned to the source of the disturbance.

They relaxed slightly and began moving again as they all saw Gerome sitting atop Westly’s back as they exited from the trees and bushes to the side of the mostly overgrown trail the expedition was slowly traversing.

Gerome approached the carriage with Ezekiel and his team in it, nodding to Garrad as he got closer.

“Garrad, I think it would be best if you went to the front. It seems like the Spires didn’t bother properly clearing the path we made on the first big trip. They’ll need your help to clear the road.”

“Right.”

Garrad made his way forward, hopping out of the carriage wagon and onto Brucey, who had grown in size, and began making his way to the front. The earth beneath their feet began leveling out, and the overgrowth was pushed to the side.

“You six,” all the humans in the carriage turned to Gerome, “get ready. We’re ahead of schedule, but it’ll be two days at least before we get to the edge of the Ruins, and from the look of things. Something either happened to the Reaching Spires and their supporters, or they’ve purposefully made things difficult for us.”

The members of the Wandering Titans were confused as Gerome said this but accepted it as they knew Guild competition was fierce.

Only Ezekiel knew that he was the source of the Reaching Spire’s animosity.

He could only hope that the people he had grown close to over the past couple weeks wouldn’t be forced to suffer unduly during the inevitable conflict with the Spires.



It was several hours later that Ezekiel noticed they were coming up to what appeared to be the edge of the dark clouds he’d seen in the distance previously.

The horizon had turned dark and shaded a while back, and it was almost like a curtain of shadows now stretched across the horizon.

Looking out at the forest around them, Ezekiel could also see that the foliage was different too.

The leaves had begun to turn from healthy browns and greens a while ago. Becoming more autumn like in their coloring. But now the color of the trees’ bark was cracked and splintered everywhere.

The few trees that still had leaves on them seemed dried out in places, their branches short, jagged, and snapped.

The forest itself grew thinner and thinner, to the point where Ezekiel was able to see hundreds of feet into the distance without any obstructions.

Beyond the lack of trees and bushes for foliage, there was also an upturn in scrub plants, but they were incredibly dark in color, as well as having little to no leaves when compared to most of the trees they’d seen.

There were also mushrooms and other fungi that drew Ezekiel’s attention.

“Those aren’t connected to the Rot, are they?”

Ezekiel’s question drew a few stares from his teammates.

“No, fungi just grow better in environments like this, that’s all.”

Gerome explained as they continued onward.

“Will we be stopping for the night on the border, or going further in first?” Ezekiel asked as he looked forward into the Desolate Lands.

“No. We’ll likely move for a few more hours once we cross the border. Getting to the Ruins and setting up stable fortifications is our goal right now.”

“The temporary protections we’ll be making will not be enough for a sustained campground. But it should hopefully last as a base for the Roaring Ruins Guild that are bringing up the rear. If things go well, they’ll meet up with us tomorrow, and we’ll arrive at the Ruins by evening the following night.”

Gerome’s explanation of their planned movements helped set Ezekiel at ease, but one thing stood out that raised a question for him.

“How do you know when it’s night and day here?” He asked.

“The clouds are not so thick as to block out every ounce of sunlight. As well, there are sometimes breaks in the clouds, allowing some light to stream through, but those are like rain showers that pass in minutes. They are not a reliable source of light. As well, the land is barren enough that, as close to the edge of the Desolate Lands as we are, we can see when the sun is setting in the evenings.”

“One of the reasons that we usually only allow Tier two Hunters to join our Guilds is because they can enhance their senses, and for a long enough time so as to actually be useful. I’m sure you know this already, but Mages of any affinity besides Void tend to be unable to enhance their senses until Tier two. Their bodies lack the natural strength that Void Mages have that allow such enhancement of the senses to occur without causing physical damage.”

Ezekiel was, indeed, aware of this due to his readings and studying, but to have it confirmed by someone who had experienced it personally helped.

That’s not to say his parents didn’t answer any questions that he had when he raised them, but it was obvious that they’d always hoped that he’d never try to go on an expedition for the rest of his life.

The fact that there were no known Void Spirits in existence added to this, as it meant it would be impossible for him to join an actual Guild.

Gerome suddenly perked up as he looked toward the front of the caravan.

“Look alive, people, we’re coming up on the official border!”

Ezekiel looked at Gerome in confusion.

“Official Border? Are there markings or something that will be popping up? I’d have thought that anything like that would get taken down by Umbral beasts or the Cruor.”

“They would be. The border is more... ‘natural’ than anything that humanity could make.”

Ezekiel wondered what Gerome meant by that. He didn’t have long to wait, however, as the carriage he was in finally reached the so-called border.

As they got within a hundred feet of the border of the Desolate Lands, Ezekiel couldn’t help but shudder as chills ran up and down his spine.

The border appeared to be a gray, cracked, desert landscape that spanned roughly ten feet wide, and had a length that Ezekiel couldn’t determine, as it reached into the distance, well beyond the horizon.

Looking up, Ezekiel saw that it seemed like this barren strip of land lined up perfectly with the clouds above.

Beyond this strip of cracked and ash gray land were trees and fungus that weren’t just sickly and foreign. They were twisted and broken. Shaped in ways that couldn’t be natural, yet no signs of artificial shaping were present.

Pools of oily liquid were seen here and there, where it seemed to seep from cracks and cuts in the plants that Ezekiel could see. It wasn’t Ichor, it was too clear to be, but it was still disconcerting.

Thorny brambles and writhing vines littered the ground and climbed the trunks of trees and mushrooms that were several meters in height. Far larger than the ones Ezekiel had seen so far.

“This is the border. An area of land perfectly encompassing the entirety of the Desolate Lands. Its shape lines up perfectly with the clouds that cover it. We don’t know if the border reflects the area covered by the clouds, or if the border is a restraint that shapes the clouds instead.”

“The one thing you need to know about this area, more than anything else, is that your mana will be drained here, much like what happens when a Mage touches Ichor for too long.”

Everyone around him tensed as they felt a sucking sensation on their mana after setting foot on the border area.

Ezekiel looked down at his body. He held out his hands and clenched a few times before looking over at Gerome.

Gerome was giving him a questioning look, to which Ezekiel just shook his head.

Once again, Ezekiel wasn’t feeling the effects of the supposed draining of his mana.

“It’s a shame there are no Void Spirits. If you could become a Hunter, we’d be able to reclaim these lands far more quickly. Maybe even kill a few Broodlords, without having to sacrifice our Tier five Hunters.”

Gerome sighed in resignation. He’d been alive for a very long time and visited a lot of different places. He’d even been to the Eastern continent, and many other places. But he’d never seen a Void Spirit before.

Given the properties that Void mana had, however, it was starting to become clearer as to why that was. Void mana did not remain pure in this world for long enough to condense into a Spirit. At least, not as far as history had shown.

Ezekiel also knew this, and the reminder that he would never have a Spirit to bond with brought down his mood slightly as the party finished crossing the border. They all sighed in relief as the drain on their mana disappeared.

“Well, who knows. Maybe we’ll find something interesting in the Ruins that can change that.”

Gerome had noticed Ezekiel’s mood. His words were meant to bring his mood back up, but Ezekiel could tell that the words were empty platitudes. If such a Relic existed, it would’ve likely been found and used by now.

Nonetheless, Ezekiel figured there was no reason to give up just yet. He’d discovered his own means of meditating and gathering Mana as a Void Mage, after all.

ROOOOAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRR

Ezekiel was pulled from his thoughts as cacophony or roars, howls, and shrieks reverberated through the air.

Due to their proximity to the border, even though it was late afternoon, there was still some light that allowed the expedition to see.

From what Ezekiel could tell, there were dozens of Umbral beasts closing in on their position. Most were Bone types, but there were a few Fang types as well.

“Ancients damn them!” Gerome suddenly exclaimed. “What the hell were the Reaching Spires doing when they crossed through here? There shouldn’t be this many attacking us after just a couple of days.”

The carriage Ezekiel was inside emptied quickly as all hands were called to carry out their defense.

“Ezekiel, get out here! I can’t just leave you in the carriage, in case an attack gets to it before I do, and I can’t leave the Guild alone given the number that are attacking right now. Westly will protect you right now, so stick with him!”

Ezekiel hopped out of the carriage and landed on Westly, who was roughly the size of a horse at the moment.

“Filia! Nathanus! You stay back as well. I’ll rejoin you when I’ve cleared some of the herd!”

Before Gerome could run off, Ezekiel remembered something when he thought about Gerome leaving Westly to him.

“But don’t you need Westly in order to fight properly?!”

Gerome didn’t reply. He just charged into the fray, a large stone hammer and tower shield pulled from his Void Pouch and started swinging as the first of the Umbrals reached the caravan.

Two of them went down in one swing. They were only Tier two, from what little Ezekiel could tell. Their blood contained only hints of two colors mixed with the oily blackness of their Ichor.

A third and fourth were taken out in a backswing. Ezekiel was no longer concerned for Gerome.

Taking a look away from Gerome, Ezekiel turned to look at the rest of the team he was part of.

Philip, Herend, and Tracy were attacking with another group, taking out a large Bone Umbral that Gerome had ignored due to it being further away than the ones he’d already killed.

Tracy’s Spirit, a little rose with multiple stems that acted like limbs, extended her roots into the ground. Thorny roots spread out from where they stood. The earth beneath them began entangling and binding the various Umbrals that got too close, granting the teams within the root’s radius a small reprieve, as there weren’t many enemies with ranged abilities.

“Down!” Nathanus yelled as a number of smaller Umbrals jumped from a few nearby trees.

A Gust of wind knocked them off course, so they wouldn’t land on Ezekiel and his companions.

Before anything else could happen, Westly let out a loud chattering noise. Immediately the numerous Umbrals on the ground were speared upwards.

The scene beside them now looked like a small forest of stalactites tipped with overly sized rodents.

A low rumble in the earth could also be felt. But as Westly lifted his foot and slammed it on the ground, a small sinkhole appeared off to the side. Ichor leaked from the ground above what Ezekiel assumed was a now crushed Umbral beast that had tried digging beneath them.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that, after destroying the ones closest to them, Gerome had apparently gone after the various Umbrals with ranged abilities.

“This is going a lot faster than the previous battles.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath.

“Of course, it is. Back then, we were basically training against live targets. It’s why we didn’t have every team out and fighting at the same time before now. There wasn’t any need, and we still managed to keep on schedule.”

Ezekiel knew this already, having seen the teams switch out when they were fighting before entering the Desolate Lands, so he wasn’t surprised. But as Nathanus voiced this reasoning, Ezekiel felt his stomach sink as a thought occurred to him.

‘What if the Spires didn’t bother holding back before this? What if they have several days on us, not just one?’

Ezekiel glared into the distance as he thought about this.

If the Spires really had rushed ahead, they could only have done it after crossing the Turnbout river, as the outpost there would have alerted the following teams if that was the case.

Although he didn’t know how fast the Guild expedition caravans could travel when rushed, even just an extra day or two would explain why there were so many more difficulties than they had expected.

“Ancients damn them!” Ezekiel furiously muttered, much to the shocked and confused looks of Filia and Nathanus.

“Kid?” Nathanus hesitantly questioned.

“It’s nothing. I just thought of a problem we may have when we get to the Ruins.”

“What kind of problem?”

“The competitive Guild kind of problem.”

Filia and Nathanus fell silent at that. They knew that there was bad blood between the Spires and Ezekiel’s family, but a part of them couldn’t believe that another Guild would sabotage them like this. Especially since they knew that specialized contracts were signed beforehand.

“Well... maybe you should talk with Garrad and Gerome before making any accusations.” Filia said as they looked around.

It seemed like this area had been mostly cleared out, and most of the teams were moving back to their carriages in order to move closer to the front.

Gerome had also turned back and was walking towards Ezekiel and his current protectors.

The old man was covered head to toe in Ichor with a variety of colors mixed into it.

“Guild leader!” Filia and Nathanus said.

“No problems on our part. Westly took care of everything that got close.”

Gerome nodded briefly before looking at Ezekiel.

“Are you alright?”

Ezekiel didn’t answer for a minute. The battle had calmed down, and while he wanted to discuss his thoughts regarding the Reaching Spires, the scene of the battlefield around him made him hesitate.

He looked around at the mutilated bodies and various corpses of the Umbral beasts around them.

The area ahead of them was also calming down, as the sounds of battles were quieting.

The world seemed to grow colder as Ezekiel finally realized what he was looking at. This wasn’t like the battles from before. Those were essentially skirmishes with two or three Umbrals that were taken out easily enough.

This was a practical warzone. The difference in scale was just too large. None of the kills were relatively clean like before. Guts and bones were strewn about, and the way the Ichor boiled from the Flame magic that had been cast seemed to have a reaction with him.

He felt his head spin slightly as he jumped off Westly’s back and fell to his knees. He immediately puked up what remained of his lunch as he emptied his stomach.

“Ezekiel!” Filia exclaimed as she tried to move forward to help.

Gerome held up a hand to stop her. He looked down at Ezekiel as he tried to calm himself and hold back the rest of his lunch.

Ezekiel forced himself to take a few deep, calming breaths as he regained a hold of himself.

“... Sorry.” Ezekiel muttered quietly as he wiped his face and spat out what remained in his mouth.

“To be honest, Ezekiel, that’s the most normal reaction you’ve had since we started this trip so far.”

Gerome’s voice was bland, but serious all the same.

“Do you mind if I ask you what happened?”

Ezekiel was silent for a moment. Collecting his thoughts before he spoke.

“I think it’s the scale and the ferociousness of the battle this time. Before, the Guild teams would try to make as clean a kill as possible, so that parts could be harvested for enchanting later.”

Ezekiel waved his hand, gesturing to the scene around them.

“This... is far more gruesome. Hrk!”

Ezekiel moved to brace himself against the carriage as he forced himself not to throw up anymore.

Gerome nodded his head at Ezekiel's explanation.

“That Would make sense. The conflict from here on out will be far more dangerous, and we will not be able to spare time harvesting. So, there is no need to be careful with our kills.”

By this point the fighting had been completed, and the rest of the team had returned.

“Guild leader. It seems like the Umbrals this time were weaker than expected, but still more numerous. Only Tier two and Tier one, however. No Tier threes.”

Herend reported what he had been told from a runner from the front.

“Good. That means that the Reaching Spires did kill off some Umbral beasts, rather than just bullrush through and leave the enemy for us to get stuck with.”

“Uh... Sir?”

Nathanus’ hesitant voice directed Gerome’s attention to him.

“Ezekiel apparently had a thought about that. He also mentioned something that we’ll need to watch out for when we get to the Ruins.”

Everyone turned their eyes towards Ezekiel, who had tried to clean himself up as much as possible before speaking.

“Right... out of curiosity, does the contract you guys signed mention anything about how long they have to take to clear the way as vanguards, or just that they do clear the way as vanguards?”

The rest of the party looked confused for a moment. As did Gerome, but as he thought about it some more, his face grew more and more angry as he glared at the ground.

Turning to the rest of the party Gerome gave his commands.

“Get me Garrad and the rest of the Tier three captains! We need to have a meeting before we continue our march! Go! Now!”

Gerome’s voice was raised to a loud yell by the time he finished speaking. The party scrambled to fulfill his order as he stayed and watched over Ezekiel.

Nothing more was said, but Ezekiel could tell that things were about to get more heated in the upcoming discussion with the other captains and Tier three reps from the Drifting Feathers Guild.

            

    
        CH 45: Immediate Conflict

    
    
    
    
                The Wandering Titans and Drifting Feathers were gathered in a large tent that had been set up after the caravan of carriages and wagons were fortified and set up for the first night in the Desolate Lands.

The atmosphere was heavy as Gerome and Garrad sat with two other Tier threes from the Titans, and three Tier threes from the Feathers.

There was silence as Ezekiel finished explaining his thoughts, and Gerome and Garrad followed up by explaining what had happened in the training hall at the outpost.

“So, what are we supposed to do then?” The Tier three Tempest Hunter from the Feathers asked. “If what you’re saying is correct, then we’ll be walking into a trap.”

“What? Teren, you can’t honestly believe these baseless accusations?” The Flame Hunter from the Feathers asked.

“Unlike you, Mikael, I don’t have a sister in the Spires, so I’m not as biased as you are. The fact of the matter is, the Reaching Spires are assholes, and they have no regard for anything that doesn’t help advance their own Guild, or the agenda of whatever nobles are paying them the most.”

Teren’s rebuttal caused Mikael to turn red in rage and embarrassment.

“If the possibility of another Guild betraying us with a loophole, especially one as annoying as the Spires, is too much for you, maybe you shouldn’t be here.”

“Are you kidding me?!”

“If you’re not going to contribute to the discussion then get out.”

Mikael continued to glare at Teren, and then turned to the Tier three Cavern Hunter from the Feather, to try and get some support, only to receive a glare in return.

“Fine. But when we get back, I’ll be reporting this to the leaders.”

With those final words given, Mikael stomped out of the tent in a huff. Garrad and Gerome shared a look before turning to the Tier three Glacial and Obscure Hunters from the Titans.

“Keep a lookout in the sky. Anything that flies within a kilometer of us is to be taken down. No exceptions.” Garrad told his fellow captains.

He then turned to the Drifting Feathers.

“Can you pass the word to your members as well, or will Mikael be a problem?”

Teren nodded in confirmation.

“Getting the Spirits in our Guild that can fly to do some scouting won’t be a problem. Mikael also won’t be an issue, as he’s a junior captain who has to answer to the both of us. If it gets leaked that he’s releasing information to the other Guilds, then he should lose some support, but we can’t know if there’s anyone else involved.”

Hearing what Teren was saying, Ezekiel was kind of shocked that he was so willing to believe that Mikael was willing to betray them.

Sensing Ezekiel’s gaze, Teren turned to him to explain.

“Mikael has previously been caught selling secrets and plans to other Guilds, both in exchange for deals and riches that could be used to raise his own status, as well as to provide false information that can be used against the other Guilds.”

“The only reason he’s still part of the Guild is because the leaders don’t want to lose a Tier three captain to any of the other Guilds. Especially with how much Mikael knows about the Feathers. We brought him on this expedition so that we can weed out any other spies while he’s away before kicking him out.”

Ezekiel could tell that they were still hiding something, but their explanation did make sense, so he didn’t bother trying to find out more. At least not right now.

He didn’t say anything else as they continued talking about what to do. But it wasn’t much later that another Tier three Hunter from the Feathers entered the tent.

“Mikael’s Spirit has gone beyond the range of the one-kilometer patrol boundary.”

“Mikael is also nowhere to be found and his tent is not present.”

The large tent fell silent again as this news was taken in by those within.

“I have an idea regarding how we can deal with this, but we might want to make additional preparations, just in case.”

Gerome’s words caught Teren and the other Drifting Feathers Guild member’s attention.

“What connections do you have to the Roaring Ruins Guild?”



Three days later, Ezekiel and the Guilds that were a part of their portion of the expedition came upon the edge of a towering, but broken down, set of city walls that indicated the location of the major Ruins that they were headed to.

No flags or banners were raised to indicate that the Reaching Spires had set up fortifications, or to otherwise indicate that they were even there.

The only reason the Titans and Feathers believed that the Spires were still here was due to the fact that some of their flying Spirits had seen signs during previous days when scouting.

Over the past few days, the Titans and Feathers had come under attack by multiple groups of Umbral beasts. Luckily it seemed like most of the more powerful ones had already been taken care of, so Gerome was able to help the various teams sweep away the enemy fairly easily.

This didn’t mean that they weren’t tired from the trip and the ordeals along the way. Just that they weren’t as tired as they could’ve been.

“INCOMING!!”

A sudden shout from the side of the caravan brought everyone to alertness as they focused on what was coming.

Above them, coming over the walls in front of them, Ezekiel could see large flaming boulders flying towards their carriages and wagons.

Gerome and several other Cavern Mages banded together with their Spirits to try and divert the rocks but given the amount that was coming at them it was nearly impossible.

The rocks were particularly clumped together, and while a few of the boulders were diverted to different areas, Ezekiel saw the carriage he had previously been traveling in get smashed to splinters as he clung to Garrad from behind and beneath the large cloak that was wrapped around them.

It had been decided that it was actually too dangerous at this point for Ezekiel to be left to sit in a carriage, even with a full team guarding him, as there was enough maneuverability to get away if something happened.

“DEFENSIVE FORMATIONS!” Gerome shouted as the various members of the Titans and Feathers moved to form a circular formation around the rest of the wagons.

The supply wagons hadn’t been hit nearly as hard as the personnel carriages. So, it seemed like the Spires were looking to keep at least some of their stuff in one piece.

Suddenly, two streaks of violet and gold shot out from the Ruins in front of them.

Seeing this, Gerome and Westly dashed to the front of the group, pulling up the ground into a wall of solid stone that seemed to melt and harden as it blocked the beams of lighting and light.

CRACK

The wall shuddered for a moment and cracked as the impact of the lighting and light spread through it.

Two figures now stood atop the walls surrounding the Ruins.

One figure was a violet-colored humanoid wearing bird themed armor. It was as if she was wearing a bird mask with a metallic beak. The eyes were glowing with power. She wore the familiar sash of the Reaching Spires, and Ezekiel recognized the rest of her clothing as the outfit that Kameira wore during the meeting at the Alkena manor nearly a month ago. A bird with open wings was engraved on her chest.

A man in blocky golden armor stood beside her. He wore a sash with a storm cloud depicted on it around his arm. The symbol of the Stormy Clouds Guild. He had a helmet with two horns that pointed up and forward, resembling those of a bull. He was carrying a large glaive which was resting on his shoulder.

The image of a golden man raising his hands above his head was depicted on a second sash that was wrapped around his waist. This one was white.

This was not a Guild sash. This was a symbol of the Cult of light. They used the sash of a Top Tier Guild, even though it has never been confirmed that their group has a Tier five Hunter. Something that very few Guilds allowed to stand.

“KAMEIRA! WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS BETRAYAL?!”

Gerome's roaring accusation spread out over the area as the Titans and the Feathers tensed in anticipation for the upcoming battle.

“Your Guild is under contract! No more than three Tier four Hunters have been permitted to accompany the different groups on this expedition!”

Gerome was absolutely furious as he yelled up at Kameira.

“Meryn did not accompany us on our expedition.” Kameira said through her bird shaped helmet with eyes that reflected a sickly-sweet smile. “He’s simply a Tier four Hunter from the Stormy Clouds Guild who we met after arriving. One that decided to join our group as we explored the Ruins.”

“According to the agreement between the Church, Guilds, and Nobles, that is not permitted!”

“Oh, to hell with your agreements!” Kameira’s tone turned wrothful as she said this. “The agreements were also that no non-Guild members would accompany the Guilds on expeditions, but I see you have that little Void brat here with you! How about this? Give him to me, and I’ll ask Meryn to leave.”

“You’ll ask, you say? Well, what if he doesn’t acquiesce? Will you and him both be willing to sign a Spirit Covenant that this will happen?”

Kameira and Meryn both flinched when Gerome mentioned Spirit Covenants.

“We’re not so foolish as to bind ourselves into servitude like you are Gerome.”

“Then you understand why I won’t give the boy to you. If you can’t guarantee his safety, I’ll lose my Spirit because of your incompetence.”

Kameira’s feather puffed out in anger at Gerome’s words.

“Besides, although we’ve never met, I know what the second sash that man is wearing represents. The moment Ezekiel is unprotected, is the moment you kill him without remorse.”

Kameira and Meryn said nothing to deny this accusation.

“How did you figure out what we were doing?”

This time it was Meryn that spoke up.

“I don’t know who you are, or where you’re from, as I know you’re not really a member of the Story Clouds Guild, but the fact that you teamed up with a Guild as sloppy and as arrogant as the Reaching Spires really shows how little you know about Harkem and its Guilds.”

“You old-!”

“How so?”

Meryn cut off Kameira's angry retort.

“The Reaching Spires gained power through support of the nobility. Not through experience or merit. The attempt on Ezekiel’s life by a Spirit that he had seen before, a Spirit bonded to a woman that had already sown discord between him and the Reaching Spires, was one of the most idiodic things the Spires could do and was what initially tipped us off that you would be trying something.”

Meryn turned to Kameira who looked away in embarrassment.

“Now, waiting until after reaching the outpost before dashing forward at full speed was indeed a smart thing to do. At least until you realize that the number of Cruor that started attacking us were far too numerous to be common if you were only a day ahead of us, as was verbally agreed, but not stipulated, in the contracts signed beforehand. So, you did well to find that loophole.”

“Finally, you used the most incompetent captain of the Drifting Feathers as a spy. Immediately after we started discussing the possibility of your betrayal, Mikael and his Spirit disappeared, with his Spirit last seen headed directly towards the Ruins. Mikael’s sister being in your Guild was just another nail in the coffin. Especially when he was sent on this expedition by the Feathers’ leaders specifically so they could clean house while their spy was gone.”

Kameira’s face was red beneath her feathers as Meryn continued to give her judgmental looks.

“We will be speaking about your incompetence later. I’m sure my brethren will be excited to discuss how you will be punished.”

Kameira’s face paled and she flinched as she wondered what was going to happen to her.

“I’m surprised you speak of foolishness in other Guilds like this, Gerome. After all, I would think you would know better than to talk with the enemy like this.”

“Because you’re stalling so that your Guilds can get into a better position to attack us from all sides? Please, you’re not the only ones that can set a trap.”

As Gerome finished speaking, a large explosion reverberated outwards from further back on the road the Titans and Feathers had come from.

“Garrad!”

“Right!”

Garrad directed Brucey to dash to the side. He and Ezekiel were carried off as Gerome underwent a transformation. Herend’s team followed behind as fast as they could.

From the sounds of the explosion behind them, several streaks of light dashed after them.

Westly seemed to dissolve into motes of orange light that was absorbed into Gerome’s body. A transformation occurred as rusty brown armor formed over Gerome. The figure of a Ferret was emblazoned on his chest plate. He also appeared to grow younger as wrinkles faded from his face and his posture became more upright.

As this occurred, a gust of wind blew into the area. A woman with gray feline armor appeared in front of Kameira and pushed her back. Meryn was forced to defend with a wall light as the gusts of wind tried to cut him open.

He turned to the direction that Ezekiel and Garrad had gone off in, but raised his glaive instead, blocking a downward hammer strike from Gerome.

“You’re not going anywhere!”

Meryn grit his teeth as the floor beneath him collapsed.

Back with the Titans and Feathers, a small contingent broke off to aid the Roaring Ruins Guild and their supporters in fending off the attacking Reaching Spires and Stormy Clouds Guilds.

“How? Even if you waited to regroup with the Roaring Ruins Guild, it would have taken you at least four, if not five days to get here, even if you killed every Umbral beast and Cruor in your way in an instant.”

Gerome and Meryn clashed several times before they knocked each other away from the wall.

The shockwaves from their attacks were causing ruptures in the bodies of those that were too close to them.

Most of the other Guild members moved to get away as fast as possible.

In the distance, back in the city, Kameira was struggling with a typhoon of wind that had trapped her in. She was shooting lighting like crazy, but the wind simply reshaped itself as it deflected and absorbed the lightning.

“That would only be the case if we didn’t burn mana to go faster. Having double the number of Guilds working together means we can carry double the amount of personnel on our transports.”

Meryn shot a beam of light at Gerome, who deflected by raising two slabs of stone to form the corner of a pyramid. The stone seemed to shift as it rose, becoming more crystalline and scattering the corrosive beam of light into harmless glittering fragments.

A stomp of Gerome’s foot caused a crack to reach forth between him and Meryn, who nearly lost his footing, only to use his glaive to vault himself away as he briefly shifted into an almost luminous figure before rematerializing in full several meters away.

“I wonder what such loyalty cost you?”

“Everything that we find on this expedition, in exchange for not betraying us and taking you all out!”

Gerome’s reply actually made Meryn stumble for a moment as he dodged another swing from the transformed Cavern Hunter. He barely managed to create a small shield at the side of his head, which quickly shattered and sent him flying away, but he managed to not have his skull crushed to a pulp.

He flew through the ruins of four stone buildings before coming to a stop. He did not come back out right away.

KRAKA-THOOM!!!

A large bolt of lightning, bigger than any from before, flew through the sky towards Gerome, who slammed his hammer into the ground and backed away.

The lighting flew into the hammer and was directed into the ground. The hammer melted in the process.

Meryn then came leaping out from the wreckage he was under.

Kameira was also flying at Gerome, hoping to get him with a pincer maneuver.

Gerome moved his hands and arms upwards, flexing as he did.

Stone fists nearly twice as tall and wide as he was shot from the ground, knocking both Meryn and Kameira into the air.

The Tier four Tempest Hunter from the Roaring Ruins Guild went after Kameira once again, bringing her even further away from the fight between Meryn ang Gerome.

By this point, the battle between these four had moved far enough away from the walls that the sounds of battle between the weaker Guild members had grown faint.

“Why are you protecting that scum!? What in the world could some worthless Void Mage offer a man as powerful as you?”

Gerome didn’t say anything as he pulled another hammer from his Void Pouch. This one is far more intricately designed.

“That boy represents change! He represents progress! He represents hope for the future, and the downtrodden everywhere that could help us take down the Cruor for good!”

“Void Mages are nothing but vermin that need to be destroyed! Only a Radiant Hunter who has reached Tier five will be able to save us!”

Meryn and Gerome clashed once again. Weapons of light materialized as Meryn waved his hand, motes of light shedding from his armor to form them.

Obsidian weapons as hard as steel took shape behind Gerome as he slid across the ground. Thrown backwards from Meryn’s last attack.

Far in the distance, winds howled, and lightning flashed. The battle between Kameira and the Roaring Ruins leader was just as intense as this one.

“Gerome... you were my idol, once, but it seems like you’ve picked the wrong side. That boy is the greatest threat the world has ever known. If he is permitted to reach Tier three, then our destruction is assured when he finally joins the Cruors as a Broodlord.”

Meryn’s voice was cold and determined as he spoke.

“If you hadn’t signed that covenant, then at least you would still have your Spirit when the boy died. As it is, perhaps I should just kill you now, and spare you the misery of joining the Heretics once this is done.”

“HA! Proud words from a Hunter who joined a cult that worships a false Ancient!”

Meryn’s face turned into an angry snarl. The weapons of light that had formed around him flew forwards, clashing with Gerome’s obsidian weapons.

Shattered motes of light and stone sprinkled the landscape as the weapons were ground into dust upon impact. Yet more continued to fill their place as Meryn and Gerome continued to channel mana into their spells.

“Ours is the symbol of the True Ancient Radiance! The depictions of the Church of Ten are nothing more than unconfirmed relics! The Ancients have never spoken to the Grand Scholars of the Church of Ten, yet we, the followers of the Ancient Radiance, have heard his words. He can show you the light, the truth, if only you and the rest would open your eyes!”

“More talk from an overzealous madman. Well, why don’t you let this old man teach you a thing or two about properly fighting at the higher Tiers!?”

As the weapons of stone and light continued flying toward each other, Gerome lifted his hammer above his head.

Slamming the hammer down, the ground seemed to ripple as the mana Gerome had been focusing into his hammer spread out into the ground according to Gerome’s will.

An enormous bear trap shaped structure raised from the ground to crush Meryn between the two massive slabs of spiked stone that were closing in on him.

Unable to dodge due to the obsidian weapons still flying towards him, Meryn let out a scream of frustration as he was crushed.

SLAM

The sound of the massive slabs of stone closing together echoed across the city.

Gerome allowed his assault of weapons to cease as he slumped forward. Although the battle had only been going on for a few minutes. He had already used up a large portion of his mana.

Meryn was not a peak Tier four Hunter like he was, but no Tier four Hunter was easy to deal with.

He turned in the direction where Kameira and the Roaring Ruins leader were fighting. A Maelstrom of wind and lightning flashed as parts of the city were destroyed.

CRACK

Gerome closed his eyes for a moment and let out a small sigh before he turned back to Meryn as cracks spread out from the center of his attack.

SMASH!!!

The spiked ball of a morning star grew and exploded out from the two stone slabs.

The structure of light faded away to reveal a tired and battered Meryn. He was covered in slowly healing cuts and bruised. The armor he wore was covered in numerous slowly sealing cracks.

“You won’t win this.”

Meryn spoke with a gasp and raspy voice.

“I seem to be doing just fine.”

Meryn just smiled.

“Ah, but I don’t have to beat you. I just have to survive long enough for the boy to die. Then, you’ll be of no concern.”

Gerome’s face turned sour as he frowned.

“I doubt that will happen.”

What? Because you sent your grandson and a few talented Tier two Hunters to protect him? Please. The Spires may be idiotic, but the Followers of Light are not. Even as we speak members of the Spires and Clouds lay waiting within the very passages you seek to take the boy to for safety.”

“What?”

Gerome could barely believe what Meryn was saying.

He had planned on having Garrad take Ezekiel and his team to the location of the Void Lock, to enter into the temple passage safely and recover whatever they could before regrouping later. Hopefully they managed to find a second way out, but if not, then it shouldn’t take too long for things up here to be cleaned up, as Ezekiel would be safe since no one else would be able to enter the lock without destroying it, which would cause problems that not even the Spires would be willing to deal with.

“On the off chance that you managed to get that boy to the Void Lock as we fought, I had several members of the Spires and Clouds enter the Void Lock to both explore and lay in wait.”

“But how did you get past the Lock?”

“It wasn’t cheap, but we just picked up a vagrant Void Mage from the Port District and had him absorb a few mana crystals. Once he reached Tier one, we just dragged him along with us in a box. He opened the passage, and now, roughly a dozen or so Hunters are now lying in wait.”

Gerome fell silent as he listened to Meryn’s explanation.

“What happened to the person you kidnapped?”

“Calling a Void Mage a person now? You truly are lost. That waste of space went mad upon opening the Void lock. He was killed and thrown into a ditch the moment we were done with him.”

Nothing was said as Gerome digested Meryn’s words.

“What’s wrong, Gerome? Cat got your tongue?”

BOOM

A magical aurora emanated from Gerome’s body as he released the limits on his mana. He had been hoping to hold back for a while longer. Unwilling to raise the stakes as quickly as Kameira had in her own fight, but he was no longer worried about attracting Umbral beasts and Cruor.

All he cared about was smashing Meryn’s face in.

A similar aurora surrounded Meryn as he grimaced in annoyance. A bead of sweat dripped down his brow as he sensed the difference in their power.

“It seems like I cannot afford to play around with you anymore.”

With those final words, Gerome threw himself at Meryn far faster than he had before. Fully intent on finishing this fight as soon as possible.



Several kilometers away from the ongoing battles between both the Tier four Hunters and the various Guild members, Ezekiel, Garrad, and his team were all moving as fast as they could in the direction that they were being instructed to go.

Along with these eight people, four Hunters from the Roaring Ruins Guild were accompanying them.

Ishkel was amongst them, as he led three Tier two Hunters from the Roaring Ruins alongside the team from the Wandering Titans.

“This way. The Temple of the Void is only a few more kilometers in this direction.”

Ishkel was calm as he dashed forward, lighting coating his body as he moved through the broken-down streets with ease. His fellow Guild members kept up without complaint. They were a female Glacial, male Tempest, and male Lightning Hunter, respectively. All were Tier two, and all were using their respective elements to move faster than they could run.

Ezekiel’s team were holding on for dear life as Brucey pulled them in a large sled made of ice.

Herend had made it as soon as they had crossed through one of the cracks in the wall surrounding the city.

They hadn’t stopped moving, even when the battle between the Tier four Hunters could still be heard and felt even with the current distance between them.

“There.”

Ishkel pointed to a large half collapsed structure not far from them.

Coming up to the structure, they all ran inside as quickly as they could, each of them was on full alert as they fully expected there to be more Guild members lying in wait.

“You don’t think they actually kept all the Guild members at the wall to ambush us, do you? I mean, as far as we know, they only expected Gerome to be there, so it would’ve been two on one, and then they could’ve just cleaned up the rest of the Titans and Feathers without any trouble, fight?”

Ezekiel’s question had everyone else focus harder as they tried to find any signs that someone was there or that there had been traps laid out for them beforehand. But none of them could find anything as they headed down the stairs of the old and broken-down ruins of the Temple of the Void.

They entered into a large underground area that was perfectly spherical. The result of the first Void Lock having been broken previously.

At the dead center of the area, at the lowest point of the room, was a black panel with countless spackling stars of light twinkling within it.

Ezekiel approached first with his team directly behind him. His face settled into a neutral look as he gazed at the Void Lock in front of him.

Garrad had a hand on his back as he hovered over Ezekiel protectively. Brucey did the same from the other side.

“You got this, kid?”

Ezekiel didn’t answer. He just walked forward silently; his eyes locked onto the Void Lock in front of him.

“Kid?”

Gerome moved to shake Ezekiel to grab his attention when Ishkel spoke up.

“Wait! I’ve seen this before. He acted the same way when he activated the Void Relic that I showed him before. I think he’s going to open the lock.”

The rest of the team backed away nervously. Apprehensive as to what might happen when Ezekiel tried to open the lock.

Garrad and Brucey just tensed up as Ezekiel reached forward, laying his hand on the black, starry seal in front of him.

The lights on the door shined with a brilliant light until the entire lock was composed of pure white light. A small hole opened in the middle before growing as the Void Lock opened.

As the light faded away, Ezekiel seemed to regain his focus and looked into the hole leading to the rest of the passage.

A tornado of fire was flying straight at him.

            

    
        CH 46: Familiar Enemies

    
    
    
    
                “MOVE!”

“Hrgk!”

Ezekiel could feel the heat of the fire blowing out from the passage behind the Void Lock. The only thing preventing his head from being immolated was Garrad grabbing him by the scruff of his neck and pulling him backward.

As Ezekiel went flying across the room as he was thrown out of the way by Garrad he knew the only reason his neck hadn’t snapped was the fact that he had reinforced his body just in case.

He also felt confusion, because there shouldn’t have been anything that would’ve attacked him in this instance. He had opened the Void Lock properly, and an elemental attack like that wasn’t something the Cruor were capable of in such situations.

As the fire from within the hidden passage faded away, Garrad retreated to where the rest of the party was waiting.

All of the Hunters from the Wandering Titans had taken up defensive positions around the downed Ezekiel. He slowly climbed to his feet as he turned to the passage, drawing his sword as he did.

Ishkel and his fellow Roaring Ruins Hunters also took up defensive stances, choosing to stand off to the side rather than accidentally clash with the Titans’ Hunters.

“Tch- I should’ve known better than to let someone like you take a shot at this.”

The voice of an unknown man emanated from the passage.

A figure walked out, dressed in heavy armor with numerous Runic engravings to indicate the large number of enchantments that were imbuing it with power. In his hand was a large pickaxe.

He had brown hair and eyes that glowed with mana. Beside him, slithering across the ground was a Spirit beast that looked like a pangolin.

The man wore two sashes. One for the Stormy Clouds Guild, and another indicating allegiance to the Cult of Light.

Behind him, several more Hunters exited the passage. They spread out to take up positions around the cavern.

“I’m sorry, Lord Laymond. I beg you, please let me have another chance!”

A familiar figure knelt behind the Tier three Cavern Hunter.

Aldor had his head bowed as the man in front of him continued to focus on Garrad.

“Perhaps that would be a permissible arrangement. There are enough of us here that we should be able to ensure that the trash Mage will be defenseless. Allowing Aldor another chance to kill him won’t cost us anything.”

Off to the side, eyes locked on Ezekiel’s wary figure, was Mina Kaspeere. Perched on her shoulder was her sparrow Spirit. Two daggers were held in her hands.

“Very well. Aldor, the boy is yours to kill, as requested. But if things begin taking a turn for the worse, I will step in directly.” Laymond said as he readied his pickaxe.

“Understood!”

For a moment, there was a tense standoff as Aldor stood back up and drew a sword that ignited as he channeled his mana.

“Laymond... Laymond Harper? From the Harper family? Aren’t you landowners who manage several farms and agricultural areas outside of Harkem?”

Garrad’s words brought recognition to several members of their party. The Titans and Roaring Ruins had each received commissions from the Harper family to clear out Umbral Beasts and other dangers that had encroached on their lands.

They’d even gone to negotiate with Spirits that had tried to make homes in those territories.

“I never thought that your family, out of all the nobles living in the Harkem territories, would be part of the Cult of Light.”

“The Followers of Light are not a cult! We are the chosen acolytes of the strongest Ancient!”

Laymond exclaimed in a near frantic tone. His zealous nature clearly shone through as he spoke.

Behind him Aldor and several other Hunters all had similar looks of anger at Garrad’s words. It was only a small handful of the Reaching Spires Hunters that looked indifferent. Including Mina.

Laymond took a moment to calm himself.

“Clearly, you are a misguided-”

Garrad threw a hammer from his Void Pouch as Laymond started talking again.

Unlike with Gerome, there were no preparations to stall for. So, the moment he got the chance, Garrad initiated the inevitable fight.

“Get to the passage. The further you go in the more likely it is there’ll be another Void Lock. Only a Tier four Hunter or a dozen Tier three Hunters working together can break them. You’ll be safe if you can get behind another one.”

Garrad called out order as he charged towards the enemy Cavern Mage. Drawing another hammer, this one more similar to the one Gerome tended to use, Garrad came down on Laymond with an overhead strike.

The pangolin Spirit attempted to leap at Garrad, but Brucey dashed ahead of Garrad to block. Gashes appeared on Brucey’s side as he clamped down on the pangolin’s shoulder. Brucey’s teeth drew blood that evaporated into motes of light as the keratin scale broke in his jaw.

The two Spirits rolled on the ground as Laymond jumped out of the way.

Garrad’s hammer impacted with the ground as he missed. Laymond responded with a horizontal swing of his pickaxe. Garrad ducked underneath it, only to receive a knee to the face as Laymond used his mana to brace his foot and leg to support his knee blow from the awkward position that he was in.

A stone mask formed over Garrad’s face, which absorbed most of the energy of Laymond’s blow.

“You’re pretty good for a noble!” Garrad growled out.

“A compliment from a barbarian is nothing but an insult!”

Laymond rejected Garrad’s comment as the two pushed themselves apart before dashing in again and locking weapons.

Rather than leave himself open or wait for another attack, Garrad shot his still covered face forward. He made contact with Laymond’s nose. Drawing blood as he hadn’t raised a defense in time.

Off to the side, Ishkel flashed towards Mina, creating a contrasting battle to the one with Kameira and the Roaring Ruins Tier four Hunter.

Mina’s sparrow Spirit took flight, blowing small spirals here and there at Ishkel and his Spirit.

Unlike with Mina, Ishkel didn’t part from his Spirit. Instead, the Lightning snake was curled around his body, using its own mana to act as another limb and set of eyes for Ishkel, who couldn’t attack in the air like Mina’s Spirit could.

Behind them, in other areas of the cavern, Ezekiel’s team was fighting against another group from the Stormy Clouds, who numbered greater than the Reaching Spires in the confrontation. At the same time, Ishkel’s team was fighting with Hunters from the Reaching Spires.

Aldor was the exception to this as he fought alongside the Stormy Clouds Hunters, rather than with his fellow Reaching Spire Hunters.

It was a chaotic battle. There was little time to actually coordinate attacks. Defense and offense were forcefully blended as Herend had to bring up a wall of ice, only for spikes to shoot outwards.

Nathanus was using his knives to great efficiency as he attempted to control the battlefield to cause their enemies to trip up.

Tracy stuck near Ezekiel, as her duty was to heal the party after the fight, so it would be best to save her mana for the moment.

Philip ignited a sword, much like Aldor’s, and entered into combat with a Radiant Hunter with a sphinx shaped Spirit. His rat Spirit was having difficulties with the comparatively larger sphinx.

Filia had several tendrils of necrotic energy surrounding both herself and her raven Spirit. It was mostly due to her direct involvement in the fight that their party was able to hold off their enemies as well as they did.

No one wanted to be harmed by Filia’s spell, as there was no guarantee a Life Mage could fix it.

A spear of fire managed to break through Herend’s defense, nearly striking Ezekiel through the chest if not for his quick reflexes.

As he had been carried for most of the journey, Ezekiel still had most of his mana, sitting close to the middle of the fourth step when it came to how much mana he still had.

Regardless of his skillful dodge, however, he still ended up slightly singed as the fire burned through the enchantments woven into his clothing. Luckily, it only affected the top layer of his clothes, not doing anything to the more protective under layers created by his mother.

“Ezekiel!” Tracy exclaimed as she saw him dodging. “Guys! We need to move toward the passageway!”

“Right!”

The team tried to move its way to the passageway, tanking a few of the attacks to get Ezekiel inside. Luckily the Tier threes had continued moving during their own battles, so they weren’t currently near the passageway.

Even better, the Void Lock had sealed itself again.

“Even if I get in there, how do we know there won’t be anyone lying in wait?”

Ezekiel’s question raised concern within the rest of the party. They couldn’t afford to go with him, since they were needed to keep the fighting even up here. If they left too, then the Spires and Clouds would quickly overrun whoever was left.

“It’s clear!” Garrad called out from another area of the cavern.

Parts of the stonework were beginning to crumble in that half of the cavern. The continuous impacts dealing damage to the surroundings, as well as causing tremors to emanate outwards.

“When the Lock was open, I could sense inside. It’s empty!”

With that reassurance given, the group continued to move closer to the passage.

Unfortunately, it seemed like they now knew what they needed to prioritize, as the ones they were fighting began to attack with much greater ferocity.

“Get over here and help us!” One of them yelled at the team fighting with the Roaring Ruins Hunters.

It wouldn’t be the smartest thing, to allow the Roaring Ruins Hunters to attack them from behind. But it was clear that the Stormy Clouds had enough influence in the given situation to have their instructions take priority.

“Cover me.”

One of the Hunters from the Spires broke off and ran towards the Void Lock. As he got closer, tanking a blow from behind, he stomped the ground as hard as he could.

A foot thick stone formed to cover the Lock. It was slow, and crumbled in a few places, showing some weaknesses, as the Hunter hadn’t been able to focus enough mana into his spell.

“Look out!”

The Cavern Hunter from the Spires turned around to see a bolt of Tier three lightning flying directly at him. Throwing up his arms, he braced himself for death, as he knew he couldn’t block this attack with the mana he had left.

“RAAAaaaaggghh!”

The Hunter from the Spires lowered his arms in shock as he saw his Spirit, a Cavern Hound, take the brunt of the attack.

As his Spirit fell to the ground, the Hunter’s soul seemed to break as he saw a massive, charred hole in his Spirit’s side. Motes of light were starting to scatter as the Spirit died. Its life given up in exchange for its partner.

“No...”

“MOVE!”

The Hunter had no time to respond to the warning. He was in such shock that he barely even noticed when a knife, directed by Nathanus, flew through his undefended neck.

“Grk!”

The Hunter choked for a few seconds, falling to the side as he hopelessly held onto his bleeding throat.

“Marrow!”

The other members of the Spires cried out as they saw their fellow Guildmate die. Their attacks became more ferocious as the seriousness of this battle finally sunk in.

Death was always a concern when fighting occurred within the Ruins, and while members of one Guild killing members of another Guild did happen, such occurrences were rare.

For instance, even though a major conflict broke out between the Roaring Ruins and the Reaching Spires Guilds the last time they were on an expedition to these Ruins, the only deaths that occurred happened when the Rot broke out. None were killed by their fellow humans or spirits.

Neither the Roaring Ruins nor the Reaching Spires only believed that the one who would die was Ezekiel. They knew there’d be a fight but had no expectation that they would need to kill or be killed.

The Titans were under no such assumptions. Nor were the Clouds.

With the blinders removed, the conflict between the Roaring Ruins Hunters and the Stormy Clouds Hunters reached a new level of intensity.

The elements present in the room seemed to tremble as the conflict intensified. No longer were there any concerns with managing their mana. All that mattered was destroying the enemy.

“What now?! Philip called out as the Void Lock was covered. They didn’t have any Cavern Hunters close enough to undo what the Spires’ Hunter had done, and Garrad was too focused on his own battle to come help them.

No one said anything for a moment. Instead, they focused on defending against the continuous onslaught of elemental attacks directed at Ezekiel.

Ezekiel barely seemed to hear him, as he was slightly shocked at seeing a man die almost right in front of him. He couldn’t freeze, however, and as the adrenaline from the battle ran through him, he managed to not stop moving as he thought about what to do.

“Nathanus, can you get me the hammer Garrad threw?” Ezekiel asked after a moment's thought.

He kept his voice low so as to not alert anyone else right away.

Nathanus didn’t reply, but Ezekiel saw his Spirit, Tosser, seemingly turn invisible as he flew around.

Suddenly, the hammer, which was on the other side of the domed over passage from their group, was sent flying towards Ezekiel via a gust of wind.

Herend did nothing to block this, allowing it to fly through a small opening towards Ezekiel, who caught it with a grunt.

“Spirits damn you!”

A wave of flames from Aldor reached out to cover the entire group, only to be countered by Philips own flames.

The resulting explosion nearly made Ezekiel’s eardrums burst and caused a minor lull in the battle between the many Tier two Hunters in the area.

“Now!” Aldor suddenly yelled out.

Ezekiel barely had a chance to wonder what was happening when the ground beside him seemed to melt, and Aldor’s snake Spirit launched itself from the ground, a small explosion from behind propelling it forward.

“What!?”

Across the room, Garrad was shocked. How had he not noticed a Spirit literally melting its way underground for a sneak attack.

Turning back to Laymond, he realized that the other Cavern Mage was shifting his senses. Making it more difficult to see the details in the earth outside of a certain range of their battle.

Ezekiel knew he was in trouble. Even with his body being continuously reinforced with Void Mana, Ezekiel was still too slow to turn around as Aldor’s Spirit aimed straight for his neck, mouth wide and white-hot fangs barred for all to see.

Ezekiel knew that, if those fangs managed to sink into him, he would be dead as literal fire was forced into his veins.

He tried to raise his sword as best he could. But he knew he wouldn’t make it.

A small figure suddenly appeared in front of him, having moved far faster than he had.

A navy-blue frog now hung in the air between Ezekiel and the Flame snake. With a quiet ‘ribbit’ the frog grew in size, becoming covered in a thick layer or blue ice.

The ice was so cold that Ezekiel could immediately see his breath condensing in the now cold air.

The fangs of the snake slid over the rounded body of the Glacial frog, becoming stuck as they partially melted the ice that was covering it, only to have it refreeze.

Aldor and his Spirit may have been Tier two, but they were of a lower Step than Herend and his Spirit, Phear. As such, it wasn’t hard for them to spend the mana necessary to disable Aldor’s snake.

“Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!” Aldor screamed in a blind rage. “Why won’t you just die!?”

As the two Spirits crashed on the ground, Aldor’s screaming seemed to fade from Ezekiel’s senses. Seeing a Spirit that he had become friends with over the past few weeks in such a perilous position made him furious and fearful.

Swinging his sword as hard as he could, Ezekiel struck Aldor’s Spirit, sending it flying from where it was stuck to Phear. Its fangs broke as Phear did not move with it.

The small frog had also frozen itself to the ground to prevent the snake Spirit from moving with him in its mouth.

Fangs now broken; Aldor’s Spirit slithered back to Aldor as fast as it could.

“Okay, get me to that dome. We can also use it for cover if we get there first.”

The team of Titans Hunters nodded their heads. Herend took a risk and threw up a wall of ice that would cover one side as they made a dash to the dome covering the Void Lock.

Ezekiel made a lead, bringing the hammer over his head for a downward swing. It made impact with the dome, and due to its enhancement from the Void mana Ezekiel was pumping into it, much of the dome actually cracked.

“NO!” Aldor screamed out again. “I’m not letting you get away!”

Throwing caution to the wind, Aldor surrounded himself in flames, channeling both his own mana, as well as his Spirit’s.

He recklessly charged, intent on stopping Ezekiel before he could break through to the Void Lock.

Seeing what Aldor was about to do, Ezekiel’s team did their best to prevent him from getting close. But the Hunters from the Stormy Clouds had moved to a different side, and the team was forced to split their attention.

They couldn’t afford to let any of the comparably more dangerous spells from the other Hunters get through, as it would certainly mean they would die.

Aldor, on the other hand, was just one person.

CRACK

A large portion of the dome had now crumbled under Ezekiel’s blows. The Void Lock was now visible, and the hole was big enough for him to get through.

He placed his hand on the Void Lock, channeling his mana through it once again.

BOOM!!!

An explosion rang out from behind him.

“EZEKIEL!!!”

Tracy screamed as she forced a large tree to grow in the ground between Ezekiel and Aldor, who had created an explosion behind himself to propel himself forward, just as his Spirit had done earlier.

It slowed Aldor a little bit, but the tree was quick to ignite, and burned to a crisp quite quickly. Luckily, the mana it took to burn the tree meant that the flames surrounding his body were no longer as hot.

As such, Aldor, still covered in flames, slammed into Ezekiel, knocking them both into the passageway behind the Void lock.

Ezekiel’s protective clothing did little to protect him from the heat but did buffer him somewhat. So, he did not get immediately burned as he and Aldor fell into the passage.

“KID!!!”

Garrad yelled as he tried to disengage from his fight with Laymond.

Unfortunately, as soon as he did so, Laymond slammed his pickaxe into the ground, focusing his mana toward the direction of the passage.

A crack spread out, reaching all the way to the half-destroyed dome, and reformed a much larger, much thicker, dome, that would take even Gerome a few seconds to get through.

Garrad didn’t have a few seconds, however, as Laymond was on him in moments.

“You see, brute! I don’t need to beat you. I just need to ensure that abomination dies!”

“Then I guess that means I’ll just have to kill you faster and save him!”

The fight between Garrad and Laymond began again. This time, the entire cavern was beginning to tremble, causing the other fights to stall as most of them lost their footing.

However, the fighting didn’t stop. Both sides knew that, at this point, there was no guarantee of mercy for the losing side.

For Ezekiel’s team, they knew that they couldn’t get through the dome covering the Void Lock. Nor would they be able to get through the Void Lock even after the dome was cleared.

For now, as tired and as frustrated as they were, all they could do was fight.

Ezekiel would have to survive on his own for now.



Ezekiel rolled head over heels as he was grappled by Aldor. The burning feeling he felt was only barely tolerable, and he couldn’t help but wince in pain as they tumbled through the darkness of the passage beneath the Temple of the Void.

The old and worn-down steps caused new bruises to form as he and Aldor continued to fall deeper and deeper into the Ruins.

Finally, after what felt like it must’ve been a hundred steps, Aldor and Ezekiel came to a stop. Ezekiel, channeling his mana into his arms, pushed as hard as he could, breaking out of Aldor’s slackening grasp.

He threw himself to the side as a stream of fire was shot directly at him by Aldor’s Spirit.

Looking at Aldor’s fallen form, he realized that Aldor was having difficulties getting up, but was still in good enough shape to be a problem if he remained in this area.

He was running very low on mana, and Aldor’s Spirit was still powerful enough to cause him some problems right now.

Carefully turning away from Aldor, but not letting him out of his sight, Ezekiel backed away from Aldor before breaking into a sprint as soon as he was a few more feet away.

“You... bastard!... Get... back here...”

Aldor’s voice faded from Ezekiel’s ears as he fled. But the light he was creating from his flames wasn’t fading away. He was chasing after Ezekiel as fast as he could.

Taking a risk, Ezekiel used what little mana he still had to charge up several of the explosive ball bearings Merlot had given him.

Tossing three of them over his shoulder as he rounded a corner. Ezekiel expected a large boom to echo out as he continued running.

Nothing happened.

The ball bearings were charged with as much mana as he could put in them, but they didn’t explode. They just wasted his mana.

A cold feeling settled into Ezekiel’s stomach.

‘Could it be...?’

Ezekiel changed the way he focused his mana, moving faster than he’d ever moved before so as to get away as fast as he could, rather than try any more of the ball bearings.

Eventually, the passage reached a fork in the road. Looking for signs of what might be down each passageway, Ezekiel paused for a moment, but didn’t find anything that wasn’t blank walls. Not caring about which path he took; Ezekiel immediately ran down the left one.

“I know where you are, you little brat!”

Aldor’s words simply fueled the feeling of unease he’d had for the last few minutes.

Ezekiel ignored it as best he could as he came towards a turn in the passageway. It was a couple dozen meters away, but he would get to it soon.

Unfortunately, he was quickly running out of mana, having already used quite a bit earlier, and he didn’t know how much further, or if he even would find, another Void Lock. Choosing to take one more risk, Ezekiel reached into the pouch with the ball bearings one more time.

Only to immediately withdraw his hand as they felt hot to the touch.

He poured the ball bearings out, spilling them all over the ground behind him, and seeing that each and every one of them was glowing with white hot Runes.

They were all going to explode soon. Somehow, they were absorbing the ambient mana in the atmosphere, and much like what Ezekiel did on purpose, they were going to shatter once they reached critical capacity.

Throwing caution to the wind, Ezekiel channeled as much mana through his body as he could safely handle.

His eyes gained focus as the dark passage brightened in his eyes. The was a muffled ‘crack’ as the ground beneath him shattered when he launched himself forward.

He had barely made it the twenty or so meters needed to dive around the corner when the dozens of ball bearings went off like grenades behind him. He hadn’t even fully passed the corner when they went off.

“AAARRRRGGGG!!!”

Two voices screamed in pain.

Aldor, who was following behind Ezekiel, had just gotten in range of the blast when the ball bearings exploded, receiving shrapnel to the front of his body. His Spirit suffered a similar fate.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, was blown into the wall at the end of the corridor, and his legs were nearly shredded as metal shrapnel tore through them. His upper body was mostly spared, as it had been around the corner when he dove for cover.

Dazed from hitting the wall as hard as he did. Ezekiel’s vision was starting to go blurry, and he couldn’t focus on channeling his mana properly.

But as he looked forward, down the new hallway, he saw something that gave him hope.

Another Void Lock!

If he could just get to it, he might be able to get to safety before Aldor got to it, leaving Ezekiel safe as Aldor was trapped in the current area that they were in.

Slowly, he began to drag himself the few feet forward to get to the Void Lock.

The sound of metal scraping against stonework emanated like a cruel whisper from behind him.

“You... I’ll kill you!”

Aldor’s voice was coming out in wet raspy utterances as he continued forward to cut down Ezekiel. Neither he nor his Spirit were in any condition to continue. Bloody, bruised, and burnt. Both were on their last legs.

‘Tap’

Before they could reach him, Ezekiel touched the Void Lock, opening it with the last dregs of his mana, and forcing himself through the opening as he crawled away as fast as he could.

“There you are!”

Aldor’s voice called out from behind Ezekiel. Just as he crossed the threshold of the Void Lock, he turned to take a look at his pursuer.

The lower half of Aldor’s face was a burned and bloodied mess. He had gashes and lacerations all across his body from where the enchantments on his armor had failed. All his clothes were ripped and cut, and his hair was partially singed from where white-hot metal had gotten caught in it.

His Spirit wasn’t doing much better. It had just as many lacerations and holes where shrapnel had hit it as Aldor did and looked like it would start fading away at any moment.

Suddenly, as he looked down at Ezekiel, Aldor stopped.

Ezekiel watched with bleary eyes as Aldor reached into the relatively undamaged satchel on his back. Taking out several vials that he held between his fingers, Aldor downed them one by one, giving ones that were similar in color to his Spirit.

The first one made Ezekiel flinch as Aldor and his Spirit screamed in pain. Metal fragments were forced out of their open wounds. The potion was purging their bodies of foreign objects.

The second potion surprised Ezekiel, as it seemed to heal the cuts that ran all along their bodies.

The final potion seemed to cause the burned skin on their bodies to peel off. New skin was growing underneath.

Ezekiel was shocked. Each of those potions was worth at least a hundred gold each, if you supplied the materials yourself, taking off the additional two hundred gold cost for the rare ingredients necessary for their creation.

They weren’t as expensive as the gift Lina had given him, but still, they were more than he could have gotten after all the other items he’d received.

He knew for a fact that each of those potions needed a Tier three Mage to brew them as well.

Aldor, seeing the look of shock on Ezekiel’s face, just chuckled in sadistic pleasure.

“That’s right, trash! Look upon your betters, and despair!”

Leaping forward, Aldor came down with his sword, intent on cutting through Ezekiel as lay injured on the ground.

A black wall filled with countless stars appeared between them. Aldor slammed into it with a pained grunt. Screaming in rage when he realized what had happened.

Ezekiel saw none of this, however, as he was surrounded in darkness. His mana enhanced senses fading away, and his consciousness following after it.

The last thought he had was one of confusion.

‘Was Aldor’s eye... golden?’

            

    
        CH 47: Interlude 7

    
    
    
    
                Two weeks prior to Ezekiel’s arrival at the Ruins, and a few hours after Warren and Evelyn had been arrested.

Warren and Evelyn were slowly escorted to the center of Harkem city, where they were brought before a number of nobles in a great hall. Theo and Reya sat on their shoulders as per usual, but unlike usual, they were fully alert, and glaring at anyone who got too close to them.

Seated at the center of a wide table was a middle-aged man with a red beard and long red hair. This man was Count Forret, the current head administrator and overseer for the whole of Harkem, as determined by his brother, Duke Harper Harkem.

Count Forret was a well-built man, nowhere near as physically inept as the nobles next to him.

Previously having served in the Empire’s military, Forret had always been stuck in his brother’s shadow, be it as a subordinate, or when it came to nobility and general reverence due to his existence as the second son, as well as his inability to bond with a Spirit. Something Harper Harkem did when he was seven years old.

Harper Harkem was also one of the youngest people in the world to have reached Tier four and was expected to one day join the Empire’s ranks as a Tier five Imperial Councilor.

Forret, comparably, was only one year younger than his brother, but had only just reached the peak of Tier three. Something that, for those among the nobility, was really quite disgraceful, given the resources that he had as a member of the ruling nobility.

Seated at the table alongside him were a half a dozen nobles of varying status. They were gathered to see the judgment regarding the accusations leveled toward Evelyn from the incident several weeks prior.

As well, behind the table were several guards fully covered and masked as they hovered over the nobles seated at the table. Dozens more such guards lined the walls around the room.

Off to the side in a viewing area were the Mages that had attacked Ezekiel. Horace, Hestia, Emma, and Markus, the latter three covered in bandages and wincing in pain, along with their families were looking on in glee.

Markus was especially joyful, and he had a large rictus grin on his face as he watched the proceedings.

Evelyn was both nervous and angry, as she knew what she had done, but had assumed that nothing would come of it seeing as several weeks had passed by this point.

Reya nuzzled into Evelyn’s side in an effort to calm her down. It wouldn’t do them any good if she started something here and now.

Warren, on the other hand, was incensed. He was told that the only things they were being brought in for was questioning regarding an investigation. Not a full-on trial. Theo was expressing these emotions quite well as he growled quietly at everyone in the room.

“Greetings, Mister and Missus Luminance. You have been brought forth today to be judged regarding an unprovoked attack upon a member of Harkem’s most honorable nobility, as well as tampering with evidence and interfering with official complaints and investigations directed towards said attack. How do you plead?”

Count Forret Harkem’s voice was low and smooth as it was heard throughout the room.

Warren’s reply was calm and emotionless. He had no intention of playing by this annoying incompetent’s inane questioning.

“Given that no word has been passed onto us regarding these accusations, as official protocol dictates is necessary, and there are no Church representatives to oversee the trial of a commoner family by the nobility for the sake of fairness, as dictated by Duke Harkem, the actual ruler of this city, whose word is actually law, I see no reason to even reply to your so-called accusations.”

“You little-!”

One of the nobles seated next to Count Forret exclaimed as he nearly rose from his seat. It was only Count Forret’s hand on his shoulder that prevented him from actually rising.

“Be that as it may, with the rising conflicts in the city between the nobility and the commoners, it only makes sense that the Church would be unable to directly oversee all the court cases that are occurring within the city at a given moment.”

“Which is why such cases are scheduled. Again, this is only the case for incidents that involve both commoners and nobles. So as to ensure that there is no unfairness between the classes of citizens.”

“Are you saying that such incidents would favor one party over the other?”

“The nobles rule the courts and would most certainly favor themselves. Yes.”

The nobles in the rooms all tensed up. Count Forret’s face twitched, and a forced smile appeared on his face as he tried to maintain his regal demeanor.

“Those are bold words-”

“They’re your brother's words!”

Warren’s statement was a harsh reminder to all the nobles present that not all of them were on the same side. Worse yet, there were nobles that were of a higher status than Count Forret and his allies.

The Alkena’s, for instance, once held the rank of Count, much like the current Count Forret, and while they no longer held the titles they once did, they could still be considered as Viscounts with the same amount of influence as a true Count family.

Although their interests were more mercantile, which is why they had less political influence.

The Tresly family, Kaspeere family, and Stellar family, whom Hestia, Emma, and Markus each respectively belonged to, were actually a rank lower, holding the title of Baron, as they were actually fairly new when compared to the Alkena family. Each one having bought their titles rather than inheriting them.

It was for this reason only that Count Forret hadn’t been able to rule freely, as he knew that if word had gotten to his brother, who considered his own words to be law, then he would be removed from his position as interim ruler of Harkem city.

Warren, being a captain of the city guards, which practically made him a knight when it came to titles, knew full well the ins and outs of the Empire’s nobility. Especially the nobility in the city of Harkem.

It was actually Duke Harper’s rules regarding the nobility and the commoners that made Warren and Evelyn love their new home in Harkem.

Clearly, Duke Harper had been away at the frontlines protecting the border for too long. To the point where Count Forret clearly believed he could get away with quite a bit more than he really could.

“Regardless of what my brother has said in the past. What matters is the present. And presently, you two are on trial for unprovoked assault and tampering with evidence!”

Count Forret’s voice had risen as he spoke, and his tone was no longer the smooth baritone that it was before. Now it was nearly growling as he spoke up, clearly unsettled by the mention of his older brother and the laws he had put in place.

Forret’s words were giving the rest of the nobles some confidence as they realized that Duke Harper wasn’t here. So, there was no need to fear an enemy that wasn’t there.

“Given that we have been given no counsel regarding these accusations, nor were we brought here for the purpose of a trial, having been informed we would only be brought in for questioning pertaining to a new investigation, we have been brought here under false pretenses.”

Warren’s rebuttal was just as calm as before. By now, Evelyn had also calmed down, and was also looking at Forret and the rest of the nobles in anger.

“If anything, we are the ones who have been wronged, as we have been lied to, essentially kidnapped, and are now being accused without evidence and without our accusers even present to submit their claims in person. As would be in accordance with Imperial Law!”

Once again, Warren’s words took the wind out of the noble’s sails. It was one thing to go against Duke Harper when he wasn’t there. It was another thing to go against the laws of the Empire itself.

“Your accusers are right here!” Count Forret stated as he pointed at Hestia, Emma, and Markus. “Your wife assaulted these fine citizens of Harkem and left them on the verge of death! If not for having spent an egregious cost to have them healed, they may very well not be alive right now.”

“Then let us see their scars!?” Warren finally called out. “Injuries that would require such cost to heal would result in scarring due to the effect of their souls having been strained in the process. I notice the bandages and the painful winces, but if they really had been healed like you claimed, then each of these so-called fine citizens wouldn’t be experiencing these symptoms!”

“If anything, their wounds are more likely to be fresh, and purely physical. Something that any Tier two could heal in a couple hours.”

Once again Warren’s knowledge left most of the nobility shocked and nervous, as they hadn’t expected a guard captain to know such things. Especially since most of them were also unaware of such knowledge.

“You can’t possibly know this.” Count Forret said through gritted teeth. “How, could you possibly have such knowledge?”

He was slowly becoming more and more incensed as Warren continued to argue against everything he was saying. There was nothing he was told that should have indicated such knowledge and capability from Warren.

According to what he and his hidden supporters knew, Warren and Evelyn were nothing more than wandering Guild exiles from beyond the Empire that had received and provided aid when coming to and setting up a home and family in Harkem.

Yes, they had Tier four Spirits, both of which were growling and glaring at him right now, as well as connections to the Church and Alkena’s, one of the more prominent mid-rank noble families in the city, but none of that indicated such knowledge.

This knowledge was usually only prominent in the older and more prominent members of the nobility, or from Tier three or higher Guild executives.

Count Forret couldn’t understand how such a man and woman would be willing to give up what must’ve been a lucrative position in whatever Guild they belonged to, just to live as commoners within a border city in the Empire.

“Personal experience. Which I am willing to swear under oath with an official Church Scholar as witness.”

Warren’s statement was greeted with silence. Evelyn straightened her back, no longer cowed by the nobles present. Theo and Reya just looked on proudly as their partners stood strong.

The only one that seemed confused rather than worried was Markus, who’s eyes were beginning to glow with mana as it was channeled as he grew more and more furious at Warren’s words.

“The church does not need to be involved in this.”

Count Forret’s words were cold and raspy as he forced them out. The previously regal figure was nowhere to be seen and was now replaced with an angry man who was clearly holding himself back from attacking.

Warren and Evelyn had no doubt that if it wasn’t for the presence of their Spirits, they would certainly have been attacked by now. Something Theo and Reya agreed with as they bared their claws and began to snarl as their hackles started to rise.

As it was, they were likely going to have to flee if something didn’t turn up that could get them out of there without a sentence being passed.

“In fact, I see no reason why we should continue with this farce any longer. If you will not answer to the accusation laid out before council, then you will be sentenced for refusing to comply with the legal forces of the city itself. Guards!”

Both Warren and Evelyn tensed as they saw the numerous guards within the room reaching for their weapons.

SLAM!

The doors to the grand room they were in slammed open.

A man with pure white hair and indigo eyes wearing white robes with Indigo trimmings strode into the room, one of the three Grand Scholars of the Church of Ten, his head held high as several Church Scholars walked in behind him.

Warren and Evelyn saw that Lina and Quentin were amongst them. Each of the Scholars was also carrying a staff of some sort. Theo and Reya looked on warily, claws and fangs still bared.

These were the mystical focuses that were capable of enhancing the power of the spells cast by those that had attuned to them.

“Greetings, Forret, it seems like I missed the memo regarding this trial. After all, any instances where nobles are in conflict with commoners, must have the court cases be overseen by a neutral third party. Might I offer my services in this instance?”

Count Forret swallowed nervously, but clenched his fist in anger, as he didn’t fail to notice the lack of title used when the Grand Scholar had called out to him.

“Ah, Grand Scholar Harolt, I see that you finally received our message.”

Everyone but the nobility in the room looked at Count Forret with raised eyebrows. Disbelief ran through them, as they couldn’t believe that anyone could be so shameless.

“Alas, no, your message was clearly lost, if whoever was to order it be sent actually did so. It was nothing more than a good Samaritan that informed the Church what was happening.”

“Oh, might I have said a good Samaritan’s name? It would be best to reward him after all.”

“With a knife in the back, I’m sure.”

The room was silent as they looked at the Grand Scholar in shock.

“I’m... sorry, what-”

“Good! You have not forgotten how to apologize. Do so again, to these fine citizens that have done nothing wrong.”

“You...”

Count Forret was gritting his teeth as he looked at Grand Scholar Harolt and the other Scholars that had followed him into the room.

Currently, the nobles were outnumbered, as the Church was technically a neutral institute, and was not limited in who it allowed into its ranks.

“Is the Church breaking its neutrality?”

“Are the nobles defying the laws set forth by their ruler? The one, and only, noble whom the Church is actually beholden to within the city of Harkem. I feel like I shouldn’t have to remind you that you are not a representative of the Empire. Your brother is, and he is not here right now.”

“In his absence, I am the ruler of Harkem!”

“Yet your brother has never ordered us to bow to you as we do to him.”

“If you think that the pride of Harkem can be trampled like this, just because my brother’s not here, then you would be greatly mistaken.”

“When your brother learns of this, we shall see whose side he supports. After all, the Church of Ten is the official Church of the Willowbrush Empire. All others are suspect, and false, in accordance with the Imperial Charter.”

“THAT’S A LIE!!!”

A shout from the side of the room drew the attention of everyone within.

Markus, whose rage had been growing by the second, could no longer restrain himself as he saw all the plans that he had been told of come falling to the ground before his eyes.

“The Radiant Lord is the only-!”

Markus’ words were cut off as his father hit him upside the head, knocking him unconscious with a minor application of his mana. He shot a look toward Count Forret who glared and gestured for him to be removed.

“I wonder... was the Radiant Lord that idiot mentioned the one behind the illegal cult, and horrid wrong doings occurring within the city these past few months and years?” Harolt said in a relaxed tone.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Count Forret said through gritted teeth. “Obviously, some information regarding this matter has been misunderstood. Please, feel free to take your charges and leave.”

Count Forret realized that he was in a situation where he couldn’t win. Worse yet, his support’s plans might now be at risk due to Markus’ outburst.

He had only held this trial because he believed that he’d be putting a few exiled foreign Guild members in their place. Something simple that would grant him favor amongst his fellow nobles.

He had no idea that the Church was so invested in them like this. Let alone that Warren would be able to buy them enough time to get there with his knowledge of the city’s laws.

“Your words are clear, Forret. It is always good when a man like you understands their place.”

Harolt spoke with a jovial smile as he held nothing back as he showed Count Forret his place.

Warren and Evelyn were escorted from the courtroom by the Church Scholars, feeling more confident about their situation as they left.

“By the way!” Warren called out as he reached the door, turning around as he did.

Everyone in the room looked at him in confusion.

Warren reached into his coat and pulled out the badge denoting his status as a city guard captain. He threw it on the floor where it rolled to the high table Count Forret was seated at.

“I’ve served for over ten years now, so per the word of Duke Harper Harkem, I am entitled to retirement. As such, I resign.”

Warren then turned and marched out of the room with his wife.

At the same time, Evelyn gave one last glare towards Hestia and her companions. Her gaze wordlessly promised that there would be retribution for this.

Hestia just looked away in fear, as did Emma and Horace. They all knew just how scary Evelyn really was.

Unfortunately, It seemed like all they could do was wait.



A little while later, within the inner sanctum of the Cathedral of the Church of Ten, Warren and Evelyn were seated in front of Grand Scholar Harolt. They were all calmly sipping tea as they waited for someone to speak.

Theo and Reya were curled up on the floor drinking some tea of their own.

“I’m surprised.” Harolt finally broke the silence. “I thought you’d be more shocked at my arrival.”

Warren put down his teacup.

“I knew that someone from the Church would be arriving. I figured it’d be Allon or Sherra who would've told you, seeing as how we had our children escorted to their manor earlier.”

“Indeed. That was not the case, this time, however.”

Warren just raised an eyebrow as Evelyn looked on in confusion.

“One of our Scholars was seeing Naeri off and happened to see what was happening to you and rushed back here as soon as possible. Every scholar we have who knows of your son’s contributions wanted to accompany me to protect you, but that would’ve been a bit too much.”

Warren and Evelyn were shocked as they listened to Harolt’s explanation. Theo and Reya also turned to pay attention to what he was saying.

“As it is, we instead had a number of Scholars go after your children, which was a good thing, as Shari and Drew were being accosted by several people wearing white sashes with golden figure on them.”

Warren and Evelyn tensed, knowing that those symbols represented the Cult of Light.

“Worry not. Those miscreants were discreetly dealt with and are currently answering our questions in a few of the more private research labs.”

“Thank the Void.” Evelyn let out a relieved sigh.

“Indeed. The Ancients have certainly blessed your family. The Void in particular.” Harolt gave Evelyn a smile as he sipped his tea.

“Unfortunately, it seems like I will need to ask you to do something over the next few weeks that you might find difficult.”

“What would that be?”

“Reach Tier four.”

Warren and Evelyn gave Harolt looks of shock. Theo and Reya weren’t any better as they gave Harolt weird looks. They were already training as best they could, but little progress had been made. They were only barely at the peak of Tier three after all.

“Not to worry, the Church will aid you in your endeavors.”

Harolt pulled out several large gemstones, each the size of a fist. One was golden in color, and the other was pitch black.

“What do you expect from us?”

“To fight that wretched Cult when the time comes.”

“So, an open conflict is truly inevitable then?”

“Indeed. We have secretly sent word to Duke Harkem, but we are expecting some delays. As it is, with members from the biggest Guilds in the city out on expedition, now is the best time for the Cult to strike. We will likely have at least a week, as the expedition is expected to pass the outpost by then, but once they do, I have no doubt that the Forret and his sycophants will attempt to purge the city of any Void Mages they know of.”

“We already have plans in place to grant sanctuary to all who will need it, but it will be difficult. As it is, we expect the Cult of Light to begin taking over and attacking places that are not aligned with their goals that could provide support to the Church of Ten, and with more than a few Guilds in their pocket, they will likely receive help from there as well.”

“For right now, our only saving grace is the fact that Forret isn’t a Tier Four Hunter. If he was, he would have the legal right to give commands to the Church of Ten and would be in the right to attack us under Imperial law for protecting ‘criminals’ which he will no doubt declare all Void Mages and their supporters to be. According to the contracts with the Guilds, they will also all need to follow Forret’s commands when it comes to public safety.”

Warren and Evelyn looked shocked and confused.

“But I thought that you said that Forret had no control over the going-ons of the Church?”

“Only so long as he holds the title of Count. Once he becomes a Tier four Hunter, then as a member of the nobility, he will automatically become a Duke, and as the current Duke is not present, Forret, being of blood relation to the current Duke, will hold the same rights and control as Duke Harper.”

“Harper himself may also be a problem.” Harolt finished.

“How so?”

“Quite simply, while he doesn’t have anything against Void Mages in particular, he will no doubt believe that the current troubles happening in the city are due to the upheaval from the possible change in the status of Void Mages. He will likely be looking for a scapegoat to punish so that there isn’t anyone else who tries to upend the status quo. Not that it will truly return, as the Church of Ten has already begun spreading knowledge of the techniques Ezekiel has developed to the rest of the Empire, and beyond.”

A sense of pride and fear welled up inside Warren and Evelyn’s chests. Their son was changing the world, something they’d once thought he’d never be able to do.

But that didn’t change the fact that their son was in danger, and a noble that they didn’t personally know was going to try and do something that could be very bad for all parties involved.

“Will you be able to help him?” Evelyn asked, her voice quiet and hopeful.

Harolt just let out a sigh that caused Warren to tense and Evelyn to slump forward.

“Unfortunately, if Duke Harkem decides to punish Ezekiel for indirectly causing a conflict in his city, I will not be able to do anything. However, if Forret rises to power, and is not struck down by his brother like I hope he will be, then I, and the Church, will do everything to help your son, and the rest of your family as well.”

A small flash of hope sparked in Evelyn’s chest, while Warren couldn’t help but feel angry at the situation. His entire family was being drawn into yet another conflict they shouldn’t have any part in.

Flashes of people and places he’d wished he could forget about appeared before his eyes. His hands started bleeding from how hard his nails were biting into his palms.

“Honey?”

Evelyn’s voice dragged Warren out of his recollections. He plastered a fake smile on his face that wasn’t fooling anyone. Theo jumped up and curled up on top of Warren’s lap, while Reya did the same with Evelyn.

“Sorry. Just... memories...” Warren trailed off as Evelyn appeared sorrowful.

“That won’t happen again. We’ll keep our family safe this time.”

Evelyn leaned into her husband’s shoulder and closed her eyes as she wrapped her arms around him and held him close. Warren did the same and they sat there for a minute basking in each other’s company, as did their Spirits who started purring in contentment.

“Ahem” Harolt quietly cleared his throat to let the couple know he was still there.

The two opened their eyes and gently pulled apart from each other.

“While I am sorry that your family must go through all this. There is little time to waste. For the moment, I would suggest you stay as guests of the Church for a little while. That way your daughters can continue to get their education and continue making friends with the other children the Church sponsors. The same offer has been offered to the Alkena family and the rest of Ezekiel’s friends, barring one.”

Warren and Evelyn were happy at what was being offered, but shocked that not all of Ezekiel’s friends were going to be protected.

“It seems like, along with a few of our acolytes, one of Ezekiel’s current friends has ties to the Cult of Light, even if she doesn’t know it.”

Warren and Evelyn were speechless. It seemed like things were going to grow more complicated as the next few weeks passed.



In the evening after Warren and Evelyn took up residence in the Cathedral of the Church of Ten, Harolt was in a room with a crystal mirror hanging on the wall. Within was the image of a man with silver hair and eyes. They gleamed with mana showing that he was at the Peak of Tier four.

“Grand Scholar Harolt. It is rare for you to use the emergency transmission screen. There are few in existence within the Empire after all. What has happened?” The man on the screen said.

“Duke Harper, I am sorry to say that your brother is trying to usurp your power and position as Ruler of this city.” Harolt said with his head bowed.

The room was silent as Duke Harper digested what he was being told.

“I assume that you have proof of this?”

“The proof is coming to you as we speak, along with a report regarding the changes in the political situation in the city, as well as the developments within the Church.”

“Who is bringing the proof?”

“Grand Scholar Naeri Trask. I am contacting you to request that you send watchers to wait for her at the second outpost along the Turnbout River. She expected to leave the first outpost in roughly a week, and I hope that you would send an escort to ensure she makes it to you safely.”

“You believe she will be ambushed?”

“I am hoping she will be ambushed. No one outside the two of us is aware of this particular transmission Mirror, as it was something I acquired when I was young, so it isn’t possible for our enemies to know I am giving you a heads up. Even Naeri was equipped with several relics to keep her safe until you can reinforce her.”

“I assume the ambushers are to be my proof?”

“Indeed.”

Harper and Harolt fell silent once again. One in thought, as the other waited for a response.

“You understand what will happen if I am brought back? The fourth outpost is currently relying on me to ensure that it holds in the face of the waves of Cruor we are currently facing. I have no other high Tier members of the military to hold on right now.”

“I am willing to accept responsibility for this. But the city itself may fall, if Forret manages to gain control. The nobility is already flaunting their own laws, rather than the Empire’s and your own.”

“Then I will send out reinforcements to wait and watch. While you make your own preparations. I will inform you when I meet with Naeri.”

Harolt nodded his head as the mirror faded back to its reflective surface. A sense of restlessness weighed on his shoulder. Now, all he could do was wait.

            

    
        CH 48: Interlude 8

    
    
    
    
                Not long after the so-called trial was held by Count Forret, at his personal manor within the central city district, both Forret and several members of the nobility he was aligned with were in a dimly lit room.

CRASH

A table broke as Count Forret was slammed into it. A number of servants and nobles watched with regretful looks and were wincing as they watched Count Forret be beaten like a training dummy.

A man in a brown cloak stood over Count Forret, having just slammed him into the table. He was wearing a white sash with a golden man embroidered on it. A large, fanged, primate stood off to the side, looming over the maid that was watching from that portion of the room.

“Ooof!”

Count Forret grunted in pain as the wind was knocked out of him when he hit the ground. He was given a moment to catch his breath as his attacker stopped for a moment.

“Have you caught your breath?” The man asked.

“No-”

Forret was cut off as a foot stepped on his throat. The man in brown pinned Forret with his foot for several seconds, leaving it there as Forret began to desperately tap the man’s leg. His face was turning blue from lack of air.

Finally, as Forret’s movements were starting to slow down, the man removed his foot from Forret’s neck. He stepped over the downed man towards the glass cabinet within the room.

GASP

Forret immediately started taking in as much air as he could, panting with exhaustion as he gulped down air as fast as possible.

“You have no idea what the results of your stupidity today actually are, do you?”

Forret didn’t say anything, not believing the man in front of him actually wanted to hear an answer from him.

“Your actions have quite literally led to the Church of Ten preparing for war.”

Forret gulped nervously as the nobles around the room shifted uncomfortably. They stopped moving when the sharply grinning primate snorted and glared at them.

“Lord Meryn’s orders were simple. Do not directly interfere with any of our actions here in Harkem, and do not directly act against any families that include Void Mages. That way, you could be considered as nothing more than a highly opinionated noble with a distaste for Void Mages.”

The man in the brown cloak opened the cabinet in front of him and pulled out a bottle of wine. Reaching for a glass that was also in the cabinet, he filled the glass up till the brim before taking several long sips from the glass.

The nobles in the room looked on regretfully as they saw such expensive wine wasted on someone who didn’t even know how to drink it properly.

“We needed you to put a few laws into place. Restrict a few things when it came to public services. Look the other way when complaints were raised, or if incidents began to happen.”

He took another drink from the glass, this time finishing it off in one go before throwing the glass at the ground next to Forret’s head.

“NOT ATTEMPT TO DIRECTLY CAUSE PROBLEMS FOR THE MOST PROMINENT VOID MAGE TO BE BORN IN CENTURIES!”

Everybody winced as the man’s voice rattled the windows. He paused to take several breaths to calm himself down.

“As it is. You have a week to bond with a Spirit. We will be bringing you into Erenon Forrest directly. No more taking it safe. You will be going to Mount Hurst. We need you to bond with one of the Flame Spirits that call the volcano home, and you will be leaving in an hour. You will be accompanied by several of our agents, and you will bond with a Spirit, or you will not return at all. Understood?”

Forret’s jaw fell open as he heard the man’s instructions. He’d been trying for years to bond with a Spirit but had had no luck. Yet now he was being told he had to bond with a Spirit in a week.

“I... understand. But I don’t know how that can be guaranteed. It is not a human that decides to bond with a Spirit after all.”

Forret looked up at the man with a face filled with confusion and apprehension.

The man just looked down before giving a large rictus grin as he pulled out an orb from a Void Pouch hanging from his side.

The orb didn’t make sense when Forret looked at it. Even in the dimly lit room, the orb clearly shone brightly, but it was strange.

No matter what angle he looked at it from, it appeared to be a golden crystal surrounded by several inches of red liquid.

“What if that?”

The man just chuckled.

“This is the greatest Gift the Radiant Lord has ever given us. This is the key to ensuring that even the Spirits see and accept the Light as the greatest power of all. Once you attune yourself to it, any Spirit, you give it to will become bonded to you, as the light of Radiance shows it the truth.”

Forret couldn’t help but look at the man in fear.

He knew full well that members of the Cult of Light tended to brainwash most of their members. Mainly those they expected to take on roles of importance at some point in time.

Other times, the light of Radiance was simply too much for a person to bear, and so their minds began to collapse as they were bleached of all thoughts not pertaining to their faith in the Radiant Lord.

Forret had managed to avoid most of the more serious effects up to this point, as he was able to use his own Flames to brighten his soul with his own light, rather than the Radiant Lord’s, but it looked like he was going to have to take on a bit more than he was comfortable with.

The man in the brown cloak started to frown as he noticed Forret not taking the orb from him.

“Is there something wrong, Forret?”

Snapping out of his daze at the question, Forret quickly reached for the orb. Taking it from the man, he placed it in his own Void Pouch, but didn’t take any steps to attune to it.

Seeing the man’s questioning look, Forret was quick to explain himself.

“I still wish to try to find a Spirit by my own merit. I will use this if I cannot find a Spirit of my own within three days of arriving at the volcano.”

The man did not look happy but wasn’t going to argue the point right now.

“Fine.” The man said. “Just remember, even if you don’t bask in the Radiant Lord’s light right now, it won’t matter how fast you get your Spirit to the peak of Tier three, even Tier four, because you’ll still need us to push your fourth Chakra open. Unless you believe that a newly Bonded Spirit will be able to find your fourth Chakra within a couple days of bonding with you?”

“Of course not, sir. I am thankful for everything the Followers of Radiance have done for me. I greatly look forward to continuing to serve the Radiant Lord’s will.”

The man didn’t say anything as he listened to Forret speak. He was surprised to hear no lies in Forret’s statement, he really shouldn’t have been.

He knew full well that Count Forret had already seen the Truth, and because of that he was already loyal to the Radiant Lord, and their Church of Light.

The struggles Forret made to keep his pride as a noble were annoying, as the man in the cloak didn’t believe they were worth anything. Only one’s loyalty to the Light was worth anything.

“Whatever. Just get ready. The team that will be taking you to the volcano will be here soon, and you need to get going as soon as they get here.”

Forret looked shocked for a moment. He had thought the man would be coming with him.

“Are you not coming, sir?”

“No. Lord Meryn has already set out for the Ruins. If things go well, that boy will die quickly once the Titans arrive, and Lord Meryn will be able to take out Gerome with ease after his bond with his Spirit is severed. My task, and the task of no less than several dozen additional Followers of Radiance, will be to stop Naeri from getting to Duke Harper to call him back to the city.”

Forret’s eyes bulged open. His brother returning was the last thing he needed right now.

All around the room, the nobles that had allied with Forret were looking on in fear as their minds raced with the thoughts of what Duke Harper would do to them if he returned and Forret wasn’t there to contest his claim over the City.

“Good. You see how precarious our position is. Since that is the case. Go, get ready, bind a Spirit, return here by the time a week has passed, and stake your claim over this City properly. We will be holding back for the week, as preparations are made to begin enforcing our rule when you return.”

Turning away from Forret, the man strode out of the room, his Spirit following after him.

For several minutes, Forret said nothing as he continued to lie on the floor. Finally, as those who were still in the room began to fidget, Forret spoke up.

“Get out!”

The room immediately cleared out as nobles and servants alike left the room as fast as they could without running or using their mana. The last servant to leave closed the door behind them.

Forret didn’t move until several seconds after the room was emptied.

“ANCIENTS BE DAMNED!!!”

Fwoosh

A large Flame engulfed the room as Forret released his mana, turning the furniture and various items in the room to ash as the walls became barren. The paint peeling and drying out as it turned to ash.

The walls were the only thing standing as the reinforced Cavern Mana imbued stone was only a little bit charred from Forret’s outburst.

Forret himself was fine. The Flames were made and directed by his own mana, so he ensured that they didn’t burn him as he released his anger.

“You continue to haunt me, don’t you, brother.” Forret stared at the ceiling as he spoke. “Will there ever be a day, when I am not standing in your shadow, or taking care of the messes that you think are not worth your time?”

Sitting up, Forret reached into his Void Pouch, pulling out the orb he had been given by the Church of Light envoy that he was beholden to.

He truly didn’t want to use it. He knew that he was loyal to the Radiant Lord, but he also knew that the blind zealotry he’d seen in those who basked in the Light without restraint was a very self-destructive thing.

Yet he could no longer hold to his pride. He had already sold out his service, his home, his titles, his authority, and his city, all to overcome his brother.

Would giving up his soul to the one who’d shown him the light, and had kept all his promises so far, really the worst thing that could happen to him?

As he thought about it, he recalled his brother’s temperament. His unyielding sense of duty, and his unrelenting desire to fight against the Cruor, and all that would harm the Empire that had given their family so much.

Knowing that his brother was very much the kind of man that would kill him for his transgressions, defying his brother’s personal laws being the lesser of most of his crimes, Count Forret Harkem knew what he needed to do if he wanted not just to rule, but to survive the upcoming trials.

Entering into a meditative trance, he reached out with his soul to touch the orb held in his hand.

His vision was immediately assaulted with a blinding golden light as his fears and regrets were washed away. A smile kept up his face as he saw what he could only imagine was the appearance of the Ancient Radiance.

Exiting his trance, feeling himself now connected to the orb in his hand. Forret opened his eyes.

One red. One Gold.



Within a darkened room there were six featureless figures illuminated by different colored lights.

A seventh light also shone, but no figure was within it.

“Word has been received from Meryn. He has arrived at the Ruins and is awaiting the arrival of the Reaching Spires and Stormy Clouds. The necessary pure mana crystals for opening the Void Lock are also there.”

The five of the figures nodded their heads in approval. The gray colored figure merely looked on.

“I still feel like this is a waste of resources.”

All the figures turned to the gray one.

“So, you would allow a Chaos bringer to continue living?!” The red figure exclaimed.

“No, I would not, but we are talking about the deaths of two Tier four figures. One of which is Hunter. We do not have the manpower to fill in the gaps should either of them fall, let alone both. Harkem City is a border city after all. The fact that the Duke is near is the only reason they haven’t suffered more losses. The natural barriers can only do so much. Especially if the Deep Cruors decide to attack.”

“That won’t happen.” The red figure said.

“I didn’t know you were a Broodlord.” The gray figure said back.

“YOU DARE!”

“Enough.”

The red and gray figures fell silent as the gold figure spoke up.

“Typhos, we have talked about this. The Void Mage child must die. His prominence is nothing more than a threat. One that we cannot allow to grow stronger. If he is allowed to progress until he eventually joins the Cruor, he will certainly be the one who undoes the locks on the Broods.”

The gray figure said nothing as the gold figure continued to speak.

“I know you think the loss of Tier four Mages is too much of a cost, but with the protections that this Void Mage has, it would be too difficult to get rid of him within the city. Not without significant losses on our end, especially when we are so close to claiming our first city in the name of the Radiant Lord.”

“Praise!”

The figures all spoke in unison as they praised the lord that had shown them the Light.

“Will we even be able to keep it? You know that Forret is incredibly weak willed. I have no doubt that he will lose his reason the moment he attunes himself to the Orb of Revelation. The feedback from the forced bonding of a Tier three Spirit will also damage his soul. I don’t think it will take more than a year before his soul joins the Lord in full. At which point, he won’t be able to serve our interests anymore.”

The other figures looked at each other. Not a single one of them was disloyal to the Radiant Lord, else they wouldn’t be here, but they had to admit that Typhos had a point.

“The strain caused by such a forced bonding is not something a man like Forret can endure, especially after the blessing that will raise him to Tier four. When Harper inevitably finds out what happened, he will no doubt hunt us down like rabid beasts.”

Typhos’ voice was raised as he looked at his fellow Followers of Radiance.

“That’s a Tier five Hunter that will be searching for us.”

Typhos let his peers think about what he’d said. Eventually, the gold figure spoke up again.

“That’s only if he manages to reach Tier five. There is no guarantee, and even if he does. He will only have a year before he is directed to the Empire’s sanctuary ground, where he will remain as a protector and deterrent against any massive incursions.”

“The fact that you believe he’ll follow those directions shows a great deal of blind faith in people who are not loyal to our cause.”

“Regardless, it doesn’t matter. Forret has attuned to the orb.”

There was a pause.

“I thought he was going to wait. That’s what Knight Clarks said in his last transmission, wasn’t it?”

The gold figure nodded.

“Indeed, but apparently Clarks’ parting words had an effect on Count Forret. He will likely bond with the first Tier three Flame Spirit he can find. Meaning we can be more careful during the blessing.”

“What color are his eyes?”

The gold figure fell silent at Typhos’ question. His gray colored robes concealing the look of contempt on his face but hiding none of what was projected through his voice.

The gold figure said nothing. Knowing that it would simply confirm Typhos’ concerns.

Typhos just sighed in frustration.

“If Meryn survives, we will need to send him back up. A newly risen tier four will likely be needed to help keep Forret in check, else he will go off into the Desolate Lands on his own and not come back.”

Typhos' figure appeared to rub its forehead before he continued.

“Although, perhaps he’ll start a massacre in broad daylight instead, as he goes to immediately fulfill the Radiant Lord’s desires to see all Void Mages purged.”

“What do you mean, ‘If Meryn survives”?

Typhos was surprised at hearing the figure in green speak up. He hadn’t thought that anyone would care about that part of his tirade over the others.

“I won’t deny your concerns, as I believe they are legitimate. But Meryn is one of the Tier four leaders of our Church. Yet you are assuming he will die. Why is that?”

The rest of the figures looked at Typhos once again.

“If the child doesn’t die quickly, Meryn will certainly lose in a one on one fight with Gerome.”

“And before you say anything, the Reaching Spires made enemies of the Roaring Ruins during the last expedition. They will certainly look for an opportunity to fight, if given the chance.”

“... It’s too late to back out now. So, we will just need to have faith in the Light of Radiance.”

“Praise!”

“For now. The situation in Harkem is at the point of no return. How are the other projects doing?”

The blue figure spoke up first.

“We have managed to set up our own settlement in the far north but spreading our Light has been difficult. The Spirits there are Tier two at the lowest, and at Tier four they are worshiped like Ancients.”

“Blasphemy!” The red figure yelled.

“Indeed, but they are primitive people who have long regressed since the Age of Despair. As it is, our plans are on track, and no assistance is needed at this time.”

The figures all nodded in acknowledgement.

“The capital is being difficult. They refuse to permit the open worship of any Church except the Church of Ten. While quiet worship isn’t prevented, preaching is, and given the number of Nobles with long histories, it has been difficult to baptize any of the lost children with any influence. Worse yet, given the number of Tier fours that call the capital home, the few times any children saw the light, it was doused before it could take root.”

The figure in violet stated.

“As it is, we haven’t succeeded in gaining a foothold, but we can’t afford to risk anymore people coming to the city, else we get caught, and removed in full.”

The figures then turned to the gray colored Typhos.

“The Alliance has continued production of airships. Our holdings still control thirty percent of the companies that make them. Anymore, and we will come under suspicion.”

“Regardless, we are gaining traction with the Merchant Kings, and will have at least one family under our banner within the next few years. As intended.”

All the figures nodded at the gray figure. He might’ve been the most frustrating and least faithful of them all, but he had always done his duty, and no one could fault his results.

“Moving on. How are the excursions going to the south doing?”

The conversations continued for some hours as several plans were laid bare. The problems going on in Harkem had faded from the forefront of their minds.

All but Typhos’, who couldn’t help but go over in his head, the various Cavern Hunters they had that were ready to join this council of the Radiant Lord.



Three days had passed since Count Forret and the group of Tier three Hunters from the Cult of Light had arrived at Mount Hurst.

“Hurry! We need to get to the inner regions of the volcano if we wish to find any of the truly worthy Spirits!” Forret called out as he waved his hands to gesture to the Hunters to move forward.

Many of them were sweating in the extreme heat as lava flowed freely. Tier two Spirits stayed far away from them, instinctively knowing that nothing good would chrome from getting closer.

At the same time, rarely any Tier three Spirits had appeared. Many had run from the group as soon as they became aware of the Hunters stalking them.

Usually, they just jumped into a lava flow and escaped that way, but some had gone so far as to dig straight into the ground, or fly away as fast as possible to get away.

Now, however, it would be difficult for any Tier three Spirits to run. The Cavern Hunters and their Spirits were hardening the ground so that they wouldn’t be dug through as easily, and the few flying Spirits were up and alert as they scoured the skies.

“The next Tier three Spirit we see, we go for!” Forret’s face widened into a rictus grin as he looked over the Followers of Radiance that were following him. “The Radiant Lord is with us. His light will shine brightly on us to ensure we receive our just rewards.”

A sense of power flowed through him as he looked down from an elevated position at the Hunters supporting him. His mind had begun to fade, and he was now as zealous as Markus and Aldor when it came to his faith in the so-called Radiant Lord.

CRACK!

Suddenly, the ground in front of the group opened up. A large figure rose from the ground. A red winged reptilian creature rose from the ground.

Molten rock flowed down its back, not even beginning to cool as the heat from its body was so hot it remained a liquid even in the open air.

The Spirit was quite large, and it glared at the humans in front of it in fury.

For days now it had watched with an uneasy feeling as its fellow Spirits ran from this group of Hunters. Finally, it could no longer hold back its anger towards those that had trespassed in its territory.

It was only at the peak of Tier three, but it knew that it outclassed many of the Spirits in front of it. It was one of the few territory holders of Mount Hurst after all.

Glaring at Forret, who had begun laughing in rapturous joy, the Spirit reared back, intent on killing the one it felt danger from as soon as possible.

Throwing caution to the wind, Forret ran forward, ignoring the cries of objection behind him. Pulling out the orb he was gifted from his Void Pouch, he channeled his mana as quickly as he could.

The orb began to glow as flames from the draconic Spirit engulfed his body, but no burns seemed to appear. Instead, he made his way to the Spirit without injury, and placed the orb upon its body, wherein it sank into the side of the Spirit, still shining with a golden red light.

Roaring in pain, the Spirit was slowly covered in bands of golden light that surrounded its body like intricate tattoos spanning from head to toe and highlighting the red scales that covered it.

Finally, after what couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, but felt like hours to the various Hunters in the group, the roars died down.

The Spirit opened its eyes. One red, one gold.

“AHAHAHAHAHAH!!!” Forret cackled as he felt the bond forming in his mind. The light within growing ever brighter.

“Lucius. I’m happy to share the Light with you.”

Nothing more was said as the party quietly returned to the city. Another step of their plan was now complete.



A few days after Naeri left the outpost and separated from the Guilds she was traveling with.

Trees parted and waved their branches as their roots dug up from the ground as Naeri channeled her mana to manipulate the forest around her.

Numerous Spirits and mundane animals fled in fear as the landscape was torn asunder. Umbral Beasts were ripped apart as a group of half a dozen Tier three Hunters chased Naeri through the forest of Erenon as they attacked her with the intent to kill.

Several of their number had already been killed from being pierced by branches and roots.

Clarks, who had found himself covered in cuts and half healed scars, was regretting everything right now. There had originally been a dozen of them, but they had failed to take into account that Naeri might’ve reached the peak of Tier four by this point.

It was rare that a Scholar desired to continue improving when it was impossible for them to reach a higher Tier. The fact that they were all ninth Step Tier three Hunters at least meant that they should’ve had an advantage, as Naeri would need to expend more mana to defend against a greater number of attacks than they would, so long as they weren’t clumped together.

“STRIKERS!!!” Clark called out as they reached an area with slightly less foliage.

Naeri lowered her body closer to the ground, slowing down slightly as she waved her hands, causing what trees were near to grow and bend as lightning rained down from the sky.

The bolts were partially diverted to the trees that Naeri had bent to cover her body as she continued to run as fast as she could.

Two of the Hunters following Clark nearly fell to the ground after expending so much mana. But Clark felt that it was worth it, as he knew that Naeri was having to expend a large amount of mana to keep herself safe.

“Fire!”

Three Hunters then grouped together, two Flame Hunters and a Tempest Hunter. They and their Spirits focused their mana into a typhoon of fire that wrapped around the area.

Naeri, who was forced to slow down from the lightning raining down on her, was forced to stop as the forest in front of her was set ablaze.

Panting in exertion, Naeri turned towards her pursuers. By now the lightning had stopped falling down, and the two Hunters that had called it forth were leaning heavily on their Spirits.

“So, this is it then. A wretched cult to a false figure kills me, to prevent their plans from coming to fruition.” Naeri said as she shifted into a combative stance. She refused to die without a fight.

“The Radiant Lord is not a false figure! He is the one who will lead us to the destruction of the Cruor, once and for all.” Clark exclaimed.

His voice was steady, however, and a stark contrast to the zealous Markus and Aldor.

“What is the destruction of the Cruor worth, if humanity dies along with it?” Naeri asked. “I know full well that you have no intention of allowing humans that do not follow your faith to live once you cultists come into power.”

“Once the Chaos bringers are dead, and their taint is removed from this world, there will be no need to have any faith beyond that of the Radiant Lord. Harkem will prove it once we get control.”

Naeri’s stance relaxed as she lowered her arms.

“I see. I wonder if this is enough?”

“So long as Void Mages are permitted to exist, our actions will never be enough.” Clark stated.

“She’s not talking to you.”

SLASH

“AAAAAARRRGG!!!” Clark screamed in pain.

Blood flew through the air as Clarks arms were removed from his body by a sword that seemed to appear from thin air.

A sudden gust of wind blew out the fires that surrounded the Hunters from the Cult of Light. The air rippled for a moment as a screen of light shattered.

Several Hunters and their Spirits appeared from where they were previously concealed by the Radiant Hunter standing in the middle with a crystal tipped staff raised into the air.

“YOU-!!”

CRACK

A gray goat with silver horns standing several feet tall at the shoulder brought down its head onto Clark and his Spirit, knocking them both out.

The rest of the Cult’s Hunters tried to defend themselves or run away, but they were quickly subdued due to the difference in remaining mana.

“Are you alright, Grand Scholar Naeri?” Duke Harper asked as he ignored what was happening around him.

“I am indeed. I thank you for your timely support, your message was a relief when I received it this morning. I have several papers for you regarding the going ons in your city.”

“Hmm. Knowing that you would be ambushed is the only reason we were able to provide aid, so thank your friend, Grand Scholar Harolt, when you return. For now, please come with us. We will discuss things when we get to the outpost.”

“Very well. But please, take these first, so that I know they are safe.”

Naeri handed over a Void Pouch, removing her connection to it as she did, and allowing Duke Harper to attune to it instead.

“My thanks.” He said before turning to his personnel. “Are the prisoners properly bound?”

“Yes, Duke Harper!”

“Then let us be off.”

The various Spirits grew in size as they were mounted by their bonded Mages. The cultists and their Spirits were bound in various ways to be efficiently carried to the outpost.

Naeri climbed onto Duke Harper’s Spirit, settling down for the trip. Nothing more was said as the Empire’s Hunters set off at top speed.

            

    
        CH 49: Exploring the Ruins

    
    
    
    
                Blearily opening his eyes, Ezekiel slowly returned to consciousness as he felt his mana reach full capacity once again. Feeling the mana within him once again reach the fifth Step of Tier one, he could tell that he’d been unconscious for at least five hours.

Taking as deep a breath as he could without injuring himself, he tried to push himself up.

“Eerrg!”

He let out a quiet grunt of pain as he felt several injuries flare up as he reopened what he could feel were fairly large bruises and scabbed over cuts.

Relaxing his body as best he could, he began thinking of methods to get out of this situation.

‘Wait! I still have those bandages that Issa gave me!’ he remembered.

Letting out several grunts of pain and suffering some lightheadedness as he reopened some of his wounds, E managed to successfully get his bandages from his pack.

Before using them, however, he sat himself up against the wall and channeled his mana to inspect his body.

He found that there were several pieces of shrapnel still inside his body, as well as several cracks and injuries to his bones and other internals.

Worst of all were his legs, which were practically shredded and filled with bits of metal.

Knowing that there wasn’t anything else that he could do about it, Ezekiel grabbed the sheath of his sword and put it in his mouth.

Still channeling his mana, he quickly pulled out all the shrapnel in his legs before wrapping his legs up in the enchanted bandages as fast as he could.

Gritting his teeth so hard that he heard the sheath crack in his mouth.

They were quickly soaked in blood as he reopened all his wounds. But he could feel the Life magic from the bandages quickly working.

Better yet, it seemed like Void mana’s ability to enhance other forms of mana and magic also applied to the magic within the bandages.

Looking down at his legs, Ezekiel could see the flesh regrowing and knitting back together again.

It seemed like Issa’s statement regarding the effectiveness of these bandages was only in regard to other types of mana.

Even after his legs were fully healed, Ezekiel could tell that the enchantments still had power in them, having mostly used his Void Mana as opposed to the bandages Life mana.

Grabbing his sword, Ezekiel grits his teeth for the next part that he was dreading.

Holding the tip of the blade towards himself, he stabbed into his own flesh several times in order to remove more of the shrapnel that had gotten stuck inside him.

Grunting in pain as he was forced to cut himself open to remove the shrapnel, he did his best to fight through the pain, feeling fortunate that he didn’t accidentally knock himself out in the process.

Unfortunately, healing these wounds seemed to use the last of the bandage’s power as well.

Worse yet, most of the shrapnel was in his back. It was only a few pieces, as he had mostly managed to reinforce his body, and his pack had covered his torso when the explosion went off.

Wincing as he stood up and feeling the tightness in his muscles as they were forcibly and poorly healed, Ezekiel forced himself to his feet, using his sword as a crutch.

“Oooof!”

Only to slip and fall on his face when his sword slipped out beneath him.

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Ezekiel used the wall for support this time as he climbed to his feet. Catching his breath as he did and taking a better look at the walls and ground in the process.

Everything was smooth. It reminded him of what the floors of a hospital might’ve looked like in his past life. Nothing looked carved, but it wasn’t like concrete either.

He’d never seen such smooth stone in his life, and he could tell that it was reinforced with mana, making it far tougher than most stonework would be.

Barely able to see, even with his enhanced vision from channeling his mana. Ezekiel knew that the only choice he had was to move forward.

Hopefully he would find something that could get him out of this situation. Maybe even help out the others from the Roaring Titans.

Making his way down the hallway, feeling an annoying itch from his remaining wounds, especially the areas with shrapnel still in them, he noticed that there seemed to be seams running horizontally along the walls.

Looking back to see how far he was from the Void Lock, he decided to take a chance once he got far enough away that he could barely see it.

Channeling his mana into the seam on the wall, he flinched back in pain as his eyes were bathed in bright light, illuminating over a dozen feet worth of the hallway in both directions. All spread out from the point where he had channeled his mana.

Allowing his eyes to refocus, he realized that the ‘seam’ in the walls was actually an incredibly tiny Runic script that glowed with light as mana was channeled through it.

He couldn’t tell what level of enchantment these Runes were, but he could tell that it was far more advanced than anything he’d seen before.

If he was right, then, rather than being carved, a Cavern Mage actually shaped the stone when it was reinforced to make these engravings.

Taking a chance to catch his breath, Ezekiel realized that the light was slowly fading, but the amount of mana he’d used was almost nothing.

A single mote was all it took to light up nearly thirty feet worth of distance. This would make traveling through the Ruins of this Temple of the Void much easier.

Continuing to travel down the seemingly endless hallway, Ezekiel finally noticed something that he hadn’t when the hall was still dark. It seemed like this hallway was actually very slightly curved. Likely wrapping around whatever was in the other hallway he hadn’t taken when he was running from Aldor.

Finally, Ezekiel found himself in front of another Void Lock.

However, unlike with the other Locks he had seen, this one had glowing writing across the top of it. Writing that lit up much like the light strips along the walls.

“Second Archive.” Ezekiel read aloud as he read the words above the Void Lock.

Ezekiel was somewhat excited. This was exactly what he was hoping to find. Someplace that might have more information. More answers.

Afterall, turning back would force him to fight Aldor, and he wasn’t confident about facing a Tier two Hunter, Spirit, combination that desperately wanted to kill him.

Bracing himself, just in case something was behind it, Ezekiel opened the Void Lock.

The wall of stars disappeared in an instant. Behind it was a dark room with no lights, but Ezekiel could make out nauseous bookshelves that were filled to the brim with texts.

Remembering from his past life that books as old as these were going to have experienced some decay, Ezekiel was careful to examine them as he entered the room.

But as he got closer to the books, it seemed like there wasn’t anything he needed to worry about. Even in the dim light, it seemed like there was no damage to any of the books. As if time itself hadn’t been able to touch them. They were all nearly pristine from what Ezekiel could see from in the dark.

Being as careful as he could, he reached out and gently tapped the spine of one of the books.

Feeling a resistance in line with the books from the Harkem Library, Ezekiel pulled gently, then harder, until eventually the book came free from its place between two others on the shelf.

Opening it gently, he ran his fingers over the pages. Nothing happened.

Feeling more confident, he walked back to the now closed Void Lock and activated the lights.

This time, he decided to put a full one hundred motes of mana into it. Covering his face in preparation, he was able to stave off the glaring brightness as the entire room lit up.

Dozens of rows with numerous books were within the room, as well as several desks and workstations where Ezekiel could see broken supplies and tattered books.

Further in the room were few items that Ezekiel did not know the origin of that were broken.

Several seemed to be tools, but more seemed to have resemblances to relics he had heard of and had been described to him by Hunters from the Titans.

Bringing up his sword, Ezekiel reinforced himself far more than before. As far as he knew, there shouldn’t have been any reason for the damage in this room to be present.

Walking around, Ezekiel saw several markings on the ground. Jagged and rough, he could tell that they weren’t created by a steel weapon.

Minor scorch marks supported this theory but meant that it couldn’t have been made by the Cruor, but instead it must’ve been a Flame Spirit.

Making his way around the room, he found two more doorways, but it didn’t seem like there was anything alive in this room besides him.

He even did his best to examine the ceiling in order to see if anything was somehow hiding up there.

Seeing that there wasn’t anything to be afraid of at the moment, Ezekiel took the time to examine the books, reading the various titles of the ones that were still intact.

He also found that, beyond the shelves that were full, there were also several that were collapsed and empty.

Making his way over to what seemed to be a reception area of some sort. Ezekiel managed to find what looked to be a directory for the books, as well as a couple of personal journals and some coins within the drawer he found.

Looking for anything that could help him figure out the layout of these ruins, he found a title for a book called “Geography of the World.”

Going over to the shelf that the book was supposed to be on, Ezekiel quickly flipped through it, finding a map that correlated to what he knew of the nearby geography, allowing him to find out the name of the Ruins from when it was a city.

“Senera, the City of Flowers.” Ezekiel muttered as he found his location.

From the drawings within the pages of the book Ezekiel could tell that this city was once a beautiful area with a wondrous scenery.

From what he knew from Harken’s history regarding the local areas, the Rot used to have a large presence in this region, before the Cruor shifted regions due to the eventual lack of Life mana that was best for Rot propagation.

Given how abundant in Life mana a city like Senera must’ve been, it was almost certain that the Rot’s presence in this region was significantly higher than what their current history indicated.

It might even be possible that the Rot held a significant amount of territory before the Bone and Fang Cruor held control of this area of the Desolate Lands.

Now knowing what the Ruins were called, Ezekiel began looking for books with information regarding the city itself, including a basic outline of the city structure and significant buildings.

Learning more about the Temple he was in after finding the relevant information, he found out that the name of the last Grand Scholar of this Temple of the Void was named Joan Vermily.

She was a Tier three Life Mage, one of the many that called Senera home.

Making sure to keep note of the name, Ezekiel grabbed a few books regarding the city that he thought might be helpful for the Guild when he got out of here, as well as at least one book pertaining to techniques for each of the elements.

It made his pack a bit heavier, but there wasn’t much he could do but live with the extra weight.

Taking one last look around the room, Ezekiel decided it was time to head out, so he looked at the two different doors. Neither one was labeled this time, but they were on different walls, one across from the Void Lock and one next to it, so he didn’t think they lead to the same areas.

Taking out one of the coins he’d found in a desk, he flipped it into the air to determine which way he should go.

“Tails.” He muttered as he turned to the door in the wall next to the Void Lock.

With his direction determined, he began to explore once again.



After wandering around the new area for a while, he figured out that the area he was in was similar to the private quarters with the personal research rooms and individual areas for the different Scholars of the Temple.

Allowing the lights along the wall to be lit as he made progress, he didn’t light them up in full, as he hoped that he’d be able to retain most of his mana should he run into anything.

During his time in this area he’d found that most of the rooms were cleaned out from whenever they had evacuated.

It also seemed like there wasn’t any damage in this area, compared to the damage that he’d found in the Second Archive.

Outside of a few more coins, as money was apparently the last thing they needed, it seemed like there wasn’t anything of value for him right now.

However, one thing that he found incredibly strange was the condition that everything was in. There was little to no dust, and it seemed like there was no decay in any of the objects he’d found.

It seemed like there was something going on with the Temple that neither himself nor anyone else in the Empire was aware of.

He’d likely only find out if he managed to make his way to the Quintessa Temple of the Void at some point in the future.

He was also very cautious, as he knew that somewhere in these Ruins was an area where the Cruor were sealed and locked away, at least for a little while. So, he didn’t want to go wherever they might be. He knew he wasn’t likely to survive if he did.

It seemed like this area was almost fully explored, however, so it was likely he was going to have to take another chance when he made his way back to the Second Archive.

It seemed like luck was on his side, however, as it seemed like the last room he needed to explore was the room belonging to Joan Vermily. The additional colors and designs indicated someone of a higher Tier owned this room.

Opening the door to the room, Ezekiel slowly peeked in not expecting anything different, but still cautious all the same.

“gah!”

He immediately let out a yelp of fright and leapt backward from the door after taking a look inside.

Taking a moment to calm his heavily beating heart, Ezekiel forced himself to go and open the door once again. This time making his way inside without flinching backward.

Inside the room was a large desk on the opposite side of the room, facing the door.

Scattered around the room were a number of devices that seemed to be used for sensing mana and preserving different plants. As well as cabinets filled with elixirs of varying colors and types.

But the thing that grabbed Ezekiel’s attention the most was the still mostly intact corpse sitting at the desk. Her face was partially cut open, and black mold was running down half her body.

From what he could tell, it seemed like she had been infected and poisoned by the Rot before dying, but the Rot hadn’t managed to feed off her body, dying alongside her.

The most confusing thing to him, however, was the lack of any trails leading to or from this room. It seemed like she hadn’t allowed the Rot to escape and spread from her body as she and it had killed each other.

Making his way to the desk, Ezekiel took a look at the different items laying on the desk. The one thing that stood out the most was the journal she seemed to have been writing in before she died. A pen still resting loosely in her hand.

Slowly taking the journal away from her, Ezekiel began to read, skipping to the end to find out what had happened here, and to see if there was any information regarding the Cruor that still resided inside the Temple ruins.



Entry One Hundred Seven: Senera’s defenses are starting to fail. It seems like the Rot have decided that the City of Flowers would make a fine target for the new territory. They likely hope to gather enough mana to further widen the crack in the Grand Seal.

Unfortunately for them, this Temple doesn’t have what they are looking for.

Our Relics are not as old as they believe, regardless of the age of our Temple. Most have been moved to other Temples far away or given to the Church of Ten. The only major Relic that still remains is the Void Core that the Ancient Void placed in the foundations of the Temple.

However, even the authority granted to me by the Temple Emblem as the Grand Scholar can’t grant me access to that area. Only a true Void Mage can go there, so I know that the Ancient Void’s legacy within this Temple will be safe.

Entry One Hundred Eight: It seems like the City has been overrun. As it stands, the Temple has been evacuated, and I am the only Scholar remaining.

This is not a bad thing, however, as I am the only one that can control the defenses the Ancient Void constructed in all his Temples. Of the Ten Temples built by the Ancient Void, ours is one of the last three still standing after the Cruor Tide began destroying the rest.

It shames me that I couldn’t protect this Temple from the taint that is the Cruor, but I saw no other options that would allow the survivors of the city escape, as well as to destroy as many Cruor as possible.

The page was ripped, and a few scribbles cut off what was written before the entry continued.

As it is, I know that I will die here, but hopefully I can take that bastard with me. I know that a Tier three like me cannot take out what I assume is a Tier four being like the Spreading Ooze, but who knows. Maybe a miracle will happen. I stand within a home built by the Ancient Void after all.

Entry One Hundred Nine: I’ve won. I managed to use a Relic that had enough power stored in it to kill the Spreading Ooze. But it seems like his death knells summoned forth a number of his spawn from his evaporating corpse.

There’s nothing I can do about the Cruor in the city, but I can at least ensure that the Rot that have overrun the Temple can never leave. Hopefully the lack of mana for them to feed on will kill them all off. To that end I ran as fast as I could to my personal study, as the control node for the Temple was in here, and I needed both it and my Emblem to seal off the Temple in full. As well as killing every Rot I saw and using was mana I retained to ensure that it couldn’t spread after my death.

On the off chance that someone manages to get inside and read this. I leave you all that remains from my personal effects. I have no need for them in death. Make good use of them. Hold the Ancient Void in your heart and kill as many Cruor as you can.



There were numerous entries prior to these three, but it explained much of what he needed to know. He now knew why the Rot were still alive within the Temple, having been sealed inside to cut them off from the fight.

It seemed like they were sealed in various areas of the Temple, not just the entrance area.

But apparently the final Grand Scholar didn’t know that the Temple would be preserved when fully sealed.

He couldn’t help but let out a small shiver as he thought of the remaining Rot still within the Temple. He didn’t want to consider what would’ve happened if Grand Scholar Joan hadn’t cleared out this area already.

A thought then occurred to him. Was the area outside of the Void Lock totally cleared? He hadn’t seen any Cruor when running from Aldor, nor did it seem like there were any remains when Aldor and the Spires were hiding in wait, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any there.

‘Hopefully Aldor runs into them before I do. One less problem for me to deal with at least.’ Ezekiel thought to himself.

Moving on, Ezekiel began exploring the room further.

A few of the things he discovered were the Emblem that Grand Scholar Joan used in order to have authority over the Temple’s magic, the second was an empty Void Pouch, and finally, there were the numerous potions and elixirs within the cabinets.

After attuning to the Void Pouch, he took some time to label all the potions according to the information in the cabinet and downed one of them at the same time.

“Erk!” He let loose a grunt of pain as he felt the last remaining shrapnel that he’d been doing his best to ignore force itself from his body.

A mild burning sensation ran its way through his body as he felt the effects of the potion run their course.

Taking a moment to examine his body, he was overjoyed to see that the Tier three healing potion was effective, and it seemed like all his injuries had disappeared.

Throwing everything into the Void Pouch, Ezekiel then examined the emblem he’d taken from Grand Scholar Joan’s body.

The moment he attuned himself to the emblem, blueprints and information regarding the Temple of the Void he was in immediately filled his mind, bringing him to his knees as the information bombarded his every thought.

A pulling sensation also invaded his thoughts, attempting to drag him to somewhere he couldn’t see.

Dropping into a meditative trance, the pain in his mind faded and began to settle as the information organized itself into his already existing memories.

He couldn’t help but let out a curse as he realized the full extent of the Cruor that still remained in the Temple.

The floor that he was on didn’t have anything left, at least not in the area he was in, but according to the Runic enchantments he could access due to the emblem, he could tell that there were at least two more subfloors that were fully infested.

It was like a forest of fungi and mold people.

Worse yet, while Grand Scholar Joan had managed to kill the Tier four Rot with the aid of now destroyed Relics, there were still half a dozen Tier three Rot remaining.

Checking the path that he had come from; he could also see Aldor and his Spirit exploring the rest of the floor where he was stuck.

It seemed like there wasn’t much to find. As he had run into the Void Lock that was cutting off the infested areas. A Lock that the idiot was trying to break through.

A small ticking sensation attracted Ezekiel’s attention as he continued to examine the emblem.

His blood seemed to chill in his veins as the information regarding the sensation came to the forefront of his mind.

The Void Locks were breaking down.

According to the information in the emblem, the Void Locks fed off the Void Core left behind by the Ancient Void.

As the knowledge of the Void Core invaded his thoughts, the pulling sensation grew stronger.

However, after so many years of disuse, it seemed like the destruction of the first Void Lock resulted in damage occurring to the enchantments.

The Void Locks were no longer being fueled.

Worse yet, it seemed like the Rot had woken up well before he had gotten here as well, since they were doing everything that they could to break the Locks that were sealing them inside. Chipping away slowly over the course of several months.

They were slowly succeeding.

From what he could tell from his connection to the enchantments, it would only take a dozen more times opening the Void Locks, or the destruction of just one more, for every single one of the remaining Locks to fail, releasing a practical horde of Rot Cruor into the city.

It seemed this was also something the Grand Scholar Joan hadn’t been aware of, as she didn’t think the Rot would’ve been able to break free no matter what they tried.

Although, there was no way she would know that the Void Locks would break, destroying the enchantments that kept them fueled.

Digging deeper into the information in the emblem, he realized there was only one way to stop the Rot from breaking out and killing his entire party from the Titans.

There seemed to be a back door behind the Second Storage area, which was also on this side of the Temple. If he could get to it, he would be able to directly descend to the lowest floor.

From there, only one room stood between him and the Void Core, that only he could access, as both a Void Mage and the emblem holder. The room didn’t even have a Tier three Rot within. Only a couple of Tier twos.

Not only that, but the sensation pulling him towards the Void Core grew stronger and stronger. He couldn’t help but think that there was something there that might give him answers.

Taking a few deep breaths to affirm his decision, Ezekiel left the quarters of the Grand Scholar.



Making his way to the Second Storage area, the first thing he did was stare in shock at the number of mana crystals left behind.

There were several dozen of each type, including pure crystals. But he refrained from using any, as a sudden increase in his mana would prove that he’d used treasures found in the Ruins.

He could literally feel a tightening sensation in his chest from the contract they were all forced to agree to in order to get the Roaring Ruins Guild’s help.

So, with much reluctance, he did not immediately absorb the pure crystals to get to a higher Step of power. Regretting his prior choices, as it meant that he wouldn’t be able to fight in his best possible state.

The second thing he did was attune to a few more of the Void Pouches inside. He then filled them with everything that he could find within the storage area.

Finally, when there was nothing left to hold, Ezekiel walked over to one of the back walls.

At first glance, there was nothing there. But upon placing the Grand Scholar’s emblem on the wall, several lines appeared as a section of the wall shifted and sank inwards.

A hidden backdoor opened, leading a short way to a lift that would bring him down to the lowest floor.

Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel gave a short prayer to the Ancient Void. Hoping that he would find what he needed to at the bottom of the Temple, and that he would survive for long enough to get there.

He didn’t actually care about killing all the Rot right now. He knew that, even if they did escape, they’d be wiped out by the combined forces of the Guilds above ground.

But that didn’t mean that his party at the entrance would survive, nor did it mean that he’d get to see the people he loved ever again.

The only regret he really had was that if he died, he was going to be directly responsible for Gerome’s death, if the old man hadn’t finished off that Cult of Light Hunter by now.

Given the number of hours that had passed by this point, he’d hoped that the battles would be finished, but there was always a chance they’d retreated or regrouped, so he couldn’t be certain.

“Stop.” Ezekiel muttered to himself.

The pulling sensation was making him dizzy at this point, and the excess thoughts and worries weren’t helping him focus on his goal.

He knew he couldn’t be distracted right now, so he forced himself to focus on the current problem. Reactivating the Void Core to make sure the Void Locks wouldn’t break down and find out why he was being drawn to the root of the Temple.

Stepping into the hidden area, Ezekiel walked toward the lift that would take him straight into a nightmare. He could only hope that everything he’d been through up to this point would be enough for him to survive.

            

    
        CH 50: Aftermath and the Rot

    
    
    
    
                As the lift taking Ezekiel to the bottom of the Temple’s underground floors continued to slowly descend. He couldn’t help but allow his thoughts to wander.

Was there a better way than this? Was there something else that he could do to stop this? Were the answers he was seeking worth risking his life for? Would his actions actually make a difference?

These and many other questions ran through Ezekiel’s mind.

Thinking back on it, he realized that the best option might’ve been to sneak past Aldor and try his luck outside the area behind the Void Lock.

The biggest problem with this was the fact that he didn’t know what the situation outside was like right now, so he couldn’t determine if he’d be walking out to an ambush from the Spires and the Cult of Light.

He also couldn’t defeat Aldor in a fight right now, as he’d be forced to fight both Aldor and his Spirit.

He might’ve had an extra life due to Lina’s gift, but that didn’t mean that he could just throw his life away needlessly, just to beat Aldor.

He also hadn’t told anyone else about this gift, as he wanted to keep it as a trump card just in case.

As he ran different scenarios through his head, he found himself becoming more confident about his choice.

If his survival depended on his ability to run away, then running to the Void Core, a place that only he could access, was the best bet right now.

Rather than just waiting for his eventual death should Aldor manage to break the Void Lock somehow. That, or starving to death while trapped within the Temple.

Worse yet, the plan was originally for the whole team to explore the Temple alongside him, but now that he was alone, he was worried that Gerome, or one of the other Tier fours, would try to break open the Void Lock forcefully.

This would take some time, and leave them quite weak, which meant that when the broken Lock led to the failure of all the other Locks, they would be quickly overrun by the Rot inside.

As the lift reached the bottom floor, Ezekiel braced himself.

He knew that there would still be a short hallway before he met with the Rot, but he still felt it necessary to be cautious.

Glancing down to make sure the boots that Quentin had given him were tightly secured on his feet, Ezekiel stepped out of the lift, sword held at the ready, and mana already channeling through his body. He knew he wasn’t ready, but he would move toward his goal all the same.



Outside the Temple of the Void, near the entrance of the city where the Reaching Spires attempted to ambush the Wandering Titans.

Fires blazed as countless bodies were burned in pyres.

Leaving bodies behind in mass would attract more Cruor to their location. As would the fires, however, allowing the Cruor to feast on their bodies would simply make them stronger.

“Have the bodies been dealt with yet?” Gerome asked as he sat on a fallen pillar.

“From what we can tell, there are no more bodies that need to be dealt with at the moment. The pyres have been lit, and there are several patrols keeping a look out for possible Cruor attacks.”

The team captain of the Wandering Titans that was speaking with Gerome held a manifest with a list of names. It was a list that was distributed to all the Guilds taking part in this expedition.

The symbol on the top left corner showed that this was the list of members from the Reaching Spires. Beneath it was a list from the Stormy Clouds.

Several dozens of names had been crossed off. Indicating that they were deceased from the fight that had occurred previously. The names that still remained indicated the members that fled.

In addition, there was another name that had been hastily written down on the Storm Clouds Guild list.

Meryn had, unfortunately, managed to run away when he realized that he was no match for Gerome, and that the old Titan wasn’t losing his Spirit anytime soon.

Worse yet, he was able to get Kameira and run as well. But not before the Tier four Guild Leader from the Roaring Ruins had managed to take a foot from the Lightning Hunter when they were fleeing.

“All relics and other valuables from our enemies have also been gathered up. Although, I’m assuming that it will be used to pay compensation to the families of our Hunters who perished?”

Gerome said nothing, his chest tightening as he closed his eyes and nodded his head. The losses of the Wandering Titans and Roaring Ruins had been miniscule when compared to the practical annihilation of the Storm Clouds Guild and loss of the majority of the Reaching Spires Guild.

This was by far the worst conflict he had ever been in since before he’d been a part of the founding of the Wandering Titans.

Guilds often fought, but with the risk of the Cruor, they’d always prioritized getting away from the conflicts, rather than truly killing anyone.

At least, that’s what he knew of the higher Tier Guilds. The rumors of Tier one and two Guilds killing each other for benefits was something that he’d always thought of as rumors, but apparently that was not the case.

Not if the more powerful Guilds could destroy each other as easily as they had today.

“Sir! There’s one more thing that I was asked to bring to your attention.”

The Captain from the Titans held out an emblem with the Roaring Ruins symbol on it.

“Guild Leader, Trissy Highland, wishes to speak with you as soon as possible. I’ve been told she’s getting a checkup at the medical tent that was set up North of here. Apparently, they managed to secure some prisoners from the Temple of the Void Ruins.”

Gerome let out a sigh but didn’t complain. He knew that this was coming, though that didn’t mean he was looking forward to it.

“Alright then. I guess I’d better be on my way.”

The captain nodded before turning to leave.

“Ah! One more thing before you go.”

The captain stopped.

“Out of curiosity, would you have made the same choice I did? The choice to not go for the kill, right off the bat?”

The captain was quiet for a moment, gathering his thoughts before he answered.

“May I be perfectly honest with you, sir?”

“You may.”

“I don’t think you were in the wrong, but I do think your choice is why we lost as many as we did. As it is, the Spires and Clouds got what they deserved.”

Gerome just nodded his head again. The answer didn’t relieve him of any of his guilt, but it didn’t make him feel any worse either.

“Thank you for your honesty.”

The captain nodded his head before actually leaving this time.

Gerome continued to sit, staring at the pyres that were burning in the distance.

Westly poked himself out from beneath Gerome’s collar, nuzzling into the neck of the old man in an attempt to comfort him.

“Thank you, my friend. I’ll be okay.” With that said, Gerome pushed himself onto his feet. “Well, I guess it’s time to see what that little windbag wants.”

With that, they headed to the medical tent with haste.

Arriving at the tent, he noticed something that made his blood run cold.

Brucey was sitting outside, being treated by several healers and Life Mages. Their Spirits glowing green as their energy was used to undo what damage they could.

Brucey, upon seeing Gerome and Westly approaching, flinched beneath their gazes and turned away as they walked past him. Their faces displaying their darkened mood.

Entering the tent, Gerome saw Garrad and the rest of the Titans and Roaring Ruins members that had been sent off to the Temple ruins.

Unfortunately, not all of them were whole, as he noticed that Filia was missing a leg, Herend had half his face covered, and may very well be missing an eye, and Ishkel seemed to be missing and arm, and was wrapped head to toe in bandages that were glowing green.

It looked like Ishkel was talking to Trissy, who was looking more and more frustrated as he spoke.

“What happened?” Gerome asked in a voice that demanded focus and attention.

“Sir! It... it went like this.” Garrad spoke up, providing a full explanation of the events that had occurred.

Gerome and Trissy sat in silence. Both of them listened and petted their Spirits to keep themselves calm as their anger continued to rise.

“I didn’t think those bastards would be able to think that far ahead.” Trissy finally said as Garrad finished speaking.

“I doubt it was the Spires that thought of it.” Gerome refuted. “Did you manage to capture Laymond?”

“Yes. but there’s something wrong with him. He did something to himself when he realized that he couldn’t escape. Something that... destroyed his Spirit in the process.”

Garrad turned to one of the beds on the far side of the room.

Gerome immediately got up and walked over, pulling back the blanket that was covering the body that was lying there.

Lying utterly still in the bed, the only signs of life being a slight rising and falling of his chest, was Laymond Harper. Wounded, but nothing life threatening, and otherwise healthy.

Barring the utterly golden eyes with no other colors to be seen within them.

“What is this?” Gerome muttered in horrified fascination.

“By the Ancients...” Trissy said as she looked over from beside Gerome.

Gerome backed away from Laymond’s body, turning back to Garrad and the team entrusted with Ezekiel’s safety.

They all looked weary, tired, and, above all else, guilty.

“I want you all to know that this was not your fault. None of us expected them to have a Void Mage that they were willing to spend pure crystals on to rise to a level where they could open the Void Locks.”

The Titans in the tent said nothing, their mood not changing.

“One thing we know for certain, Ezekiel is alive.” At this point Westly moved to perch on Gerome’s head, drawing the attention of the team.

“That kid is one of the most resourceful people I’ve ever met, and that’s including low ranking Hunters. So, for now, rest up. When I’ve regained a sufficient amount of mana, I’ll head down to the ruins myself, and break open that Void Lock myself. You said it yourself, there were no Rot lying in wait while the Spires and Clouds were inside, right?”

“Right.”

“Then in the morning I and another team will set out. For now, you all rest. You all look like you need it.”

“Sir!?” Tracy quietly spoke up from where she was lying on a bed. “What about Mina and the rest of the prisoners?”

“They will be dealt with appropriately. You don’t need to concern yourself with them anymore.”

Tracy just nodded her head before lying back and falling asleep. She had burned through almost all of her mana today and was extremely tired.

Turning to Trissy, Gerome gestured to the entrance of the tent.

As the two headed out, Gerome addressed Trissy with a solemn voice.

“Is Mina in any condition to talk? I noticed she wasn’t in the tent, and from what I could tell, it seems like she isn’t dead.”

Gerome knew that the best person to ask about this was Trissy, as it was Ishkel who had taken her out of the fight. He didn’t want to pry too much into what happened, as it could touch on Guild secrets if Ishkel had to use something special to win, but he needed answers.

“Unfortunately, not. It seems like during the fight, Mina got scared when she saw they were losing, so she tried to run, abandoning her Spirit in the process.” A look of disgust crossed Trissy’s face, same with Gerome.

“It died, but because it died from betrayal, not sacrifice, the backlash damaged her soul, right as Ishkel struck her in the back with his most powerful attack. If not for her armor, she’d be dead. As it is, due to the damage to her Soul, the Life Mages aren’t able to heal most of the damage, lest the infusion of Life mana destroy her entirely.”

“... Then I guess we just have to wait. Those two were the only survivors, right?”

“Yes.

“Then I can only hope that things will get better in the morning. Also,” Gerome’s demeanor turned more serious as he addressed Trissy, “if at any point you see my bond with Westly break, you are to immediately evacuate. Full retreat, take as many members of both our Guilds as you can, and try to make your way to the outpost. It’s an Empire controlled area, so the Spires and the Cult won’t be able to get you.”

Trissy didn’t say anything. She knew full well that, if Gerome lost his Spirit, then there would be nothing he could do against Meryn, and she wouldn’t be able to survive a two vs one battle with Meryn and Kameira.

If the both of them died, it would be easy for the two Tier four enemy Hunters to destroy all their remaining Guild members.

For now, all they could do was wait until the morning, and hope that Ezekiel would be alright when they broke open the Void Lock.



Back under the ruins of the Temple of the Void, Ezekiel was still standing in front of the entrance to the lowest floor.

Using the Emblem, he could sense all life forms currently within the Temple’s domain, as well as get a rough estimate of their strength.

Unfortunately, that meant that he could sense a Tier two Rot Cruor that was sitting directly in front of the entrance to the secret passage that he was currently hiding in.

He had been waiting for quite some time for it to move at this point, but even though he could sense the other Rot moving about, this one seemed content to remain where it was, without taking a single step from its current position.

He had been looking through the information stored in the control emblem, to see if there was anything he could do to make it move, but the only thing he’d found was a one-time-use activation of the Void Locks.

One-time-use because the system would lose access the moment that he used it due to the damages.

Worse yet, the only door he could use it on that would actually do anything was the one that connected to the room in front of him. This second room had a Tier three Rot inside it, and he wasn’t willing to take the chance of having to run away from that, as well as the Tier twos right in front of him.

Checking on his mana regeneration, Ezekiel realized that it was likely well into the night at this point. So, he only had a few hours before morning, which was the most likely time that someone would try to break open the Void Lock.

A part of him wished he still had some of the explosive ball bearings from before, but since he now knew they were simply a booby trap left by Merlot, he was happy to be rid of them.

Taking a moment to check the locations of the Rot with the emblem again, Ezekiel noticed some movement from the area that Aldor was in.

It seemed like he’d stopped mindlessly attacking the Void Lock that led directly to the Rot. Instead, he’d managed to find some relics that were left behind in the other storage area.

“Oh no.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath as fear gripped his chest.

He could recognize a few of the relics that Aldor had found. As well as the items Aldor was now taking out of his bag.

They were weapons. Enchanted weapons that were charged with Tier three mana. If he used those weapons to the point of overloading their enchantments, there was a chance, however small, that the shattered weapons would release enough force to damage the Void Lock.

Ezekiel wasn’t sure if they’d be strong enough to actually open the Void Lock, but he also wasn’t sure how much damage the enchantments in the Temple could take before they all failed.

“Why didn’t you just use that earlier you stupid bastard!” Ezekiel swore under his breath as he opened his eyes, bringing him back to his physical viewpoint.

He then realized that Aldor was probably told not to use those weapons unless he was fighting a Tier three or higher, and they were probable last minute lifesaving treasures.

“These cultists are truly insane.” He muttered.

Resting his head on the wall, he focused once again, looking at the location of the Rot in the room next to him.

Taking a deep breath, he knew he couldn’t wait any longer.

Seeing that his mana was full, he pictured the shape of the room and passages he would have to go through in order to get to the Core room.

He would be cutting it close, but if he expended at least a full Step of his mana he might be able to get past the Rot waiting in front of the door.

Breathing deeply to calm himself, he began channeling as much mana through his body and sword as he safely could, before opening the secret door.

The first thing he noticed was the smell. It was like a sweet yet sour scent of decay and rot that clearly contributed to the name of this Brood of Cruor.

Worse yet, since his senses were sharpened by his physical enhancements due to his Void Mana, the smell was significantly worse than he had expected it to be.

Immediately gagging at the smell, he nearly lost control of his mana, before taking a deep breath with his mouth and holding it.

Lines of bioluminescent lights appeared as the door opened, and a clicking sound echoed outwards as the attention of the Rot turned to him.

The Rot were like human shaped mushrooms with bits of bark poking out of them as mold seemed to slough off their bodies as they moved.

The bark-like appendages acted like claws, while in the middle of their “faces” was just an empty hole with strange glowing feelers sticking out of them.

“SHREEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!”

A deafening shriek reverberated through the room as the Rot charged forward, but Ezekiel had regained his bearing even with the shriek and had dashed forward at full speed.

The Rot in front of the door was larger than him and took up most of the width of the passageway.

Making an overhead downward slash, Ezekiel managed to take off one of its arms as he nearly slammed his sword into the ground.

His body tensed as his foot hit the ground, and he immediately activated the boots Quentin gave him for a short burst of speed.

His body was immediately blown forward, and as he tried to stop himself after blowing past the Rot, he slipped on a bit of mold that didn’t register on the emblem’s sensors.

SLAM!!!

Sliding face first into the wall, Ezekiel was nearly dazed for a moment, and was barely able to dodge a swipe from a Tier one Rot.

“SCREEE!!!”

The Rot continued to shriek at him as they tried to rush him, the Tier twos out pacing the Tier ones.

WHOOOSH

A gust of wind partially knocked them back as Ezekiel dashed out of the way, nearly hitting another wall as he made his way out of the room.

Unfortunately, while there was only one room that stood between the lift and the Void Core, that didn’t include the passages he’d have to navigate to get there.

There was still nearly a hundred feet between him and the Void core, and the passage wasn’t a straight line so he wouldn’t be able to just use his boots in one go to get there.

Suddenly, Ezekiel felt something try to wrap around him from the ceiling.

Swiping his sword in a circle above him, a fungal tentacle fell to the ground, and the ceiling lit up as more lined the path he needed to take.

Running as fast as he could, Ezekiel could feel the air behind him slice apart as he narrowly avoided yet another attack from the Rot.

He continued to swing his sword at anything that tried to grab him, and he took heavy steps to try and plant his feet securely as he moved, barely managing to keep himself from slipping.

Just as he got to the corner he needed to take; a heavy force slammed into him from behind.

Barely able to see behind him as his body was pressed against the wall, Ezekiel could see that the Tier two Rot he had cut through earlier had charged him from behind. Its brethren were following quickly.

“MmmMmMMmmMmeeEEeeEaaAaaAaAAaatTTttTttTt!”

A raspy and warbling voice breathed hot humid air onto Ezekiel’s head as the Rot spoke.

As it reared back, intent on using its remaining claw to rake through Ezekiel’s body in order to consume him in small chunky pieces.

Lifting his feet off the ground and pointing them in the direction he had come from, Ezekiel pushed mana into the boots as he possibly could, holding the output for as long as he could handle it.

Down to less than half his mana, Ezekiel was pushed even harder against the wall as gusts of wind blessed out from his boots.

“Arg!”

Ezekiel let out a grunt of pain as the Rot holding onto him was blasted backward, its claws tearing into his shoulder.

As the Tier two Rot was sent flying backward, it knocked over the others that were chasing after it.

Cutting the mana to the boots, Ezekiel saw that he only had a little bit further to go before he got to the Void Core.

Seeing more Rot in the passage he needed to traverse, Ezekiel reached into one of his Void Pouches, pulling out a pure mana crystal, immediately absorbing the mana as he channeled more mana into his boots, this time blasting forward to get past the Cruor.

Reinforcing his body as best he could, Ezekiel took several hits and was slammed into the wall before he could stop. Rolling from his spot on the ground, Ezekiel forced the boots to activate again.

Slamming into one more wall, Ezekiel was barely conscious at this point, and was fully dazed as he looked at where the Void Core was located.

“SCREEEE!!!”

Seeing the large room with a black sphere full of stars in the center, Ezekiel grit his teeth as he activated the boots one more time, blasting toward the Core.

Slamming against face first, Ezekiel was barely able to make out the clicks and shrieks of the Cruor that were charging toward his location, the entire floor now aware of his presence.

All around him there were Rot Cruor trying to get close, but several louder shrieks caused them to quiet down. Now, only clicking noises were heard. The Tier twos were closing in on him.

As one, the Tier two Rots leapt at him to get the first taste of his flesh.

Raising his hand to the sphere behind him, Ezekiel channeled as much mana as he could into the Void Core.

A full Step of mana was absorbed, bringing him to nearly no mana left at all.

A quiet woosh of air was all that was heard as the Tier two slammed into one another.

Ezekiel was nowhere to be found.



Floating in a dark void, Ezekiel could make out countless stars in the distance, as well as galaxies that were both big and small. Some overlapped others, some clumped, all shifting and moving as they passed by his line of sight.

As Ezekiel slowly regained his focus, he noticed that the stellar bodies he was seeing were moving in a specific pattern.

Slowly, the various stars and galaxies that filled his eyes changed shape until they took on the form of a familiar humanoid figure, whose body was made of stars, whose mantle was made of nebulae, and whose eyes were made of two endless spiral galaxies.

“Congratulations. I see you have opened the door.”

            

    
        CH 51: Getting Some Answers

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was silent as he gazed upon the enormous figure that was the Ancient Void.

There were so many things he wanted to ask. He could remember being told to save the world, but how was he supposed to do that?

He had barely managed to come up with a method of Void Cultivation. Worse yet, it was only barely effective. Most adults, let alone children, wouldn’t have the mental focus necessary for using his methods.

What was he supposed to do? What happened to his friends? Would it be possible to go home? What were the origins of the Cruor? How did he stop the Broods? How could he get stronger? Why was Void mana so different? 

What was the danger that he needed to save the world from?

“I cannot answer all of your questions. As much as it may seem like it, I am not omnipotent, nor omniscient.”

Ezekiel’s mind froze up for a moment. He knew he hadn’t vocalized his thoughts, but did that matter? It wasn’t like they were necessarily in the real world right now.

Not only that, but it seemed like this figure was more talkative than the Ancient Void he had interacted with before. Also smaller, and less beyond all comprehension.

“Indeed. We are currently within a subspace where your soul is directly communicating with myself. Or, rather, the remnant of myself that I have attached to the Core of this Temple.”

“The remnant of yourself?”

Ezekiel was confused. Was this not the same Ancient Void that had brought him to this world?

“Indeed. I am not the full Ancient Void. Nor was it the full Ancient Void that brought you here. All aspects of the Ancient Void that you will find on this world are but remnants that hold the Void’s Will within them. Yet the Void is endless, and space and time are meaningless within it, so we remnants can communicate with one another, to an extent.”

The space around them swirled for a moment as the stars and planets surrounding them shifted until two planets, both with familiar landscapes appeared before Ezekiel’s vision. One of them was Earth, the other was Eldramir.

“For example, worlds in which mana and life exist can cause disruptions that can warp the magic within the void, preventing communication with remnants that have arrived on other worlds. Sometime in the distant past of your home world, a remnant of the Ancient Void landed upon it. Then, one day, it resonated with you, sending your soul to this world, and upon your entry into this world, we remnants became aware of your presence due to the energy that was used to send you here.”

“... How long did it take for me to get here?”

The remnant of the Ancient Void in front of him paused for a moment, as if to think about its answer. A Line appeared that connected the two worlds, Earth, and his new home.

“According to the energy that was released upon your entry into this world, as well as the information that was conveyed by that remnant’s Will, your soul spent roughly ten thousand, five hundred, and nineteen of your Earth’s years in transit between your previous world and this one.”

Ezekiel felt like he wanted to throw up. If it had really been that long, then everyone he knew would long be dead by now. 

Society as he knew it hadn’t even been around that long, so as far as he knew, humanity had already wiped itself out in the time since he’d died.

“...Wait... How is that possible? From what I understand, the history of this world is only a few thousand years old. How could I have been sent here, before the Ancient Spirits left this world?”

In front of him, the world he now called home grew in size as the Earth disappeared. A bubble then formed around it, acting like a shield that directly things like meteor, and strange eldritch creatures that tried to attack it.

“That is because this World is protected by a shield created by the Ancient Void when those you call the Ancient Spirits left this world. This shield warps the Void surrounding this World, causing time and space to flow in a way that is not in line with the rest of the cosmos. For Eldramir, a little over five thousand years had passed, but for the worlds beyond it, nearly fifty thousand years have passed since the Ancients left.”

Ezekiel realized that such a phenomenon would make sense, as he knew that the Relic he’d found on earth was old, older than what he knew of his current World’s history.

“If the Void can do such things, then does that mean I’m not the first to be sent here?”

“Correct. There have been many hundreds of souls, from many hundreds of worlds, that were sent here before you, since the time that the Ancients left this World. Yet most either died because of ill intentions towards Void Mages, or due to being unprepared when connecting with Void Relics. Unlike with other types of mana, Void mana is controlled directly with one’s soul, not just their Will or Spirit, and then fueled by their mana.”

“I guess that means only Void souls can make the journey to this World as well.”

Ezekiel figured that if anyone else had managed to make it to this world, then that would mean that they would’ve had to be at least somewhat similar to him, and if there were a lot that were killed for being Void Mages like he was, then it would make sense that having a Void affinity was the cause.

“Are there any others like me in this world right now? Is there any way that I can contact them?”

The thought of not being alone as a spiritual transmigrator brought some joy to Ezekiel. Maybe he’d have someone else that could help him figure out how to grow stronger as a Void Mage.

“Yes, to the former, and no to the latter.”

“Why can’t I contact them? They might be able to help me with whatever it is you want me to save the world from!”

If he could have, Ezekiel would have been screaming at this point.

“They are one of the things that you must save the world from.”

The Void remnant’s reply brought him up short.

“You mean that he’s a Cruor?”

“One of the three original Broodlords still remaining since the first seal upon the Ancient Broods was broken roughly four hundred years ago.”

“Was he also supposed to save the world?”

“All who were brought to Eldramir by the remnants of the Ancient Void were tasked with saving the World, but none have come close to doing so.”

“Well how were we meant to do so when there’s no way for us to use magic?!”

Ezekiel knew there was nothing he could do in this instance, but after hearing what had been going on, and how one of his enemies was actually someone just like him, he was angry, and wanted nothing more than to punch the Ancient Void in the face.

“Every other Ancient left behind legacies, and taught humanity how to use their elements. Every last one of them, except the Ancient Void! Yet we are given these enormous expectations. Why?!”

The remnant of the Void fell quite once again for a time before answering.

“Can you describe color to one who is born blind?”

“What?”

“The Ancients were born with the innate ability to manipulate their elements on an instinctual level. Teaching humanity to use their elements was the most difficult task they had after the Broods were sealed. Yet, regardless of this, they could at least show humanity with physical representations of what their magic did. Thus, humanity was able to replicate it through trial and error. The Void is not a physically manifested form of magic. Rather, it is the forces that either influence, or are influenced by, the material world. Physics, as you would call it. Knowledge of which is not prevalent in this world.”

The planet of Eldramir disappeared from in front of Ezekiel, replaced by the images of a Newton's cradle and the centrifugal compressor.

“These images worked due to them being a representation of a physical device that can influence the physical realm but influenced the ethereal due to them being imagined and tied to your mana. The reason the grander images of galaxies and planetary orbits did not work, is because you simply do not have a high enough understanding regarding the mechanics of the forces that are involved in such a grand scale. Can you describe, in detail, the exact methods and working aspects of gravity?”

Ezekiel was silent. Physics was not his focus of study, let alone the apparent astrophysics and cosmic forces that were apparently necessary for truly utilizing Void Mana and magic.

Only now was he really getting how well he lucked out when it came to the techniques he’d created to gather and use his Void Mana.

“This restriction was in fact one of the things that the Ancient Void wished to acquire when they sent out their remnants. Knowledge from other worlds, older than Eldramir, so as to aid humanity in developing its connection to the Void. Few, if any, had the knowledge you have. Likely because they also come from worlds of magic, and cultivation. Yet, due to the restrictions and rules that govern the magic of this world, it was impossible for them to adapt to a means that differed from their origins.”

“Then it’s impossible for me to get stronger, isn’t it? I mean, maybe I’ll get to Tier three, in a couple of decades at best, but there’s no way I’ll break through to Tier four without a Spirit, and there aren’t any Void Spirits that exist, so what the hell!?”

The remnant was silent once more.

“There is a possible way for you to grow stronger, and for you to comprehend the Void without the scientific understanding that you are currently lacking when it comes to the cosmic forces. However, using it will possibly destroy you, as it has countless others before you.”

“If you think that it will kill me, then why offer it?”

“Because out of all the souls from other worlds, and of all the Void Mages that have connected with Void Relics in the past, only your soul has opened its first Chakra naturally, and both undergone and healed from the stresses that were involved. All before you used mana crystals to break through, and their souls were significantly weaker due to a lack of pressure to grow from.”

“But that doesn’t mean you are guaranteed to survive, and your soul will once again be damaged, even if you do.”

Ezekiel didn’t answer for a minute. Thinking about the pros and cons, as well as the chances of him dying. Something that he really didn’t want to risk right now.

“What exactly is it you would be doing?”

“I will be aiding you in creating a Void Spirit. Doing so would not only help you grow stronger, as you would be what your people call a Hunter, but it would also grant you new and more powerful spells and abilities with your Void Magic as it grows stronger, as a Spirit’s innate understanding and control of its given element grows as it does. Allowing you to symbiotically grow stronger as your Spirit does.”

The remnant’s explanation was surprising, as he was fully under the impression that it was only the Ancient Void that could artificially create entirely new Spirits from scratch. 

From what he understood, from his studies and experiences, Spirits only formed if at least a hundred motes of Mana of a given type accumulated in nature for a long enough time for them to gain consciousness. 

This was a process that was put into action for the first time by the Ancient Void, and it was utterly impossible to replicate, as mana that was manipulated by a Mage was infused with a Mage’s will and mind, thus it wasn’t able to form a separate consciousness.

In the wild, Spirits of a high enough Tier could separate their consciousness from their mana by causing a clash between their consciousness and another Spirit’s consciousness by mixing equal parts of their mana together. This would create a new Spirit from the fusion of mana.

The cost of this was a permanent loss of the mana used in the “natural” creation of this new Spirit. Which, for wild Spirits, was something that often took a very long time to regain.

It was assumed that, since the Souls of Spirits were intrinsically different from Human Souls, that this was just one more thing that made Spirits and Humans so different.

“How will this Void Spirit be created?”

“You will need to rip off a piece of your soul and infuse it with at least one hundred motes of Void Mana. Similar to how the Ancient Void created the countless remnants of themself which were cast into the cosmos, or that remain here to this day.”

As the remnant said this, Ezekiel felt his mana refill to the max, bringing him back up to four hundred motes of mana. 

But even the surprise of having his mana instantly refilled didn’t stop the fear he felt at the remnant’s description of what needed to be done.

If he was in his physical body, Ezekiel would’ve certainly broken out into a cold sweat at the thought of literally ripping off a piece of his soul. 

He’d read enough novels in his past life to know that doing so was a bad idea.

“It will not be like those novels from your past life. In this instance, your Void Mana will easily be able to heal the damage, but only so long as you survive the initial split. The reason you couldn’t use your mana the last time you damaged your soul was because you subconsciously believed that doing so would further damage you. So long as you are willing to drop a Step in your Tier for any mana used to heal yourself, this will not be the case.”

The remnant’s explanation comforted him somewhat, but he was still nervous.

“Is it possible for me to do this later? I... have an obligation to someone, and if I die, then they will most certainly follow in my footsteps.”

“You mean Gerome, the man who is bound by a covenant to ensure that you stay alive? If you are truly worried about him, I might have a solution.”

The amulet that Lina had given him appeared within the Void.

“Given that you are currently within the Void Core, I can manipulate how long it will take for your potential death to register with the covenant that binds Gerome. Then, by using this amulet, we can ensure that your physical body does not die, regardless of the damage done to your soul. This will greatly increase the chances of your survival, as well as trick the covenant into believing you are still safe.”

“How much will this increase my chances of survival?”

“Your chances will go from thirty percent to fifty percent.”

Ezekiel didn’t like those odds, as he was just about to refuse when another thought occurred to him. 

He’d been so caught up in asking these questions, and listening to the remnant Void speak, that he’d failed to bring up why he was here in the first place.

“Do not panic, Ezekiel, I have already taken care of the Void Locks. They have been greatly reinforced, and unless a Tier four uses a full Step of their mana to break it, there will not be a failure in the enchantments. The remaining Void Locks will be fine, even if the possessed fool manages to set off those bombs. That particular Void Lock has been reinforced. His Relics will not be strong enough to break the Lock.”

Once again, the remnant of the Ancient Void had read his mind, and partially put him at ease.

He started to think that perhaps he should consider taking the risk.

“Is it possible for me to split my soul, and create a Void Spirit on my own? After I have returned home from this Temple? Or for me to come back here later on, and do it then?”

“The first is possible, though I would put your chances of survival at less than ten percent, and the second is not.”

“Why is that?”

“I am stronger than you. I also have an innate control over Void Magic that you do not. As such, I can more accurately split your soul while causing the minimum amount of damage that is needed. The second is impossible, as I will no longer be here after you leave.”

“Why not?” Ezekiel was confused. As far as he knew, it wasn’t like the Void Core could leave.

“After you are gone, or if the Void Locks are broken, I will be igniting the mana within me, and destroying what remains of the ruins of Senera, taking out all the Cruor still sealed inside this Temple, as well as however many might be attracted to Senera when the mana is released. This is in line with the Ancient Void’s instruction to ensure that the Cruor do not gain dominance in the world, and to ensure that the Brood do not obtain any remnants. Now, what is your choice?”

Ezekiel was silent as he pondered his choices and his chances. Knowing what the consequences of not going through with it here and now made him realize just how serious a choice this was. 

There was likely no way that he’d be able to make a Void Spirit unless he made his way to Quintessa and managed to access the Void Core within.

Looking at the image of the amulet Lina had given him; Ezekiel made his choice.

“Sorry Gerome. If this fails, I hope you and the rest can get away in time.”

Ezekiel turned towards the remnant of the Void in front of him. He held his arms out in welcome for whatever it was that was going to come next.

“Very well then. As this Spirit will need a physical form, I shall be tying it to your sword, as it is the most suitable vessel for now. Should a better vessel appear in the future, it will be possible to transfer it to said vessel, but as the Spirit grows stronger, so will the vessel. So, this should not be a matter of worry.”

The sword that had been given to him by Trent appeared in front of him.

“This first step must be yours. Take the blade and stab it into your heart. I shall take over from there.”

Grabbing the blade that was floating in front of him, Ezekiel raised it horizontally, so the point was facing towards him. Grasping it by the blade, as it was too long to grab hold of the handle, he pulled the sword toward him.

A sharp pain cut through his chest as his heart was pierced.

What followed next was a cool numbing sensation as his mana, and the Void mana surrounding him drifted towards his wound.

Time seemed to pass both incredibly quickly and incredibly slowly.

Ezekiel couldn’t tell how long the sword remained pierced into his heart.

It felt like moments. It felt like months.

A hand made of stars grasped the hilt of the blade and pulled.

Ezekiel let out a silent scream as his world was filled with pain.

Every nerve, every cell, every aspect of his being was filled with pain.

It was as if his soul had been lit on fire, and as the remnant pulled out the sword, the pain grew worse. It was as if he was being pulled in all directions at once, until slowly, he couldn’t hold out anymore.

There was a silent snap as the blade was pulled from his chest.

The pain stopped, but Ezekiel didn’t realize this. 

His image had closed its eyes.

Cracks had appeared all throughout his soul.

It was as if his mind was drifting away. 

He felt disconnected from his thoughts, his emotions, his mana.

Nothing seemed to matter anymore, as he felt himself slowly unwinding. 

His soul was coming apart. 

The image of his form within the Void was fading away.

It was almost transparent at this point.

A second hand appeared within the Void.

It grabbed hold of the amulet and thrust it into the hole that was left behind by the sword.

A bright green light appeared from the amulet.

A swirling of stars followed as the remnant directed its own mana into the amulet, strengthening its magic by an untold magnitude.

Ezekiel’s form started to regain its color.

The cracks in his soul were slowly closing.

By the time the light dissipated, the cracks in Ezekiel’s soul were nothing more than miniscule lines barely as wide as a hair that crisscrossed all along his body.

The sound of shattering glass could be heard as the amulet broke from being used.

He slowly opened his eyes. A constant ache could be felt in every inch of his “body” as he continued to float in the Void.

The remnant in front of him seemed to look down at him as the sword with his mana floated in front of him.

The Runes and enchantments that it previously had were nowhere to be seen.

Instead, a series of spiraling circles and countless ripple patterns spread across the flat sides of the blade. The color had also changed from the originally metallic steel to an opalescent shine.

“You have survived. Good. Your Spirit is beginning to form as well. But be warned. Until it gains consciousness, you cannot channel mana through this blade. It shouldn’t take more than a month for the Spirit’s consciousness to form, so be wary. If your Will comes into contact with the Spirit’s nascent consciousness, then the Spirit will collapse, and the pain you have suffered will have been for nothing.”

“Understood.” Ezekiel’s response was weak and tired. 

He was barely able to piece together a coherent answer as he tried to speak to the remnant.

“Unfortunately, you will not be able to remain here for any longer. I will need to send you out as soon as possible.”

“What? Why?”

An image appeared in front of Ezekiel. It was of the cavern that he had entered the First Void Lock from. 

Gerome and several dozen more Guild members, including the Tier four from the Roaring Ruins Guild, were all walking into the chamber with the Void Lock.

They appeared frozen in time, but as he looked closer, Ezekiel could tell that they were actually moving incredibly slowly.

“Crap.”

Ezekiel immediately knew what was going on. Gerome was coming to break the Void Lock to get him out. However, given what had happened, he probably wasn’t going to be gentle about it.

If he used his full power to break the lock open, it would release the Rot, and allow them to overrun the Ruins. 

The Void remnant didn’t want that to happen and had already stated that it was going to blow up the Ruins as soon as Ezekiel got far enough away.

“Can you send me out there?”

“No. I can only send you to a place that is sealed by at least two Void Locks, as those areas are considered as within the Void. Worse yet, while I have no doubts that your friends will be able to take care of the Rot within my Temple, I am just as certain that some will be able to escape as well. The Rot cannot be allowed to run rampant in this area. Not again!”

Although he didn’t think that it was the best way to do things, Ezekiel felt that he couldn’t disagree with the remnant’s wishes. 

He also agreed that any Cruor that was despised by both humanity and the other Broods was something that they shouldn’t take any chances with.

“Can you let me out near the entrance, but on the inside?”

“...Yes, but that has its own problems.”

Another image appeared in front of Ezekiel. Aldor had returned to the first Void Lock, and he had used a Relic that Ezekiel hadn’t seen before to barricade the Lock from the inside. 

It wouldn’t be much trouble to Gerome or Trissy, but since he wasn’t sure what kind of Relic it was, Ezekiel didn’t want to take any risks. Especially since he was going to have to get past it in order to open the Void Lock safely.

“I can’t fight him.”

Not even when he was at his best would Ezekiel have been able to fight Aldor.

In his current condition, having fallen to Step three, and lost his weapon for at least a month, there was no chance that he’d be able to fight Aldor and survive. Let alone win.

Suddenly, several dozens of familiar crystals appeared in front of Ezekiel.

“Use these. Raise your Tier to the maximum, but do not attempt to break through to Tier two. Your soul is still healing, and it is only because I am holding you together that I will provide you with the means to grow stronger. In the future, you will have to grow on your own.”

“Thank you.”

“Do not thank me yet. In order for your damaged soul to withstand the pressure of taking in so much mana before it is fully healed, any mana you absorb will constantly leak out, until you fall back down to Step three. I will send you out there, but you will need to finish the possessed child off as soon as possible, else you die by his blade.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

The remnant fell silent as it tried to recall something. Ezekiel didn’t say anything, having grown used to this.

Another image appeared in front of him. This time it was an outline of two human beings.

“There is a technique you can use that might work. It is one of the few that were created by one of the mortals whose souls were sent here roughly two hundred and thirty years ago. It can only be done by Tier one Void Mages or higher, and only works on Mages that aren’t more than a Tier higher than themselves.”

Ezekiel saw one of the figures focus their mana into their fist, striking forward and punching directly into the other figure's lower torso.

This was the Core where mana was directed and stored when being accumulated within the body and not used.

He then saw the first figure push all of the mana that had gathered in their fist transfer from their fist into the other figure’s core.

The mana within the second figure immediately grew in strength, causing it to go out of control, and destroy the second figure from the inside out.

“Those with significantly more mana than you will not be affected by this technique, as the amount of mana within them that you affect will be miniscule, but if you focus take all the mana you have inside you, and hit him with one powerful attack, straight to his Core, you will be able to defeat him.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He just grabbed the mana crystals and started absorbing them. Ignoring the painful pressure and the sensation of mana leaking from his soul.

As he reached full capacity, Ezekiel held several more crystals in his hands, continuing to absorb them as he continued to leak mana.

“I’m ready.”

“Good. I know not all your answers were answered today, but I hope you can grow strong enough to find them. Search for the other Temples. I know their Cores are still intact, though not all may be accessible to you. If possible, make your way to Quintessa. You should be able to get the rest of your answers there.”

Ezekiel nodded his head as he readied himself for a final fight between himself and Aldor.

A hole appeared in the Void in front of him. He saw Aldor facing away from himself.

Charging forward, mana in hand, Ezekiel leapt through the portal.

            

    
        CH 52: Escaping the Ruins

    
    
    
    
                As Ezekiel leapt through the portal created by the remnant of the Ancient Void, thoughts flashed through his mind regarding how the battle he was about to begin was going to happen.

He believed that there would be a great deal of dodging on his part.

Aldor would turn and attack with a wave of fire, while Ezekiel did his best to get out of the way so as to get close enough to land a hit.

None of this occurred as he expected it to.

As it was, the portal let him out just behind Aldor, roughly a few feet away.

Neither Aldor nor his bonded Spirit were aware of what was happening at first, but as Ezekiel’s foot hit the ground, causing a small ‘tap’ to echo through the hallway, the two of them turned around.

Neither one was prepared for what they saw.

A circle made of darkness and stars hung in the air behind Ezekiel.

Ezekiel himself had reared his fist back and had charged so much mana into his fist that it was beginning to hurt both his hand and his soul to contain it as he did.

Not expecting such a thing to happen, neither Aldor nor his Spirit were able to react in time.

The rage that had directed Aldor’s actions previously had faded as they failed to open any of the Void gates.

The time setting up his trap had taken much of Aldor’s focus as well, so he was in no way prepared for what was about to happen.

The moment Ezekiel’s foot hit the ground, he launched himself forward, having seen that Aldor had yet to register Ezekiel’s sudden appearance so close to his person.

Aldor had barely started channeling his mana into his arm to throw the wave of Flames that Ezekiel had been expecting when a fist hit him in the stomach.

The fist that Ezekiel had filled with Void mana released its energy directly into Aldor’s core.

The Flame mana within Aldor was immediately amplified by a significant magnitude.

Had he not been in the midst of channeling his mana, then perhaps the effects would not have been as serious. A paralyzing pain and sudden ignition of his soul would cause him to possibly self-destruct, but the difference in their Tiers meant that that was only a high probability, not a guarantee.

Instead, not only did the mana in his core become amplified beyond what his soul and body could currently withstand, but the mana he was channeling to create an attack was also magnified.

Red lines crossed through Aldor’s body as the mana ignited before it was released from inside of him. Smoke began to emanate from his body as he was burned from the inside out.

Thus, the already aggressive mana that was traveling through Aldor’s arm went wild, and instead of being released in a torrent of directed fire that was meant to strike Ezekiel, his arm and half his torso exploded in a shower of fire, blood, and charcoal.

Aldor died without a sound, without a fight.

The enemy that had haunted Ezekiel for several years, who had thrown away his own family due to hatred and obsessive worship of an unrecognized Spirit, was now dead.

A look of rage was still plastered on his face as Aldor’s corpse fell to the side. Even in death, the hatred that he felt towards Ezekiel, towards all Void Mages, still consumed him.

Now that he was dead, Ezekiel also found himself with a chance to examine Aldor in the brief period of time he had before Aldor hit the floor.

The eyes he remembered as a blazing red had indeed turned red and gold, like he thought he had seen when he was running from Aldor before.

But as the life and soul drained from Aldor’s body, so too did the gold drain from his eyes, not turning back to red, as he had expected, but fading in color entirely, until nothing remained but a milky hazy whiteness.

Barely taking a moment to realize what he’d just done; Ezekiel was snapped out of his thoughts as he heard Aldor’s snake Spirit writhing on the ground.

The feedback of losing its bonded Mage had forced it to endure the pain of Aldor’s final moments.

Taking out his sword but making sure not to channel any mana into it, Ezekiel quickly swung with all his might, cutting roughly halfway through its body before the blade came to a stop.

Unfortunately, without his mana running through it the sword wasn’t tough enough to cut all the way through a Tier two Spirit’s body. Luckily, because the snake was still fairly small, the amount of damage that was done was enough to kill it.

Ezekiel watched with tired eyes as the snake Spirit stopped moving.

Having just killed someone for the first time, he paused for a moment, looking over the bodies of Aldor and his Spirit with a sense of confusion, wariness, and regret.

It was as if he didn’t realize what he had just done. Suddenly all thoughts of what had happened and what he was supposed to do flew away as he continued to stare at the blood pooling on the ground, and the red snake that was slowly fading away.

“EZEKIEL!”

A shout reverberated from behind him as the remnant called his name, the portal having yet to fully close. The time since he’d stepped out from the Core room was only a handful of seconds.

Snapping out of his daze, Ezekiel made a mad dash towards the contraption next to the Void Lock. It was a somewhat shoddy culmination of different Relics that were put together solely for the purpose of exploding once something happened to disturb them enough to trigger their activation mechanisms.

Luckily, given his training at his mother’s professional enchanting hands, Ezekiel was able to quickly discern that the Relics needed a power source to activate. That power source was the bundle of mana crystals that were connected to, and inserted in, the various Relics.

Removing them wasn’t an issue, and while a couple Relics were damaged during the dismantling, nothing happened that would cause them to explode.

Finally, the Relics were removed, and Ezekiel was able to safely place his hand on the Void Lock.

As the inky blackness filled with stars disappeared, Ezekiel’s first sight was an approaching fist entirely made of stone aiming straight for his face.



It was not long before morning when Gerome, who had been meditating so as to regain his mana as fast as he could, was awoken from his trance due to a minor shift in what he felt in his bond with Westly.

The Ferret Spirit in question also felt this shift in their bond, and upon noticing it the two of them immediately examined the chain of mana on their Spirit that determined the state of the Spirit Covenant that had been made so many weeks ago.

However, the fact that there was just a shift in their bond, rather than a complete severance meant that there was something strange happening.

Gerome instantly knew that Ezekiel was in danger. The young Void Mage’s life was possibly on the brink of ending, but that didn’t mean that he was dead just yet.

Quickly standing up, Gerome exited his tent and made a quick round of the camp that had been set up in one of the destroyed buildings.

“Garrad!”

Gerome’s voice brought focus onto himself from the other watchers that had been awake and keeping guard over the camp.

Garrad, who was a part of this shift, immediately dashed over to Gerome.

“Yes?”

“Send a runner to the Roaring Ruin’s camp. I may need to move faster than expected, and they may need to be ready to retreat with the rest of you.”

If the pale light of the torches lit and maintained by the Hunters keeping guard, Garrad’s face paled as he realized what Gerome meant.

It seemed like something had happened, and it was much more likely that Gerome would lose his Spirit if he didn’t take action now. Something was wrong with the ruined Temple of the Void.

“Should I prepare our Hunters for a battle, just in case?” Garrad asked, his voice filled with concern and wariness.

“Not yet. I’ve almost finished fully replenishing my mana. Our best bet is still to wait until the clouds lighten. Once we’re no longer in pitch black darkness, I’ll set out with a few volunteers and crack open the Void Lock” Gerome responded with a tired sigh.

“Regardless of whether or not I’m still a Hunter at the time, we must pay our debts to the Roaring Ruins. I told them they’d get all our spoils. Even if he dies, I should at least attempt to get Ezekiel’s body, as well as what I can from the Temple.”

Garrad grit his teeth but didn’t say anything to oppose Gerome’s decision.

Turning away from his grandfather, he set out to get a couple of runners to warn the Roaring Ruins about what was happening.

It was roughly an hour later that Gerome headed out to the Temple.

However, much to his displeasure, he had more company with him than he’d expected.

“Why are you still here, Trissy?”

The gray haired and eyed leader of the Roaring Ruins Guild was accompanying Gerome to the Temple of the Void.

He had thought that she would stay behind and help with the retreat if necessary.

“I’m not about to stay alone to fight off two Tier fours by myself. Our best bet right now is to get your ward and get out together.”

“And what about the rest of our Guilds’ Hunters? If we’re here, then who will protect them if Kameira and Meryn attack once again?”

“Honestly, I don’t think we need to worry about that right now. It’s already been nearly a full ‘day’ since they ran off.” Trissy explained as she and the rest from her Guild marched toward the Temple ruins.

“Neither one of them is likely to have regained all their mana by this time, as they wouldn’t have the ability to set up a camp with how far from the Ruins they’d have to get to stay out of our range of sensing and patrols.”

Gerome begrudgingly agreed with her assessment, even though he’d much rather she remain behind to stay guard just in case.

Radiant and Lightning Mages were the only ones that were better when it came to movement speed than Tempest Mages. So, while the odds weren’t high, it was still possible that they would attack out of nowhere if they let their guard down.

Nothing more was said as Gerome led several members of the Wandering Titans, including a couple of the Tier three captains, towards the ruined Temple.

Garrad and the rest of the team Ezekiel was a part of hadn’t accompanied them.

Garrad was mostly fine by now, but they were either still seriously injured from the battle previously or wanted to stay back and watch over their teammates.

As they entered the Temple, Gerome strode forward at the front of the group.

Suddenly, he stopped, nearly flinching as he felt his bond with Westly return to full strength.

He took a look around the room for a moment, to throw the rest of the Hunters off so as to keep the changes in his mannerisms hidden.

He didn’t know why his bond had returned to full power, but he knew that he didn’t have the time to let things continue as they were.

“Stand back. I’m not certain what the fallout of the Void Lock will be. It could just collapse the floor, or it could cause another blast to release whatever might be inside.” Gerome said as he channeled his mana into his fist.

A stone Gauntlet formed over his hand and arm as he approached the Void Lock.

“I thought it was confirmed there were no more Rot inside?” Trissy asked curiously.

“These Temples tend to have multiple rooms and sections sealed by Void Locks. Even if it was confirmed that there weren’t any behind this one when Ezekiel and the Reaching Spires ambushed our Hunters, there’s the possibility that another section was opened, and more were released last night.”

Trissy nodded in understanding. Holding back and retreating to the entrance of the cavernous area. The Hunters at Tier three and Tier two also retreated a bit.

“I also doubt that the little Fire Mage from the Spires didn’t put up traps and such for whomever breaks open the Lock. No offense, but I can take a harder hit than you can.”

Trissy silently agreed. As a Tempest Hunter, she was well aware that her best defense was avoiding attacks, rather than just blocking or deflecting like a Cavern Mage.

Standing in front of the still closed Void Lock, Gerome raised his fist, intent on bringing it down like a meteor to break open the dome of star-filled space before him.

Suddenly, the Void Lock disappeared. Ezekiel now stood in front of Gerome’s incoming fist.



CRASH!!!

At the very last second, Gerome diverted his fist to the side, causing a blast of wind and rubble as his stone gauntlet impacted with the floor of the cavern within the Temple.

Gerome let out a sigh of relief as he looked at Ezekiel’s newly revealed figure.

Behind him, noises of surprise were heard as the rest of the Hunters looked on in shock.

On the other hand, Ezekiel’s face was white with fright as his life flashed before his eyes.

The sight of Gerome’s stone covered fist coming straight for his head was the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen.

For a moment, he had forgotten to breathe. The immense metaphysical weight created by the power that Gerome had focused into his attack had weighed on Ezekiel’s still recovering soul. Something that he felt as a searing pain running across most of his body.

Gerome knelt down beside him, checking over Ezekiel’s body to make sure that he was alright.

“Ezekiel! Kid, are you alright!?”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He just forced himself to look at the destroyed floor where the Void Lock previously formed from.

“...close it...” Ezekiel’s voice was incredibly quiet as he tried to tell Gerome what to do.

“What?”

Ezekiel opened his mouth to repeat himself.

“SSSSSCCCCCRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!”

A loud shrieking reverberated through the cavern from the now opened corridor.

“Collapse the floor! Collapse the floor right now!” Ezekiel said, panic running through his veins.

Gerome finally understood what Ezekiel was trying to say as he pushed Ezekiel backwards.

One of the Captains from the Titans stepped forward to catch him when he nearly fell over.

Gerome then stomped on the ground as hard as he could, channeling his mana to close the entrance to the underground passage and the rest of the Temple in the process.

The shrieks were immediately quieted, but it didn’t take long for the sound of claws on stone and quiet cracking sounds to be heard as the Rot started to dig their way through the ground.

“There’s hundreds of Rot down there, over a dozen are Tier three at the least! We need to leave!”

Ezekiel tried his best to explain what needed to be done.

However, Gerome and Trissy didn’t seem to be that worried as the rest of the hunters entered the cavern. All of them looked to be raring for a fight.

Ezekiel, being able to sense Void Mana now that the other Void Locks were broken, could sense a buildup of mana below them.

Seeing that no one was trying to run, Ezekiel called out once again.

“Gerome! Please! When I found the control emblem for the Temple, the entire Temple was set to explode! We only have maybe ten minutes to get out of the City!”

That brought the attention of all the Hunters in the cavern down on Ezekiel.

“What did you say?” Trissy asked as Gerome turned his focus back to the ground beneath them.

He was attempting to make things more difficult for the Rot to get back up, but now that he could sense how many there were he realized that this would be difficult, even with two Tier fours in the area.

“It happened when I was stuck in the relatively safe area in the Temple.” Ezekiel said as he pulled out the emblem that let him control and command the Temple enchantments.

“I was lucky enough to find the control emblem for the Temple enchantments. While I was down there, I found the corpse of the previous Gran Scholar of the Temple. Her journal explained the fall of the city, as well as the fact that she intended to kill all the Rot that had invaded the Temple.”

Trissy took the emblem from Ezekiel, who removed his mana and unattuned himself from it to allow her to take control of it.

“I don’t know what stopped it from exploding before now, but I found out that the Void Locks were damaged. Breaking open the first one nearly broke them all, and while Gerome didn’t break the Lock, he still broke the enchantments tied to it.”

“This let the Rot escape from the deeper floors. Which also set the Void Core at the bottom of this temple to self-destruct. If you enter a trance, you’ll see all the mana in the area rushing downwards. It’s getting ready to explode!”

Ezekiel felt a little bit bad for technically lying about what was about to happen, but he didn’t think things would go over well if he explained how the destruction of the Void core wasn’t an accident.

He knew that he didn’t have enough time to explain things in full. Nor did he think they’d believe him without any proof.

Better to use what was actually happening to get them to do what he wanted right now.

Trissy attuned to the emblem, and the information Ezekiel had conveyed regarding the enchantments passed through her mind.

The explosion of the Void Core wasn’t included, as it was something that remnant had chosen to do on its own and wasn’t a command that was tied to the emblem, but given what Ezekiel said was happening, he hoped that they would listen to his explanation.

A few of the Hunters from the Titans, including Gerome took a moment to enter their meditative trances. They were immediately shocked by what they saw.

“Everybody gets out! Now!” Gerome yelled as he slammed his feet in the ground, reinforcing the ground beneath them one more time before he dashed forward with Westly to grab Ezekiel and began running up the stairs to the surface.

Seeing their Guild leader running away, the rest of the Titans immediately followed suit, not even bothering to attempt to dispute what Ezekiel had told them.

“You heard the man! Move!”

Trissy, seeing the Titans retreating, and having also noticed what was happening to the mana in their surroundings, as well as having the information from the emblem, directly ordered a retreat as the mana continued flowing downward.

While the areas of the Desolate Lands weren’t in any way abundant in mana of any particular types, most of it being eaten by the Cruor and Umbral Beasts whenever possible, there was still enough within a city sized area that they’d be able to see when all the mana in the area was rushing towards a single direction.

The moment they reached the surface, Gerome, Trissy, and all the Tier three Hunters had their Spirits grow to their maximum size.

All the Tier two Hunters and their Spirits climbed onto the enlarged Spirits as fast as they could. Once there wasn’t anyone left on the ground, the Tier three Spirits immediately started running in the direction of the camps for both of the Guilds.

“Ezekiel, how big will the blast be!” Gerome asked in a hurried tone.

“I think the whole city will be destroyed.” Ezekiel vaguely explained. “Since the Temple isn’t in the direct center of the Ruins, I think we should just keep running until the explosion stops.”

“Spirits Dammit!” Gerome cursed with vitriol as he tried to get Westly to move faster.

Taking a moment to go over everything that had happened in the last day, Ezekiel couldn’t help but look down in shame.

“I’m sorry...” Ezekiel quietly muttered.

“...It’s not your fault. Given the circumstances, the fact that you were there to warn us means that we have a chance of getting away. If you weren’t then we might still be in the Temple as the Void Core was charging.”

Gerome attempted to reassure Ezekiel, as he knew full well that things could be much worse right now.

At least now they had a chance of getting out of this unscathed.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, just holding onto Westly tighter as they dashed through the Ruins.

It took the group less than a minute to get to the camp. Gerome didn’t bother slowing down as they approached. Instead, he just raised his hand to his mouth and screamed.

“RETREAT!!!”

“EVACUATE!!!”

Gerome and Trissy’s voices echoed outward, paying no heed to anything else that might’ve heard them, they only wanted to get the message out to their Guilds as soon as possible.

Hearing the call, the Guild Hunters immediately fell into a controlled panic. Most of the injured were now in a state where they were able to move, but it was still difficult to get them onto the enlarged Tier three Spirits.

Nothing was said as all the Hunters were forced into a retreat.

Many of them were confused but seeing two Tier four Hunters running away as fast as they could meant that there wasn’t any time for questions.

As they all approached the walls of the Ruins, the regular Guild members assumed that that was as far as they needed to go.

“KEEP RUNNING!”

Gerome’s order was followed with confusion as the Hunters continued to run.

“SSSSSSCCCCCCRRRRRREEEEEEEEEE!!!!”

From behind, a cacophony of screeching screams could be heard from the direction of the Temple of the Void.

Some of the Hunters felt their blood run cold, believing that the inside of the Temple might’ve had a Tier four Rot Cruor hiding within the Temple’s underground areas.

The fact that they were running, rather than fighting, meant that there were likely to be more than one as well.

The Hunters of the Guild continued running, getting further and further from the city.

Suddenly, the dimly lit surroundings turned pitch black.

It didn’t matter if it was light from a Radiant Mage or Spirit, or a Flame Mage or Spirit.

No light was able to be seen.

Similarly, it seemed like no one was moving either.

The wind had stopped blowing, and the sound of breathing and earth being pounded as giant Spirits trampled over the land had disappeared.

Along with the light, all sound had disappeared as well.

It was as if time and space had stopped for a second.

Nothing was happening, and many of the Hunters, and even some of the Spirits, began to think that they had died.

Then, as quickly as it had disappeared, all the light and sound that had left was returned.

KABOOM!!!!!

The sound of a deafening explosion could be heard from the direction of the Ruins. A light that would’ve seared the eyes of whoever looked upon it still nearly blinded the Hunters that were running away.

As the light faded away, and the Guilds realized that they were still alive, the Hunters all slowed to a stop, turning to take a look at what had happened to the Ruins that they had been hoping to explore.

A mere few kilometers behind them, there was nothing.

Where once were the Ruins of an ancient city, possibly filled with Relics and mana crystals, long since sealed away for protection, had disappeared.

As had the majority of the earth, creating a massive crater in the earth, as if the Ruin had been scooped out and taken away.

Nothing remained.

Everyone was pale as they looked at the aftermath of what could have been their deaths.

Raaaaaawwwrrrrrrr!!!

Off to the side, the call of several Umbral beasts could be heard from a distance.

Gerome took a moment to look over his Guild. He wanted to make sure that as many people as possible were still alive and relatively healthy.

Seeing that there were no additional issues that had happened during this time, Gerome turned to Ezekiel, who was still looking at the hole in the landscape in shock and horror.

“Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel turned his head up to look at Gerome. Eyes still wide and heart still pounding.

“I think that when we get to a safe place to set up camp, we will need to have a talk. Specifically, regarding what exactly happened when you were stuck in the Temple.”

“Yes sir.” Ezekiel muttered.

He wasn’t looking forward to the talk that was going to be had. Especially since he knew that Trissy would most certainly be there as well.

But at least he was still alive.

For his first expedition, and at a Tier that was lower than the average Hunter, Ezekiel felt that that could be considered as a win.



Off in the distance, on the far side of what were once the Ruins of the city of Senera.

Meryn and Kameira were staring at the now empty space where there once stood a grand Ruin that may very well have brought them countless riches had it been properly explored.

Kameira stood with her mouth hanging open, looking like a fool as she failed to form a coherent thought.

Meryn stood straight as he held his hands to his sides. Blood was slowly dripping to the ground as his nails dug into the palms of his hands.

A part of him was grateful that he’d stopped Kameira from running off and trying to kill Ezekiel with a sneak attack, but another, smaller, part regretted his failure even more.

Countless thoughts ran through his mind, a stark contrast to Kameira, but chief among them was the fact that he needed to report to the rest of the Followers of Radiance.

The current plan to kill Ezekiel and remove Gerome as an obstacle would have to wait.

            

    
        CH 53: Aftermath and Fallout

    
    
    
    
                Given that the Ruins had been destroyed, neither of the surviving Guild leaders thought it was worth it to remain in the Desolate Lands for the time being.

Thus, they continued as they were, with the Tier three Hunters carrying the Tier twos on the backs of their enlarged Spirits.

For the most part, any possible fights were either ignored, or in the few cases where there were Tier two or Tier three Umbral beasts, either Gerome or Trissy took care of it, recognizing that there was little point in providing additional training for the lower Tiers at this time.

The only true delay that they had was when they ran into a group of over a dozen Tier three Umbral beasts. This was somewhat of a concern, as the sheer numbers were enough to cause some problems, had Gerome and Trissy been fighting alone.

Fortunately, they weren’t, but there was still a chance that the Umbral beasts would call in reinforcements if the battle wasn’t finished quickly.

There was some additional concern on Gerome and Trissy’s part that they would be attacked, so the whole group stopped as a number of Tier threes helped the Tier four Hunters fight the group.

No time was spent harvesting parts, however, as there simply wasn’t enough time. This caused more than a few forlorn glances backwards as Guilds set off once again.

Ezekiel ignored all of this, shoulders tense, and a sense of pressure weighing on him.

Hanging his head down in guilt at the thought of the destruction of the Temple of the Void, as well as the Ruins of Senera.

A part of him wondered if the city truly needed to be destroyed as it had been.

He saw Gerome and Trissy take down a huge number of Umbral beasts as they continued running towards the edge of the Desolate Lands. Wasn’t it possible for them to take care of the Rot as well? Was the remnant Void Spirit right in what it did?

He didn’t know anymore. At the time he thought that it would be fine. He had already taken what he needed from the storage area and the library anyway, so it wasn’t like they hadn’t gotten any spoils.

From mana crystals alone, he knew that he’d found at least a few tens of thousands of gold worth, if not upwards of a hundred thousand gold worth.

Yet even so, he still felt guilty, like he was the reason something that was once beautiful was now gone from this world, never to be returned or appreciated, ever again.

These thoughts continued to haunt Ezekiel even as the Guilds finally stopped to rest. The pressure he felt continued building as he was sent to a medical tent.

They had made good time and had traveled far faster than they had previously.

Given that they had no carts, wagons, or carriages to take with them this was to be expected.

As they set up camp for the night, using what supplies the various Hunters with Void Pouches had with them, Gerome grabbed Ezekiel from the tents where the medics had set up to provide treatment to the still injured Hunters, only waiting for the medic to give Ezekiel the okay to leave, and dragged him to a larger tent than the rest.

Inside were Trissy, and several Tier three captains from both the Roaring Ruins, including Ishkel, and their supporting Guild, as well as Garrad and several captains from the Titans and the Feathers.

They were all situated around a table that had been hastily propped up and, from what Ezekiel could tell, partially grown from within the tent, if what he could see was any indication.

The idle chatter and discussion regarding what they needed to do next was instantly silenced as Gerome and Ezekiel entered. All eyes glanced over Gerome before moving to settle on Ezekiel.

He could feel the pressure on him increase again but continued to ignore it.

Nothing was said as Ezekiel and Gerome moved to take a seat at one side of the table, mixed with the captains from the Titans.

“Well then. Now that the guests of honor are here, perhaps we can begin, as well as get the full story regarding what the hell happened in the Ruins.”

Trissy’s voice was even toned as she spoke, but even Ezekiel, as low Tiered as he was compared to the rest of the tent’s occupants, could tell that she was internally seething.

“Not to worry, I would also like to get some answers regarding what exactly happened within the Ruins. Given what Ezekiel was telling us before we left, I’m sure he has the answers we seek.”

Gerome gave Ezekiel a pointed look, ignoring Trissy and the rest as he looked down and to the side at his temporary ward.

“One of which, I hope, will explain why you seem to have dropped an entire Step in your Tier.”

Ezekiel swallowed nervously as he looked around the tent. He had hoped that no one would notice that, but he guessed that the fact that he was leaking mana might’ve given a few things away.

Taking a deep breath to calm himself as best he could, he opened his mouth to speak.

“Well... I guess you could say that things started to go wrong when Aldor Alkena, the forsaken son of the Alkena family, managed to get trapped inside the Void Ruins with me after he and his team ambushed me and mine in the cavern underneath the Temple of the Void.”

Doing his best to keep his void steady, Ezekiel told the tale of what had happened underneath the Temple of the Void.

Not a single lie escaped his lips. But that didn’t stop him from telling half-truths here and there when it came to the later events.

Ezekiel only ended up being stopped three times during his explanation.

First; when he mentioned the spoils he had managed to acquire from the records room and storage room, as well as the potions and elixirs acquired from the old Grand Scholar’s quarters.

Placing the Void Pouch filled with Void Pouches on the table, Ezekiel unattuned to the various items and slid the bag over to Gerome, who proceeded to attune to it and look at the various items inside.

With a shocked look, as well as a heavy heart, Gerome begrudgingly handed the bag over to Trissy. She also adopted a look of shock after she attuned to the items.

“Well, given how much these should be worth, I think the destruction of the Ruins might actually be something I’m okay with. Continue your story.”

Trissy’s words surprised all the captains in the tent. They couldn’t believe that the items they’d received were really worth that much money, but they trusted their captain to keep their interests in mind.

The Titans and the Feathers felt regret but knew that they’d be dead without the deal to give their spoils to the Roaring Ruins in exchange for their help taking out the Spires and their supporters.

The second time that Ezekiel was interrupted was when he mentioned finding out about the Rot that still infested the Temple, and how he had decided to try to get past them to access the Void Core.

“You did what!?” Gerome yelled as Ezekiel explained his plan to stop the Void Locks from collapsing. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?!”

Everyone in the tent was looking at Ezekiel with horror and wonder as if they couldn’t believe that he was still alive, let alone talking to them right now.

“I know it was dangerous, but I survived, didn’t I?”

Ezekiel was confused as to why everyone was freaking out so much, as he had known that the Cruor were dangerous, but he was still alive, so it wasn’t like there were any problems, right?

“Surviving the Rot isn’t the most difficult part. If you hadn’t already been examined by the Life Mages, I would be dragging you there right now, as well as having everyone else in the camp checked over. I might just need to anyway!”

Gerome wasn’t shouting, but his voice was clearly filled with distress and frustration.

“But... why? I thought that the Rot only grew off the dead?”

“That’s only true for Rot in the wild. Those drones you fought, even though they spoke, were obviously starved and unwell, but the problem is that you entered into a Rot den. The spores released from the fungal Rot that remains stationary is somewhat infectious. It acts like a dust that fills the air, and can become a parasitic fungus with whoever breathes it.”

Ezekiel turned pale as Trissy spoke up before Gerome could reply. The tension in his body increased. He was horrified to realize how much worse things could’ve been for him.

“Only Life and Death Mages can sense the fungal spores and create the medicines that kill it off before they can begin growing. Otherwise, only Flame, Light, and Lightning Mages can directly fight it due to the purifying and destructive effects of their magic. Even Life and Death Mages have problems at times, regardless of the fact that they can sense such spores.”

Luckily, one of the Captains in the tent was a Life Mage, and was able to check everyone, confirming that Ezekiel hadn’t been infected.

“It might be because I’m a Void Mage. Ichor doesn’t do anything to me, so it might be the same for the spores released by the Rot den? That, or I was purified by the remnant Spirit left behind by the Ancient Void.”

After saying this, Ezekiel continued with his explanation, only to be interrupted the third time when they asked more questions about the remnant that spoke to him.

Luckily the questions were mainly about what the remnant spoke of. He managed to get through this by explaining that there were questions he’d tried to ask.

He told them that there hadn’t been enough time to get all the answers he was looking for, so the remnant told him what it could, including what it was, and then explained that it was going to blow up the Core, wither when they reached a safe distance, or if the Void Locks failed.

That was also why he’d been in such a hurry to get out. Unfortunately, even though he’d killed Aldor and opened the Void Lock before Gerome could break it open directly, the impact of his diverted punch had still destabilized the enchantments enough to break open the other Void Locks.

Luckily, they hadn’t exploded like the previous one had, but that was mostly due to the elements and Relics involved causing excess destruction. Not purely due to the Void Lock being broken.

“The fact that it was a full-on Rot den would explain why the Spirit would destroy its core and eliminate the Ruins like it did. It must’ve known that the Rot would be able to spread from the den’s spores. We’re lucky the initial rooms with the Rot didn’t have spores in them. Else far fewer would’ve survived that first expedition.”

Trissy’s words were solemn, and Ezekiel could see Ishkel clenching his hands as he thought about how things could’ve been so much worse compared to how they were.

“It’s unfortunate that the destruction of the core resulted in such an explosion, but at least we now know that Temples of the Void are to be much more carefully monitored. Especially if the remnant Spirits determine that things are a lost cause.”

No one had much to say about that. There was only one Temple of the Void still functioning in the lands of humanity. The one located in Quintessa.

The rest were in Ruins within the Desolate Lands, something that the Guilds were excited about, as they now knew that there might be more treasures to be found. If they could find the Ruins with the nine lost Temples of the Void within them.

After he finished his explanation, he was asked quite simply if there were any other items that he was holding onto that were owed to the Reaching Spires.

“No. The only things I have left on me are the items I came here with.”

Hearing the truth from Ezekiel’s lips, everyone in the tent calmed down, knowing that Ezekiel hadn’t been hiding any spoils from them.

He kept his sword a secret, but it was originally his, so it wasn’t a lie if he didn’t tell them it had changed. Let alone that it now housed a nascent Void Spirit.

However, regardless of how stressful things had been for him, the most surprising part was what happened when Gerome took Ezekiel back to the Titan’s camp and spoke to him with Garrad after entering Gerome’s personal tent.

“Alright, Ezekiel, first of all, thank you for telling us what happened. I can’t imagine what you must’ve felt when going through this. But at least for now, we can confidently say that you’re safe.”

As Gerome said this, a sense of security overcame Ezekiel’s mind. He felt his body relax from the tension he’d been feeling since he’d first entered the Ruins and split off from the rest of the Guild when the fighting with the Spires initially broke out.

But then, Ezekiel felt something inside him snap. Something that he didn’t realize he’d been holding back all this time.

It was as if there was a hole inside of him that had been gobbling up his emotions, dulling them for the past day or so as he experienced the horrible things he’d suffered from since entering the Ruins.

“Blaaarg!”

He immediately puked as the various emotions he hadn’t even known he’d been feeling suddenly hit him all at once. No longer contained within the hole that he hadn’t realized was there.

He started shaking as he fell to his knees. Tears began pouring from his eyes, and he felt like he could barely breathe as the edges of the tent seemed to press in on him.

“Ezekiel!”

Garrad and Gerome immediately started to panic. They had no idea what was happening. As far as they knew, Ezekiel was fine. Something that a part of them thought was strange, but now suddenly Ezekiel was having what they could only describe as a panic attack.

“Go get Tracy and Filia! Now!”

Gerome ordered Garrad to get the Life and Death Mages closest to Ezekiel as he knelt down, ignoring the vomit on the ground in his tent as he slowly reached out to Ezekiel, but didn’t touch him yet.

“Ezekiel.” Gerome’s voice was calm and steady as he slowly spoke to the crying boy in front of him. “Ezekiel, you need to breathe. I’m going to put my hand on your back. You need to breathe. Slowly.”

Ezekiel tried to do what Gerome was telling him to do. Forcing his short shaky breaths to become longer and slower. He flinched slightly as Gerome touched his back, but he barely managed to calm his breathing down again.

Through his tremor sensing, Gerome could tell that Garrad had retrieved Tracy and Filia, as well as the rest of their team, and were about to burst into the tent.

He looked at Westly, who dashed out of the tent, growing in size when he was out of Ezekiel’s line of sight, in order to stop them from scaring Ezekiel even more.

All the while Gerome was rubbing circles into Ezekiel’s back as he continued to cry.

Ezekiel himself found himself stuck in a loop. He didn’t know what was happening to him, and he didn’t know why he was feeling this way, or why he was so scared and suddenly crying.

“Guild Leader?” Tracy’s voice caused Ezekiel to turn his head, his breathing becoming erratic once again.

“Calmly, and quietly, ladies. Ezekiel is having a panic attack, and we need to keep him calm.”

Gerome’s voice drew Ezekiel’s attention back towards him as Ezekiel tried to steady his breathing once again.

“Ezekiel. I’m going to pick you up. I’m going to put you on the bed roll. Keep breathing. Long and slow.” Gerome continued to talk as he tried to keep Ezekiel calm.

He lifted Ezekiel gently, carrying him over to the other side of the tent as gently as he could.

Ezekiel, as he was being lifted, immediately grabbed Gerome’s shirt in a death grip as he was moved.

Tracy and Filia followed, both having worried looks on their faces. From what they knew of Ezekiel from the past several weeks of travel, he should not have been reacting like this.

He had never shown such extreme emotions before. He had always acted in ways that were more mature than some of their fellow Guild members.

“Ladies, please help me. I need you to check his mana and soul to ensure that nothing has happened to him.” Gerome muttered softly.

As he said this, Ezekiel’s grip somehow tightened even further, and his breath came out in raspy gasps and squeaks as he tried to speak.

Realizing he’d screwed up, Gerome immediately tried to placate Ezekiel once again.

“Ezekiel, you’re fine. You’re going to be fine. Tracy and Filia are going to help you. Okay. They are going to help you.”

Tracy and Filia got to work as they ran their hands over Ezekiel’s head and torso. Risty and Merry attempted to snuggle up to Ezekiel. Risty had to be careful of her thorns, but Merry’s feathers were soft, and Ezekiel started to calm down again as they snuggled into him.

As Tracy and Filia continued to examine Ezekiel, they saw nothing wrong with his mana, nor his body, but as they examined his brain and soul, they were somewhat shocked at what they were seeing.

They shared a look before Filia moved towards Ezekiel’s face. Holding her hand to his temples, she spoke one word.

“Sleep.”

Ezekiel tensed up momentarily, before his entire body relaxed and his eyes fell shut. His consciousness drifted away as he fell into a dreamless sleep.

Gerome didn’t say anything as he saw Filia put Ezekiel to sleep. He had been partially expecting such a thing to happen, but he would admit that he had assumed Tracy would be the one to do it.

“Given the situation, it was better to exhaust him into sleeping rather than simply turn his consciousness off like Tracy would do.” Filia answered the unasked question as she turned to Gerome.

“I’ll take your word for it. Now tell me what happened.”

Gerome’s question was blunt and to the point, but also appropriate given the circumstances.

“Elemental Emotional Instability.” Was the reply given by both Tracy and Filia.

Their response actually caused Gerome to pause for a moment. As he ran over their answer in his head, he failed to make any connections to what had happened to Ezekiel.

Seeing their Guild leader confused by what they had said, Tracy spoke up to explain.

“I don’t know if you’re aware, but there are very rare cases where a person’s personality can be affected by their elemental affinity. Specifically, if they grow too fast, too soon, or suffer experiences that can harm their soul or mind in some way or another.”

Tracy’s explanation helped Gerome realize a few things. In particular the attitude and behavior of many of the Church of Light followers, specifically the younger ones. As the knowledge of the Radiant element’s ability to alter minds at the higher Tiers came to mind.

“In this case,” Tracy continued, “it seems like Ezekiel has been suppressing his emotions for some time now. I can’t tell for how long, but it must’ve been at least a day or more.”

“For the most part, emotional instability brought about by one’s elemental affinity is difficult to notice unless it shows itself as a sudden shift in how a person behaves.”

“It usually shows up as extreme anger for Flame Mages, extreme stubbornness from Cavern Mages, sudden, temporary, violence for lightning mages, severe depression for Death Mages, a... desire for bedroom activities for Life mages, and other various effects for the different elements.”

Filia’s continued explanation provided more details for Gerome, as well as brought a blush to Tracy’s face when he gave her a glance as Filia finished speaking.

“If that’s true, then why didn’t we notice anything with regard to Ezekiel? I would’ve thought that, for a kid as well put together as he is, that someone would’ve noticed a shift in his behavior.”

Tracy and Filia shared another look before Filia spoke up, as Tracy looked down in guilt.

“I think that the fact that he hasn’t shown any shifts in his emotions is the problem.”

Gerome raised an eyebrow in confusion.

“How so?”

“Well, even if he’s incredibly mature for his age, and even if he’s really smart and knows lots of things, he’s never actually done any of these things, right? He’s never carved open a carcass before. He’s never been on an expedition before. He’s never been in a life and death battle before, not like the one’s he’s been in recently at least. He’s also never faced a real Cruor, until he had to face them alone in a Rot Den, if what the rumors that have been going around the camps have said are actually true.”

Gerome couldn’t help but rub his temples as he felt a headache coming along.

Now that it had been pointed out, he realized that the lack of fear and immaturity in Ezekiel was actually something of a concern.

He had thought like most others had, that Ezekiel was incredibly mature, and had received knowledge from the Void Relics, which explained his maturity and behavior.

Now he realized that this was wrong. Ezekiel, for all his knowledge, and all he maturity, was still a child of ten years old. Certainly, he was a child who had been through much for one who came from a relatively common background, but he was a child all the same.

How could a child go through what Ezekiel had in the past few days, and not have frozen up in fear and terror, if there wasn’t something affecting his emotions.

“By the Spirits. Even full-grown Hunters will sometimes freeze up when facing the horrors that he has, yet he just powered through all of it. How?”

“By suppressing his emotions.” Tracy muttered angrily.

Gerome shot her a look to demand an explanation.

“Void magic isn’t well known. As far as we could tell, when it comes to spells, it has the power to enhance any magical effects, as well as physical abilities. When we were checking his soul, we noticed that, not only are their hairline cracks running throughout it, but there was also evidence of extreme focus, and attention, as well as tension, stress, and pressure.”

“That was on top of the emotions that Ezekiel expressed whilst panicking.”

“From this, we currently assume that Ezekiel’s Void mana was suppressing his emotions of fear, anxiety, worry, guilt, anger, sorrow, and disgust, by empowering his determination, ambition, and focus on his goal.”

“Thus, when he finally relaxed, and his other emotions were not veins suppressed by the empowered emotions, it was like a dam breaking, and everything just flowed out all at once, rather than down in the Temple ruins where that fear and negativity was strongest.”

Gerome spent some time going over Tracy and Filia’s explanations in his head.

As much as he hated to admit it, that did make sense. He knew many people over the years who had learned to compartmentalize their emotions during a difficult situation.

Garrad, for instance, hated meetings and dealing with a large number of people from the other Guilds, and while he could put up a good front when needed, outside of such situations, he would let his frustrations go, usually breaking something in the process.

He could only assume the situation right now was similar, although the extent was obviously different.

“Will he be, okay?” Gerome asked as he looked down on Ezekiel with a pitying glance.

He was now feeling far more guilt regarding bringing Ezekiel in than he had before. He was ashamed to admit it, but he, and apparently everyone else, had allowed their own desires, and their own conceived images of Ezekiel’s maturity blind them to the fact that he was still just a child.

Even Ezekiel wasn’t aware of this, if Tracy and Filia’s words were to be trusted. So, he also couldn’t have known how scared and anxious he really was.

“He should be, but, for now we should do everything we can to keep him from stressing out any more than he already is. Keep him talking, and try not to get him involved with any of the gore and the fighting. He’s had enough of that for now, I think.”

Gerome nodded at Tracy’s suggestions.

“I’ll keep him with me the entire time. I’ll try to keep his mind on returning to the city, rather than anything that happened in the Ruins.”

Tracy and Filia nodded. The last thing Ezekiel needed right now was a reminder of the Ruins.

“But for now, I think you two need to head out. We’ll be trying to get out of the Desolate Lands by tomorrow evening. So, get ready, and be prepared for a hard day of riding.”

As the two ladies got up, the Spirits perching on their shoulders, they left the room with a quiet farewell, before going to explain what had happened to the rest of their party.

Needless to say, all of them were concerned about Ezekiel, and wanted to do everything they could to help the kid that had been so helpful to them.

All the while, Ezekiel continued to sleep. Dead to the world, as his first true adventure in this world was finally coming to a close.

            

    
        CH 54: Unfortunate News

    
    
    
    
                Come morning, Ezekiel was greeted by a somber atmosphere as he exited his tent.

He remembered everything that had happened the day before. The emotions, the panic, the various sensations that brought him low in front of Gerome and the rest of the team he’d grown close to.

At first, he thought that it was just a one-time thing. That he wouldn’t have to worry about what had happened, as he would be able to get over it like he always did.

His talk with Tracy, Filia, and Gerome, before they set out for the border of the Desolate Lands made it clear that that wasn’t actually the case.

As Tracy and Filia explained things to him, Ezekiel grew more and more weary, but at the same time he couldn’t say anything that would dispute what he was being told.

As he reflected on it, he realized that the information regarding Elemental Emotional Instability made a great deal of sense, even if one took into account his reincarnation.

He was a university student in his past life. He had no reason, at all, to have any sort of emotional or military training for dealing with battles or traumatic events like near death experiences, bombs going off in close proximity, and fighting nightmarish creatures straight out of a zombie horror.

As Gerome said, full grown adults who were trained for that kind of stuff would sometimes freeze up during their first encounters with the Cruor. Let alone someone like Ezekiel, who, whilst very mature, was also very inexperienced with such terrifying creatures.

Just thinking about the Rot from the day before caused him to freeze up as chills ran up and down his spine. His eyes darted back and forth as he looked for any threats, seemingly without his notice.

Void mana was channeled, and Ezekiel’s eyes took on their black ringed white iris appearance.

He felt his attention to detail improve as his awareness expanded.

The emotions started to leave him as his mana enhanced everything that wasn’t the negative emotions he was feeling at that moment.

“Ezekiel.”

Gerome’s voice grabbed Ezekiel’s attention as he turned to the old man who was in charge of his protection. A heavy hand was placed on Ezekiel’s shoulder, but the weight was not uncomfortable.

“You’re not there, Ezekiel. You’re safe now. The Cruor are not a threat to you right now.”

Ezekiel slowly untensed his body as he tried to relax, Gerome removed his hands as he did. Ezekiel knew in his mind that he couldn’t allow himself to maintain this state, as it could affect his personality in a more permanent manner, according to what Tracy and Filia had told him.

As he purposefully cut the flow of his mana, this time suppressing it to his core, rather than letting it sit freely, he was immediately bombarded by the fear and panic he’d felt when Tracy and Filia finished their explanation.

He did not immediately start panicking, however, as the various Spirits from the team had come in to help him, and the aid of several emotional support animals kept him calm, as did the focus of suppressing his mana.

“I really hope that I won’t have to do this forever.” He said as he started to grow weary after several minutes of suppressing his mana.

“Unfortunately, you’d best try to keep that up for at least a day. I can’t tell how long your emotions have been suppressed, or put to the wayside, but if it’s been more than a day, then you need to get used to properly feeling your emotions in full once again.”

As Tracy said this, Ezekiel grimaced because he nearly started crying from the guilt that he now felt at causing trouble for his team.

“Don’t try to bottle it in. If you do, you’ll subconsciously start to use your mana to avoid those emotions again.”

Ezekiel felt incredibly embarrassed by this, which worsened his condition, but he heeded Tracy and Filia’s words, allowing his tears to fall as he started bawling.

It was not the fearful panic attack crying from the night before, this was just simple crying over the situation he was in.

As Tracy and Filia held the ten-year-old Void Mage between them, Gerome left the tent, a heavy sense of guilt weighing on his mind.

As he and the rest of the Wandering Titan’s Hunters packed up for the rest of their journey, he couldn’t help but think about where things had started going wrong.

Were he and the other Guilds too hasty in how quickly they jumped on getting the young genius Void Mage to join their expedition?

Given everything that had happened, he couldn’t help but think they were. Perhaps they should’ve just done what the Reaching spires had and found an adult Void Mage to volunteer.

Such a person would be compensated and protected, of course. The Titans weren’t monsters. They wouldn’t drag a civilian into dangerous territory and just kill him off like the Spires had. Hell, if the Mage in question was in a tough spot, they might’ve let him stay on as a porter or paper-pusher in their headquarters.

Eventually, Gerome realized that these thoughts were not conducive to being in charge of a Guild expedition. Especially one where they were retreating as fast as possible.

Returning to the tent to have Tracy and Filia start packing up, he was at least happy to see that Ezekiel had stopped crying, and that he seemed to be letting out his emotions properly again.

Seeing Ezekiel look down in guilt like a child having been caught after breaking something valuable, when he was in no way to blame for what had happened, did dampen his mood somewhat. He didn’t let it show, however, as he knew that that wouldn’t help Ezekiel in this instance.

For now, nothing more was said as the party finished packing up and headed out with the rest of the Guild at top speed to the border.



Even at their top speed. It still took roughly another two days to get to the edge of the Desolate Lands. Far less time than what they had spent there when they were headed to the Ruins.

During this time, the Guilds had been forced to fight several large groups of Umbral Beasts as many had been attracted to the explosion that had occurred a few days prior.

Most of them were dealt with quickly, but due to the unfortunate possibility of the Spires and Cult of Light trying to ambush them again, Gerome and Trissy were forced to stay out of the fighting, for the most part.

Luckily the Tier threes seemed to be more than enough for these groups, as they mostly consisted of Tier two and Tier one Umbral Beasts.

Ezekiel had also finally stabilized his emotional state. Tracy and Filia assumed that the quick speed was due to the fact that it primarily originated from s single day worth of events, rather than the possibility that it had been going on for several weeks or more.

Of course, Ezekiel knew that it was mainly because he was, in fact, much more mature, emotionally, due to his reincarnation. But considering he didn’t know how long he’d been enhancing his focus, he wasn’t going to argue the point with either of them, as they could just as likely be right in their assumptions.

As the Guilds finally reached the border, they did not stop, but rather they kept going at full speed for the rest of the day, having left the Desolate Lands near noon.

This was done with the intent of getting as close to the outpost, and as far from the Ruins, as they possibly could, as neither of the Guilds wanted to be stuck fighting teams of actual Cruor, given that they were certain to have been drawn to the crater that was once the Senera city Ruins.

The only thing that was still nagging at the back of Ezekiel’s head was the fact that he could tell that something was wrong whenever he spoke with Gerome.

He couldn’t tell what it was, but there was just a feeling, like the old man was putting on a mask.

Finally, as they made camp outside the Desolate Lands, Ezekiel found a chance to confront Gerome regarding his thoughts, just as the party was splitting up to go to sleep.

“We nearly got a child killed, in what should have been a relatively safe expedition.”

Gerome said simply, as he saw no reason to lie when Ezekiel asked his question. Westly had crawled up to Gerome’s head and was nuzzling into the old man’s fur as he spoke.

“The fact of the matter is, expeditions go wrong all the time, like the first expedition to those Ruins. But everyone that works as a Hunter knows the risks and has willingly taken up the blade to explore and fight back against the Desolate Lands and the Cruor.”

“You have not, and I can’t help but be certain that taking you with us was the wrong choice. I should not have insisted that you come, even with the guarantees and gold given to your family.”

“I thought I’d have to protect you from a few overly zealous Hunters that wanted whatever treasure you managed to find, not be forced to help in nearly wiping out the Hunters from another Guild because they broke one of humanities Guild Laws just to kill you. Let alone accidentally force you to encounter the Rot, in one of their Den at that!”

Ezekiel immediately shivered as he tensed up momentarily at the mention of the Rot, but he took several deep breaths, suppressed his mana to ensure that it didn’t affect him, and calmed down quickly as Gerome watched him.

“See. My insistence has resulted in a child obtaining a trauma that may take years to overcome.”

Ezekiel highly doubted that it would actually take years to get over this, especially given that he knew he couldn’t allow it to take years to get over, since he planned on becoming a Hunter as soon as possible. There were still too many mysteries that he needed to unravel to allow himself to be held back.

For now though, he was silent as he pondered Gerome’s words. He immediately felt guilty again, as he thought that there was more he should’ve been able to do.

However, he immediately dashed those thoughts away, as he knew that there wasn’t any more he could do. He was the weakest person in this expedition. He could barely fight a Tier two on even footing when they were taking him seriously, let alone a Tier two Hunter and their Spirit.

He knew that emphasizing his weakness wouldn’t be helpful, however, so he didn’t bring that up.

“How do you know I would be better off back at Harkem?” Choosing to bring up possibilities that would hopefully show Gerome the good things that had happened from this expedition.

“How do you know that the Spires wouldn’t have gotten outside help anyways? How do you know that you would’ve been able to find those traitors before you fought with the Spires and the Cult? How do you know that nothing’s happening in Harkem that couldn’t be a threat to my life?”

“How do you know that the Rot wouldn’t have escaped, if I hadn’t been the one to do what I did? I know it was just by chance that I’d managed to find the safe path, rather than the path that led to the... ‘shudder’ ... Rot beneath the Temple ruins?”

Gerome didn’t have anything to say as Ezekiel argued his case. He wanted to continue arguing that a child shouldn’t be out here, and that it was a mistake to bring Ezekiel with them, but he found Ezekiel’s maturity once again surprising him.

Ezekiel saw that Gerome wasn’t responding, so he continued on.

“Yes, things could’ve gone better, but given the number of external forces that were influencing the situation, I think you did a fairly good job. Mistakes were made, and yes, I will be haunted by what I saw in the... Den... for a while yet, but I’m alive, and that means that I can keep living and can recover from what happened, so we need to focus on that, first and foremost.”

Once again, Gerome couldn’t say anything as Ezekiel finished speaking.

Suddenly, he had thought that made him chuckle, despite the seriousness of the situation.

“Heh. You know, kid, you’ve just reminded me of why I thought it was a good idea to bring you on this expedition.”

Ezekiel perked his head to the side in curiosity.

“You’re not a normal kid. You’re mature enough to make some of my Hunters look like children. I had basically forgotten that you are still just a kid, at least until you had your break down.”

Ezekiel blushed slightly at the reminder of what had happened a few days ago.

“You nearly made me forget about it again just now. I’ll need to be careful about that in the future.”

Ezekiel looked slightly indignant as Gerome said this.

“It’s not like I’m just pretending when I act like this, you know.” He said as Gerome just chuckled once again.

“That’s the scary part. That means you really are this mature, but you’re inexperienced. You know a lot of things, but you’re still weak, and that’s not an insult. Even though you’ve dropped a Step in your Tier, you’re good for a child your age, but you’re still a child, and you’re still only Tier one. There’s a reason we usually only take Hunters at Tier two into the Desolate Lands.”

Gerome’s tone spoke volumes regarding how he felt about the situation.

Ezekiel felt annoyed that he hadn’t been able to relieve Gerome of all his worries but was content to know that the chuckles he had elicited were more real than Gerome’s previous expressions.

“Then I guess that means that I’ll just have to get stronger, doesn’t it?”

This time Gerome let out an actual laugh, leaning backwards in his seat as he nearly threw Westly off his head.

“That’s right, you will. You need to pay me back for all the losses we suffered after all.”

“What!?” Ezekiel squawked indignantly. “You’re the one who made the deal!”

“Yes, but you’re the one that they were after.”

Ezekiel couldn’t refute that, so he just sat to the side and pouted like the ten-year-old he was.

“It’s not my fault they’re all assholes who need to get put down.”

Gerome just chuckled again. “Indeed, they are.”

The two of them fell into silence once again. The mood is still heavy, but no longer as forced as it once was. Gerome still felt guilty, and Ezekiel in turn felt guilty for causing it.

“It was still my choice, you know that, right? Mine, and the Roaring Ruins for threatening my family with ridiculous charges. If anything, you offered me and my family a way out of a no-win situation.”

Gerome didn’t say anything as he stood up, heading to his tent to get ready for bed.

“Perhaps we should just take this as a lesson for all of us. A lesson regarding the consequences of our actions.”

“... sure.”

Ezekiel didn’t know what else to say. He thought knew what Gerome was trying to tell him. That they both did things that they regretted, and that they both needed to learn from what had happened.

It was just a shame that the only thing Ezekiel could focus on was the fact that he had learned just how weak he really was in this vast new world, and that the thing he needed to do right now, was get as strong as he could, as fast as he could.



With the now slowed pace of the Guild’s Hunters allowing them to rest a little bit, Ezekiel found himself under a certain amount of scrutiny by the majority of the Hunters from both Guilds.

It hadn’t been that bad when they were traveling through the Desolate Lands, as there wasn’t much that could be done besides taking watch and running as fast as possible. But after leaving the Desolate Lands, and reentering the Erenon forest, there was the chance to release one's frustration, if not violently, then verbally at least.

“There he is. The brat that destroyed the Ruins.”

“I’m surprised no one else died because of him.”

“We already lost how many Hunters because of him?”

“He was the reason the Spires attacked us, right?”

“I wonder what the Guild Leader sees in him.”

“Shame we can’t just leave him behind.”

“Once we get to the city again, he’s free game, right?”

For the most part, Ezekiel was able to avoid the troubles that came with the various rumors being spread regarding him. There were some people, his team and a few others from the Titans, that didn’t listen to the rumors going on. But given that certain information was not revealed, it was difficult to dispute the fact that Ezekiel was indirectly responsible for the destruction of the Ruins.

The lack of information regarding the Rot Den was the most frustrating thing, however, as there was doubt and disbelief from the Roaring Ruins Guild due to the fact that Trissy denied any rumors relating to its existence.

“We don’t want the fact that Void Mage’s might be immune to the Rot spores getting out just yet. For all we know you were purified when you accessed the Core. Until this can be tested, if it even can be, there’s no reason to spread false hope.”

Trissy’s opinion was a source of conflict between herself and Gerome, but the fact that they had fought together, and the Titans had turned over a massive amount of riches over, while they got nothing, was enough to keep things civil, for the most part.

Ezekiel and his team, on the other hand, mainly stuck close to Gerome, and tried their best to not draw attention to themselves.

The Captains were all informed of the full story, but they were in the minority, and were also bound to secrecy, so while they weren’t a problem, they weren’t much help either.

This was because many of the Tier twos that had a problem with Ezekiel also had a problem with the team that he spent the most time with. Worse yet, unlike Ezekiel, this team didn’t have the protection of a Tier four Guild leader.

Luckily, fighting amongst one’s own Guild was frowned upon. Especially in a Guild that was as close knit as the Wandering Titans, but that didn’t stop rumors from spreading about Herend, Tracy, and the rest.

“I can’t believe those jerks!”

Tracy called out after returning from patching up several Hunters after the Guilds had stopped to rest for the evening. The day of travel had been slow going but had also resulted in two separate attacks by Umbral beasts.

The Roaring Ruins did little beyond defending their own people from the attack, but the Titans had actively fought the Umbral beasts in the hopes of making up some of their losses from this expedition.

They’d be lucky if they broke even by taking twice as long to travel and fought twice as much as they already were.

As it was, the slowed pace meant that they were going to take an extra day or so to reach the Turnbout before crossing to the primary outpost.

Ezekiel paused in his training as he turned to look at Tracy. He thought knew what had likely happened, but because he felt it was his fault he moved to try and help all the same.

“What happened?” Ezekiel asked cautiously.

Tracy barely seemed to hear him and didn’t answer until Filia came over and started rubbing her back gently. Philip, Herend, and Nathanus also gathered around, whilst Gerome had gone off to make a count of the different things they’d managed to gather from the most recent attack.

“It’s just a bunch of jerks that would apparently walk around with broken or sprained limbs than receive any healing from ‘someone like me’.” Tracy said as her tone went from angry and loud to quiet and subdued.

“They didn’t put in such words, of course. Saying things like, ‘don’t you have to protect the kid?’ or ‘I wouldn’t want to take away your precious mana when you’ve got the Void Mage to take care of.” and other things like that!”

“It’s like they don’t think I realize that their words are just a polite way of saying they don’t want my help because they don’t like Ezekiel.”

At this point, Ezekiel couldn’t help but flinch, and force down his mana as his own frustrations came to the forefront. Instead of reacting too extremely, however, he just looked to the ground and kicked up some dust.

“Ah! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to... you know...” Tracy said as she realized who she was talking to.

“It’s okay. I’m sorry you guys are being treated differently because of me.”

Ezekiel meant it too. He knew full well what it was like to be ostracized because he was a Void Mage. He considered himself incredibly lucky to have a loving family and friends that were willing to stand by him when needed.

That didn’t mean that the looks from some of the store owners, or people he’d see in the streets, when they realized he was a Void Mage, didn’t hurt sometimes. But this was just more of a reason to not want the people close to him to suffer the same fate.

“It’s not your fault, Ezekiel. We know the truth, and they don’t. It’s unfortunate, but maybe when we get back to Harkem the Church of Ten will be able to run some tests. That way we can spread the news about the Rot Den, and the reason the Ruins were destroyed.”

This time it was Herend that spoke up, and his words were met with nods of agreement from everyone in the party.

“I hope so. I feel like there were a lot of things that were learned on this expedition. Not just about the Ruins and the Spires, or their Cult ties.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but glance down at the sword in his hands as he said this. The nascent Spirit was still at least a couple of weeks away from forming a consciousness that would allow it to bond with Ezekiel.

He knew it wouldn’t form until a while after he got home, but he wanted to meet the Spirit that would be his partner as soon as possible.

He also wanted to get his hands on a new sword, given that it would be strange if he stopped using this one, but it was also basically impossible for him to even draw it at this point.

Even when practicing, he needed to keep the blade in its sheath, else people would notice the incredible changes that had occurred to it.

The others, when they saw Ezekiel glance at his sword, thought that he was upset with himself that he wasn’t stronger, or that perhaps he had damaged the blade and was frustrated at breaking a useful gift.

They had all agreed to take up the issue regarding the sabotaged ball bearings with Merlot when they got back. Church Acolyte status be damned.

Before the conversation could go any further, however, Gerome approached, with a solemn look on his face as he greeted Ezekiel and the rest. On his shoulder sat a plump pigeon looking bird that they could all tell was a Spirit due to its red plumage and small sparks of fire that were wafting off of it every now and then. It looked exhausted.

“Sorry folks, but it looks like we won’t be able to take our time getting back after all. Pack up, we need to get moving. If we move fast, we can get to the river before the sun fully sets.”

Gerome’s words stunned everyone, but as they listened closely, it sounded like there was a bit of a ruckus going on in the other parts of the camp.

“What’s going on, sir?” Herend asked as the rest all got up and started packing again.

A dark look crossed Gerome’s face as he looked at the group.

“It seems like a conflict broke out in Harkem a week or so ago. Duke Harkem is calling all Guilds back from the expedition to finish taking control of the city back from his brother, as well as to clean up any remaining undesirables, who had previously denounced the Duke. The Count had been supported by several unknown Tier fours, as well as the Reaching Spires and their allied Guilds.”

‘Clang’

Ezekiel dropped his sword in shock. He had known that there were a number of things going on behind the scenes in the city, but he hadn’t thought that they’d reached such a boiling point already.

“Sir... are my... is my...?” Ezekiel could barely think as he began worrying about his family.

He knew that, as the main target of the Church of Light, there was a possibility that his family would be in danger.

“I’m sorry Ezekiel, this letter came from the Duke himself, and was delivered by one of his Tier four aides’ Spirit. It seems like the conflict is finished now, and we’re being called back to settle things properly, but I just don’t know much more than that.”

Gerome’s tone was gentle as he addressed Ezekiel’s unasked question.

“... I understand.” Ezekiel said in a morose tone of Voice.

Gerome just nodded his head in approval as Ezekiel packed up the few things he’d taken out for their rest in the camp. He was finished before everyone else due to the lack of items he had.

“Ezekiel, you’re with me again. The rest of you meet up with Garrad, he’ll be taking you all on Brucey. I need to go ahead to try and meet with military forces stationed at the outpost. If we get there fast enough, we should be able to catch the last emergency boat crossing the Turnbout.”

“Yes sir!”

The group nodded as they headed off to meet with Garrad.

Gerome picked up Ezekiel and dashed over to where Westly was waiting.

The ferret wasn’t in his full size but seemed to be more streamlined than usual. Trissy was also there with her feline Spirit. She nodded at Gerome and gave Ezekiel a questioning glance.

“I’m of no use to Duke Harken if my ward dies and my Spirit Bond is severed.” Gerome explained curtly as he and Ezekiel climbed onto Westly’s back. “He stays with me until I get him safely returned to one of the Scholars at the Cathedral who were designated as trustworthy by his parents.”

Trissy just nodded in indifference, as she recognized that this was not her problem.

“Hold tight, Ezekiel. We’ll be moving a bit faster than you’re used to.”

With those words said, Ezekiel grabbed on as tightly as he could, but he still needed to rely on Gerome as Westly dashed forward, so fast that Ezekiel could barely keep his eyes open, and the forest around them turned into a blur of colors he could barely make out.

Holding on for dear life, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel rueful as he realized that he had apparently left one battlefield for another, and this time he couldn’t just have it blown up to keep things safe.

            

    
        CH 55: Interlude 9

    
    
    
    
                Just under two weeks after the Guild Expedition had left. Not long after Naeri had met up with Duke Harkem and several military forces that had taken the cult of Light members prisoner. As well as a few days before the Guilds were expected to reach the Ruins.

Inside of Harkem’s Grand Cathedral

BOOM!!!

A large explosion could be heard from outside as fire rained down on one the large gates leading into the Cathedral. Several people were huddled in different alcoves as this occurred. All of them were citizens who were either Void Mages or were related to Void Mages.

Just over a week ago, Count Forret Harkem had returned from an expedition of his own, having bonded with a Flame Spirit with a wyvern physique.

This came as a great surprise to all the citizens of Harkem, but many nobles saw this as a good thing, whilst the Guilds stayed quiet.

The rest of the commoners were of a mixed opinion, as the laws and actions of Count Forret had been making things somewhat difficult for those who didn’t support the nobility in full.

Many people didn’t worry too much, however, as they knew that Duke Harkem had laws that would protect them.

Then, three days after returning from his expedition, the first thing Count Forret did was reveal his new status as a Tier four Hunter.

The next was to declare that he would be reviewing the laws currently being enacted in the city, and if he found them to be unsuitable for the direction, he thought the city needed to be headed for then they would be repealed and replaced.

He also denounced the Church of Ten, stating that they had overstepped their boundaries as Scholars and overseers of the Spirits Lands connected to the city. By this point, the attacks and crimes against the Void Mages in Harkem, as well as their families, had seen a great and sudden increase in frequency.

Thus, Count Forret rallied the city guards and the nobility to enact a massive arrest of those he had declared as traitors to the city and the order of the city’s rulers.

For nearly a week now, many of those that were being hunted down by the forces of the nobility had been injured and captured. Those that hadn’t been, were taking up residence in the Grand Cathedral.

Included in this number were the Alkena household, barring a number of their guards, who had proven themselves either disloyal, or had turned coat when the nobility approached.

“Shh... It’s okay girls, we’ve got you.” Shari said as she and her father watched over Ellen and Wendy. Curled up next to them was Bonnie, who was looking quite upset with Shari right now.

Shari and her father had been asked to watch over Ellen and Wendy due to the fact that Warren, Evelyn, and Sherra had been asked to provide aid with the rest of the Hunters that had ties to the Church or were otherwise opposed to the nobilities’ actions.

Currently, after having spent over a week training with their Spirits, the difference in Tier between Evelyn, Warren and their Spirits had disappeared. The Radiant and Obscure Mages had now reached Tier four. Luckily, due to the fact that they had already joined the Church’s side, their family was protected.

Unfortunately, their increase in Tier also meant an increase in responsibilities. They had been holding back for so long, hoping to live normal lives, only to be brought back into a conflict for their family.

Most of their current responsibilities involved going into the city and helping the various people being unjustly hunted down by the nobles’ forces.

It was actually during one of these missions that they’d rescued the Alkena’s, as well as Ezekiel’s other friends. This included Drew and his mother, as well as Yennifrey and her parents as well.

The only one who hadn’t been brought back to the Cathedral’s grounds was Riley and her family, but there were a number of mixed feelings about that.

“Shari!” Drew called out from across the room as he approached her and the twins.

“Wendy, Ellen. C’mon, your parents are back!” Drew and Jesse had been helping out around the Cathedral as best they could, mostly playing messenger as different groups needed to interact with one another as fast as they could. “They’re waiting for you in hall twelve. As is your mother, Shari.”

At the mention of their parents, Wendy and Ellen perked up, still worried about the explosion that had occurred a few seconds prior, but they wanted to see their parents more.

Pulling themselves from Shari’s embrace, the twins dashed towards Drew, who began leading them to the room where their parents were no doubt waiting.

Shari stayed behind for a moment, knowing that she’d have a chance to speak with her mother in a bit. Turning to her father, she addressed him first.

“Father, may I be off for now?” She asked.

“Oh course, my dear, I think I might even accompany you this time.” Allon replied as he pulled himself to his feet from where he’d been laying on a small cot.

Or rather, pulling himself to his foot, as he grabbed a set of crutches to balance, as he was missing his right leg from just below the knee.

Looking at her father’s injury, it was all Shari could do to not begin tearing up at the sight. She hadn’t been anywhere near her parents when their auction house had been raided, but there was still some irrational part of her mind that told her that she should’ve been there to help.

Her parents vehemently denied this, of course, as she was only Tier one, so any one of the Tier twos that had been sent after them would’ve been able to take her hostage.

Luckily for him, especially given the Count’s newly zealous behavior, Allon didn’t suffer much more than what was obvious.

Especially given the anger the raiders had felt towards Allon and Sherra when they found out that Allon had had all the items in their warehouses moved to the storage areas of the Grand Cathedral. The raiders were thus forced to report a failure to seize the Alkena family’s wealth.

All things considered, given the current situation, having your leg cleanly cut off was lenient compared to what other punishments were being spread from the rumors of all the refugees that were flooding in each day.

“If you think you can, father.” Shari said as she moved to help Allon make his way to the meeting area where the Hunters were likely gathering.

Looking down to the side at where Bonnie was now standing, she addressed her Spirit as well, flinching slightly as feelings of hurt and betrayal flowed through her bond.

“Bonnie, would you like to come as well? I know the twins would like you to be there, just as I would.”

‘Snort’

Bonnie looked away, with a snort and a huff as she tried to ignore her bonded partner. A sad look in her eyes appeared as soon as Shari couldn’t see her face. The little pig Spirit did her best to hold her emotions back from her bond with Shari. She was guilty about making her human feel bad, but also angry about what had happened to Riley and Celia.

Shari just looked sad as she tried to reach out to Bonnie but pulled back just before touching her.

“Please stay safe, Bonnie. I don’t want to lose you too.”

With that said, Shari and Allon moved to leave the large room they were in. Bonnie just huffed again before hopping onto the small cot to wait for them to return.

“Things will get better, I’m sure of it.” Allon said to his daughter as they walked down the corridor leading to one of the more familiar rooms they’d been to.

As they walked, they saw more and more rooms that had been opened to allow people and their families to reside. Many had some scrapes and bruises here and there, and a few people had Spirits with them as well, but it seemed like they were all low Tier, or otherwise unable to fight.

“You don’t know that.” Shari said in reply to her father’s words. She and Bonnie had been quietly fighting for a couple days now, and it didn’t look like things were going to get any better anytime soon.

“She thinks I betrayed her. She thinks I left Riley and Celia to be taken away by Count Forret’s forces, and she refuses to believe what’s right in front of her, regardless of the proof!” Shari exclaimed.

She couldn’t help but recall how she had also felt hurt and betrayed, just as much as Bonnie had, but she also knew there was nothing she could do.

The information the Church had gathered was nearly absolute, as had been Riley’s confession.

Riley’s parents were with the Cult of Light, and while Riley hadn’t been aware of this, it still meant that she wouldn’t be welcome in the Church of Ten until after the conflict was over.

Even then, that was only if the Church of Ten, the loyalists’ forces won, and the fact that Riley chose to walk away when asked by Shari to join them in the Cathedral.

Shari knew that family was important but given that the Cult of Light was the major perpetrator of the current conflict, it still hurt to see her friend walk away. It hurt Bonnie just as much, as she and Celia had been friends for just as long, if not longer, than Shari and Riley, having no one but each other to rely on for years.

Shari just hoped that Riley wouldn’t be changed by her family, given the memories she had of her brother, and several other zealous members of the Cult of Light.

“-ri… Shari... Shari!”

Shari was pulled out of her musings by her father calling her name.

“My dear. You can’t let yourself be lost in the past like that. It will only make the hole in your heart grow wider, as your regrets pile higher.”

Shari looked down in response to her father’s gentle chiding.

A rueful grin crossed Allon’s face as he continued.

“As to what I was saying, about things between you and Bonnie getting better. Well, it’s not like fights between friends, and even Spirits, don’t often happen. I can’t even tell you the number of times that your mother has gotten into fights with Feris over one thing or another.”

Shari chuckled quietly as she recalled a few instances of said fighting. The most recent one she could think of was Feris melting a few of the blunted training swords after using them as chew toys. Something he’d been told dozens of times not to do.

“Now, I know that I don’t have a Spirit, but given what I do know, both of you want to reconcile with one another, but you’re both too stubborn to actually apologize and try to become friends again.”

“But I have apologized!”

Allon just raised his eyebrow as his daughter's exclamation.

“Did you apologize, or tell her that it wasn’t your fault, or that there was nothing you could do? Did you actually say sorry, for not respecting her feelings, or for otherwise not respecting her thoughts on the matter? You might not have been the reason Riley and Celia left, but you weren’t very supportive when Bonnie was originally hurting, now were you?”

Shari looked down in guilt once more, knowing her father was right.

“... I’ll apologize properly when I get back. As well as try to talk to her about what’s happening, and how we can get Riley and Celia back.”

Allon nodded with a smile on his face.

“That’s my girl. Now, we’re almost there. Do you think you can give your father a hand getting into the room without these crutches? I know they’re a necessity for now, but I’d appreciate it if I could greet your mother without looking like I'm worse off than I think I am.”

Shari reluctantly grabbed her father’s crutches, providing a shoulder for her father to keep steady with as she opened the door to hall twelve.

Only to find a cacophony of voices greeting her.



Just a couple of minutes before the explosion outside the Grand Cathedral’s grounds, Warren and Evelyn were dashing through the streets of Harkem, hiding in the shadows of the back alleys and streets where few, if any, people walked.

Due to the fact that Harkem city was a major checkpoint and support city for the Empire, even though a large conflict had broken out between different factions within the city, no large-scale battles had occurred since Count Forret began his attempt to take full control of the city.

It was only because of this and the fact that any significant damage to the city would be known to the Empire proper, thus leading to an investigation by Imperial Inquisitors, that there was little to no damage to any of the city.

It was well known at this point that it was actually taking the full might of several Tier four Hunters from the Guilds allied with the nobility to hold Count Forret back from simply laying waste to much of the city with his new Spirit.

That, and the fact that the Cult of Light was doing something that the Church wasn’t fully aware of at this point. But all signs implied something bad for them.

For the most part, few, if any, Tier fours had left their respective territories within the city.

Warren and Evelyn were exceptions, due to the fact that they were the only Tier fours not officially tied to any Guilds, Nobles, or the Church. Meaning that they were, at least previously, able to make their way through the city without much notice.

“There they are!”

“Get them!”

Currently, their situation had changed, as they were now being actively hunted by the nobility and the Guilds that actively supported them.

At the moment, both Evelyn and Warren were covered in armor depicting the characteristics of their bonded Spirits. Rather than fighting their pursuers however, they were running as fast as they could whilst not allowing themselves to bring about any significant damage to their surroundings.

Similarly, they were being chased by a group of three Tier fours and six Tier threes from the Guilds that had sworn themselves to Forret and his allies. The Tier fours were also garbed in Spirit Armor.

There Guild Hunters were also careful to not cause too much damage to the city, but to a lesser extent than Warren and Evelyn.

CRASH!!!

One of the Tier fours, encased in brown crystalline armor, slammed into a wall as he tried to take a tight turn. This resulted in the wall caving inwards, and forming large cracks that ran up and to the sides. It would likely crumble fully within a few hours, possibly taking down the building entirely.

This was not the first building these Hunters had destroyed in their chase to capture Warren and Evelyn.

“Idiot!”

One of the Tier four Guild members called out as she flowed around the corner like water, her blue armor rippling with every emotion she made.

“Dammit, how could I let this happen!?”

Warren muttered as he continued running forward, not willing to risk using any spells within the cramped area he and Evelyn found themselves in.

“It’s not your fault, dear. We had no way of knowing they were planting traitors in with their prisoners. Every piece of info we had indicated they were transporting people to the prison, not hiding Guild Hunters.”

Evelyn said before she and Warren were forced to jump to the side in order to dodge a fireball that melted part of the street where they were previously.

“What are you two idiots doing!? You’re breaking the city, for the Spirit’s sake stop casting spells!

The water Mage screamed at the Flame Mage in red Spirit armor that had just thrown the fireball.

Along with melting the street it had also shattered the glass of several windows in the buildings nearby. There were several shrieks as the glass hit people inside.

“It’s fine. The money we’ll get from catching those two will be worth it.” The Flame Mage said.

A burst of motion followed by a quiet ‘boom’ followed as the Flame Mage burst forward due to the effects of another spell. He had aimed himself directly at Warren’s back.

Suddenly, Warren stopped in his tracks, bringing up his elbow and thrusting it backwards, catching the Flame Mage right in the face and breaking his nose.

Blood sprayed into the air as Warren also used a minor spell to flash forward to Evelyn’s side.

“I know what we were told before, but if we keep this up, they’ll break more of the city. We need to go, now!” Warren said as he grabbed Evelyn’s hand. “Just two more turns and it’s a straight shot to the Cathedral grounds. Once we’re there we just need to get through the barrier.”

“Right.”

Warren and Evelyn both channeled their mana for the next few maneuvers they were going to be making.

“GET BACK HERE YOU BASTARDS!!!”

Suddenly, the Flame Mage who was being helped up by the lower Tier Guild members screamed in rage, dashing forward in a controlled explosion of fire.

Warren and Evelyn had disappeared from the street, however, as they moved faster than any one of their chasers had imagined was possible.

Small imprints formed in the street from where Warren was kicking off with his feet, and portions of miscellaneous items were cut up or disappeared into the shadows as Evelyn pulled herself through the streets with strands of black bands and other shapes she had formed.

“RAAAHHHGGGG!!!”

No longer caring about causing any damage to the city, the Flame Mage lit up in an aurora of fire as he moved forward. Wood burned and stone melted as he ran after Warren and Evelyn.

He was too late, however, as Warren and Evelyn had reached the main street, and like Warren had said, it was a straight shot to the Cathedral.

Picking up his wife, Warren turned into a beam of light as his flashed forward and appeared right next to the entrance, breaking past the small blockade that had been formed of Tier three and Tier two Hunters.

They both immediately pulled out their entry talismans, placing them on the large doors that blocked entry into the Cathedral grounds. Two small openings appeared for them to pass through.

“Fire you idiots! Fire!” One of the Tier three Hunters screamed as he and several others let loose their offensive spells in Warren and Evelyn’s direction.

“MOVE!!!”

The ear ringing command from the Flame Mage behind them was accompanied by a large ball of fire that impacted on the door of the Cathedral grounds.

BOOM!!!

Several Hunters were injured from the explosion but were quickly moved to the medical tents and began healing from the efforts of the Life Mages conscripted to join this blockade.

“Tch!” The Flame Mage made a noise as he turned to the side and spat in frustration.

The opening had closed, and it seemed like they had failed again.

The Flame Mage turned to head back to his Guild, intent on reporting what had happened, and blaming all the damage on Warren and Evelyn.

“Are you out of your mind?”

The voice of the Glacial Mage that he’d teamed up with made him pause.

“What did you just say to me!?”

Not backing down at the Flame Mage’s threatening tone, the Glacial Mage slapped him with a mana empowered backhand before he could react. He fell to the ground in shock.

“You heard me! You and your buddy back there destroyed a half a dozen buildings, and caused immense damages to the streets, which we were explicitly told not to do!”

The Glacial Mage’s words rang loudly through the area, bringing the attention of the other Hunters, from the various Guilds, towards them. As well as causing more than a few civilians to peek out their windows and see what was going on.

“So, what! Count Forret gave us orders to capture any Mages that were seen coming from the Cathedral, or helping Void Mages, no matter what!”

“Count Forret does not determine Imperial Law. As Tier four Mages, let alone Tier four Hunters, we are not permitted to cast spells that could bring widespread damage to the city!”

Looks of shock and disgust appeared on the faces of many of those observing this situation.

“Are you betraying Count Forret?” The Flame Mage asked.

“The better question would be, is Count Forret breaking Imperial Law, by not punishing you for your crimes?”

The Flame Mage moved to speak up, his fire flaring up again.

‘Clap’

Suddenly, a hand clamped down on his shoulder. He looked back to see the tall Tier four Cavern Mage that had been a part of their team looking down on him.

He didn’t say anything, but the glare he was giving the Flame Mage spoke volumes.

“I will do as the Lord of this city commands. That is all.” The Flame Mage finally said.

“The Lord of this city is Duke Harper Harkem.” The Glacial Mage stated in a flat tone.

“For how long? The words already been sent regarding Lord Forret’s break through” The Flame Mage asked as he brushed off the Cavern Mage’s hand and began marching back to the Guild district.

The Glacial Mage didn’t say anything else as she watched him walk away. Then, after a few moments, she turned to the Cavern Mage.

“Are you certain you’ve picked the right side?” She asked.

The Cavern Mage looked down at her.

“Joining the nominal ruler of a city is the right thing to do. I cannot determine whether joining Forret was the right thing, but he rules this city in Duke Harkem’s absence, so long as Duke Harkem knows this, I do not believe my choice right now matters.”

The Cavern Mage then marched off, also headed to the Guild District.

“Besides,” the Cavern Mage called out over his shoulder, “Count Forret might become the true Ruler of this city. I wonder what will happen to you if that happens?”

The Glacial Mage wanted to reply, but thought better of it. Instead, she too wandered off to the Guild District to give a report, but she decided the long way would be better.



Back inside the Cathedral, Warren and Evelyn were making a report to Grand Scholar Harolt. He and several other administrators within the Cathedral were trying to figure out who had leaked their plan to rescue more people from the noble’s clutches.

As well, many were shocked and outraged at the fact that there were Guilds that were now blatantly breaking the Empire’s Laws due to the promises and orders of Count Forret.

Compared to Forret, it was well known that Duke Harkem cared greatly about the rules that he had put in place, as well as the laws of the Empire. The ones that all cities and towns were forced to follow, regardless of their Lord’s opinion.

Apparently, it seemed like many of the Guilds were banking on Duke Harkem sparing them, since they were just following their nominal Lord’s orders.

The idea that Duke Harkem wouldn’t punish them for following orders that went against Imperial Laws was laughable. Especially since the one giving the orders was the man trying to overthrow him.

For the Guilds that officially joined the nobles and Count Forret, they’d be lucky to keep their heads when Duke Harkem returned, and even then, at best they’d still be forced to leave the city after word was eventually sent back to the capital city of Trillious.

For several Guilds, their only hope was for Forret to officially gain control over the city in place of Duke Harper. Only then would Forret be able to officially pardon them, and keep certain things secret from the capital.

Unfortunately, the knowledge of Duke Harkem’s temperament meant that the Guilds that had joined Forret would not be willing to rejoin the Duke’s side. Meaning they would fight even harder than they usually would to ensure they won.

For the Guilds that were on the fence, and who weren’t breaking Imperial Law, and were outspoken regarding Forret’s current decisions and rulings, this meant that they were in the same boat, but on the other side of the conflict.

Discussions regarding the current state of affairs went back and forth continuously between the various people within the meeting hall.

The only interruptions were when Drew brough the twins in to see their parents, who were surprised to see so many more people than what Drew remembered there were when he’d left, and when Shari and her father entered as well, going over to Sherra

She had been on a different job than Warren and Evelyn, having been tasked with gathering supplies with a different team.

They too had nearly suffered casualties due to the actions of the Guild Hunters, and the use of powerful spells within the city.

Seeing that the discussion wasn’t going anywhere, Warren, Evelyn, Allon, Sherra, and the children all left with a look from Grand Scholar Harolt. There wasn’t much need for them to remain at this point.

“SILENCE!”

Harolt’s voice suddenly cried out, the voices around the room quieted instantly as they all turned to look at the head of the Grand Scholars.

“Debating the situation won’t get us anywhere. Luckily, our recent excursions into the city have been successful, if difficult. So, for now, all we can do is wait. As many of you know by now, Grand Scholar Naeri has gone to send word to Duke Harkem, and request that he return to the city as fast as possible.”

Many in the room were aware of this, but they also had many doubts.

“But doesn’t the nobility know that as well? Wouldn’t they have sent Hunters of their own to intercept her?” One of the Scholars asked.

“Indeed. As much as I hate to say it, the fact that several of the Journeymen of our Church were traitors means that we can’t trust that word will reach the Duke in time. Too much information has been leaked by this point. The discoveries regarding the new Void studies in particular.” Another Scholar asked.

“Don’t be bringing those bastard traitors up with me right now. I swear by the ancients if I get my hands on Merlot or any of those other miserable wretches, my face will be the last thing those worthless brats ever see!” Scholar Quentin shouted as the other Scholar’s words reminded him of Merlot’s betrayal.

Merlot had always been under suspicion. Especially after he had voiced rumors of betrayal on Trent’s part, but none of them had expected that he’d nearly kill several of his fellow Journeymen, as well as sabotage several projects and experimental relics just to escape capture.

Trent, having worked with Merlot quite closely, had nearly died due to Merlot’s actions.

Worse yet, rumors that Merlot had finally broken through to Tier three, due to something the Cult of Light did, had made their way back to the Cathedral, which was causing several other problems in addition to the ones they were already dealing with.

Just as the Scholars were about to get worked up again, Harolt pulsed his mana, stopping the arguments before they could begin.

“Enough!” Harolt’s voice echoed through the room.

“I understand that there are concerns that the Duke will not return in time, and that there are concerns that word from the capital will officially put Forret in charge of the city, sooner, rather than later. But I can assure you that Duke Harkem is nearing the city as we speak.”

Many of the Scholars were relieved by this, but just as many were apprehensive about Harolt’s statement.

“I can see a lot of you don’t believe me.” Harolt said as he withdrew a blue talisman from his robes. “I can tell you all this, because it’s too late for the nobility and Count Forret to react at this point. This is a Life Force Talisman created by our dear Life Scholars. It is tied to Grand Scholar Naeri’s life force and will shatter if she dies. Given the time that she left, so long as she’s alive, she would’ve met up with the Duke several days ago, and they would’ve made their way back here at their fastest pace.”

No longer doubting Harolt’s words, the Scholars finally started to look slightly relieved, as they knew that their city’s true ruler would be returning soon.

“If that’s true, then when are they likely to arrive?” Scholars couldn’t help but ask.

“Well, that depends on how many forces from the military that the Duke can bring to bear at this time, considering this is a civil conflict, not an imperial one. But if his aides have grown at all, it is likely they will arrive today.”

Just as Harolt spoke those words, the sky seemed to darken as clouds circled in the distance to the northwest direction of the city.

All the Scholars in the room turned in that direction, thought they couldn’t see what was happening from within the Cathedral, they could feel the mana being channeled not too far away.



Several forces made their way towards Harkem, there were multiple Tier fours, as well as dozens of Tier threes, all mounted on their Spirits.

Somewhere on the ground, some flew in the air, but all of them were channeling their mana. Enough power to level Harkem was being brought to bear, and focused on the city guardsmen who were standing at the gates to the city.

At the front of them all stood a man with silver hair and eyes, seated atop a massive goat that towered nearly equal in height with the walls of the city.

“FORRET!” Duke Harkem yelled as his voice was carried over the city by the wind.

“GET OUT HERE YOU TRAITOROUS DISAPPOINTMENT!”

For a moment, nothing was heard but the howling of the wind, but then, from the center of the city, a gout of fire was blown upwards.

“RRRRROOOOOAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRR!!!!!!”

A large wyvern took to the skies, flying directly towards the gate that Harper Harken stood in front of. It landed on the city walls, resting just above the Spirits below.

A rumbling sound was heard as other Hunters and their Spirits gathered in the area. All from different Guilds and groups.

Many sided with Forret, perched atop the walls, or standing in behind the gates, well within the city limits, waiting for the battle to begin. The most prominent were from the Reaching Spires, whose remaining leaders stood directly beside Count Forret and his Spirit.

More stood to the side, or well away from the two Lords and their followers, waiting to see what was about to occur, and willing to step in when they thought it was time.

The rest moved directly behind Duke Harper, directly opposing Count Forret and his forces.

“Brother.” Count Forret said with an angry smile.

His eyes filled with hatred and madness.

“What the hell are you doing here!?”
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                The words coming from Count Forret’s mouth were shocking to all who heard them.

They showed none of the nobility that Count Forret was meant to embody. Even more so, they conveyed an obvious sense of hostility that went beyond a simple distaste for each other, or intention to overthrow Duke Harper.

Even Duke Harper was momentarily stunned by his brother’s words.

“Am I not welcome in my own city? Do not forget that I am the official ruler of this city, not you.” Duke Harper said after a moment to calm himself.

“For how long, I wonder? Word has already been sent to the capital of my breakthrough to Tier four, and besides that, it’s not like you’ve ever cared for this city anyways!”

Count Forret’s voice was growing louder and louder as continued to speak.

“You leave this city to be ruled by me and my fellow nobles in your stead but expect your laws and rules to be followed and enforced without even being here to see it done. Not only that, but while you spend months, no, years fighting at the borders, taking up our supplies, and taking away our strongest Mages from the Academy for your army, when our city needs to be brought to order and cleansed of the true traitors of humanity.”

As Count Forret’s words grew louder and more frantic, several people standing behind him seemed to grow more serious, even as more seemed to grow confused.

Forret’s words rang true with a number of the Guilds and Nobles that had sided with him, but there was confusion regarding who the so-called true enemy that he spoke of really were.

Of course, given the information that they had received beforehand, Harper knew full well that Forret was speaking of the Void Mages and those related to them, or otherwise supportive of their equal status to others.

“You’re talking about the Void Mages.”

Forret made a huge grin as he heard Harper speak.

“Indeed. They are the worthless dregs of society, the source of the Cruor and the Broodlords that lead them! The only way humanity will reclaim its lost territories, is to remove all Void Mages from this world. Only then will it be possible for Humanity to make a proper push into the Desolate Lands.”

“Only when the Radiant Light prospers once again and purifies all that stands in the way of humanity, will balance in the world be restored.”

Once again mixed opinions were seen on the faces of all parties who heard this.

“The Radian Lord. That’s not the Radiant Ancient, is it? Because I know for a fact that the records that still remain indicate that all the Ancients promoted equality amongst the elements, including the Void.”

Forret’s face twisted into an angry snarl as he replied.

“Such records cannot be confirmed. We know nothing about what the Ancients really wished for, and any that would declare the Void to be their equal is simply wrong, even if they are an Ancient!”

Silence was all that met Forret’s words. Many of those that had sided with him and the nobles were still worshippers of the Church of Ten and the Ancients as a whole. Forret’s words were very dangerous, especially since the official religion of the Willowbrush Empire was the Church of Ten.

To declare a different faith, or that the Empire’s faith was wrong, was very, very dangerous.

“I see. You are truly blinded, aren’t you.”

Though phrased as a question, Duke Harper Harkem’s words were nothing more than the final assurance for himself that his next steps were necessary.

Suddenly, it seemed like the sky itself had shattered as a figure dressed in silver armor with a helm topped by curled horns dove towards Count Forret.

However, rather than panic and attempt to dodge, Forret merely smiled as the figure passed through the image of himself and his wyvern Spirit with but a ripple of motion, before their images disappeared in a blink.

Now, standing in the air, even higher up than Duke Harper, Count Forret was clad in rough scaled armor patterned in the same style as his own Spirit. But unlike others at Tier four, his Spirit Armor also had lines of golden light seemingly running through it, but not uniformly.

It seemed like cracks that made the armor appear as though it was on the brink of falling apart.

“HAH! YOU SEE!? THIS IS THE MAN WHO WOULD TAKE BACK RULERSHIP OF THIS CITY! A MAN WHO WOULD STRIKE FROM SHADOWS RATHER THAN STAND PROUDLY IN THE LIGHT. A MAN THAT WOULD STRIKE DOWN ALL THAT OPPOSE HIM. IS THIS THE MAN YOU WOULD HAVE DICTATING YOUR LAWS? KNOW THIS, IF YOU DO NOT FIGHT, IF WE DO NOT WIN, THEN THIS MAN WILL KILL YOU ALL, JUST FOR OPPOSING HIM!”

With that said, Forret threw himself downward, bringing out a large great sword that was set ablaze as he swung down at his brother.

The hypocrisy of Count Forret’s statement was lost to many who had unfortunately thrown their lot in with him, as it was just as likely that Forret would do the same to those that defied him, and his new faith.

Regardless, Forret’s words still encouraged his followers to fight with all that they had, and in unison, both forces lit up as their Tier four Hunters donned Spirit armors, and a great clash was brought about.

For those that were originally standing to the side, a few Guilds seemed to have made their decision, and joined Duke Harper, as their contracts with the true City Lord dictated.

Other Tier fours, rather than fighting, moved to take over the walls, acting as defense as they did their best to mitigate the inevitable damages that would happen to this area of the city.

While the battle was taking place outside the walls, it was still happening quite close, and there was no feasible way to keep the immense damage that would be brought forth by numerous Tier fours fighting in a single battle.

Staring briefly up at the Tier fours that had taken flight, and were slowly pushing away from the city, the Tier fours still on the ground also charged forth. The battle taking place much closer to the city walls.

Within the city, the citizens that were relatively close to these walls were encouraged to move inwards, to the center of the city, or closer to the Cathedral to ensure that they had at least some protection from the conflict occurring nearby.



Within the safety of the Grand Cathedral, the sound of conflicts could be heard even from halfway across the city. The shaking of the ground due to the aftershocks of the battles occurring outside showed everyone inside just how bad the fighting now was.

It also painted an absolutely horrible picture for what was happening to the rest of the city. Especially the areas nearest to the fighting.

The Luminance and Alkena families had reconvened in the original gathering hall that Allon and Shari had originally come from. Drew had gone off to the area where his own mother was quietly working on a few carvings, trying to keep herself busy for the moment.

Off in their own corner, Warren and Evelyn shared a look as they held their daughters tightly. Theo and Reya were curled up on the floor, taking a brief rest before having to head out again, as they knew their partners would.

Neither Warren nor Evelyn wanted to leave the Cathedral. They had come to this city a decade ago to retire. To never again have to take the role of Hunters fighting for their lives, against the Cruor or their fellow Mages.

However, they knew full well what the cost would be if Duke Harper lost.

They looked over at Allon and Sherra for a moment. Both nodded in understanding.

Looking down on his daughters one more time, he waved his hands, allowing glittering sparkles of light to drift over Wendy and Ellen’s heads. The twins fell asleep in moments.

Neither himself nor Evelyn believed that they could walk away if their daughters begged them not to. They weren’t as mature as Ezekiel, and whilst that wasn’t a bad thing, it did make certain things more difficult at times.

Evelyn gave a kiss to both Wendy and Ellen’s foreheads. A tear fell from her eye as she stood up.

“You could stay here. Take them away if Duke Harper fails.” Warren said quietly.

“No. We signed a contract. As much as I would like to stay, I can’t bear the thought of you being taken away from me, just as much as I can’t bear the thought of losing them. At least with you, I can actively help if necessary.” Evelyn replied, her voice just as quiet.

“Besides; with Theo and Reya having reached Tier four so long ago, it’s not like we’re going to be the weakest links in this fight.”

Warren knew that she was right. The moment they broke through and were able to take in more mana, Theo and Reya had shared their own mana with them. This was something that could only be done at Tier three or higher. It allowed for a Hunter or a Spirit to reach the same Step of the same Tier as their partner at an accelerated rate. But only if both Mage and Spirit were already at the same Tier.

It was similar to the use of mana crystals of a given element, but much more complicated, because if it wasn’t done properly, it could cause damage to one's Soul, leading to a Mage, or a Spirit, falling a Step or two at best.

“True enough. Though I still have to say that I don’t like the fact that we had to rely on those techniques. I thought our coming here was to leave our old lives behind.” Warren muttered in frustration.

“I think saving our current lives is more important than forgetting our old ones. Especially for them.” Evelyn gestured to the rest of the room, lingering on the Alkena family and their daughters for a few seconds longer.

The couple then handed their daughters over to Sherra and Shari, who took them gently and moved to sit on one of the cots next to where Allon was laying down.

Shari paused, turning to look over her shoulder for a second.

“Please don’t die. After everything that’s happened, I don’t want to lose any more people.”

Warren and Evelyn smiled ruefully as they looked at Shari and their children.

“We’ll do our best. It wouldn’t be fair to promise more than that.”

“Your best is good enough. It’s the same thing Ezekiel would promise me as well. So, I know I can trust you when you make a promise like that.”

Shari sniffled a bit before turning around and joining her mother and father.

She didn’t see Evelyn and Warren’s expressions harden as they were reminded of their son.

As well as reminded of what would happen to him if this battle was lost.

“Let’s go make sure our son can come home.” Warren muttered as Theo and Reya transformed into a Gold and Black beam of mana, encompassing their partners in Spirit armor.

The two figures flashed away with little notice from anyone else.

Except for one figure, sitting off to the side, petting the gray silver feathers of his bonded Spirit. His other hand clenched in frustration and helplessness as he was forced to sit on the sidelines as other fought for him and his loved ones, once again.



Near the western gate of Harkem city, countless bodies were strewn about, and the flickering light of dissipating Spirits filled the streets.

Only a few dozen blocks had been destroyed. Comparably small area when one took into account the full size of Harkem, but none-the-less devastating to anyone unaccustomed to such sights.

Currently, the battle had moved to an area further out from the city, and it appeared that a rough approximation of a stalemate had occurred. Yet even if neither party was willing to use their strongest attack to gain an advantage, it was clear that many of the Mages and Hunters involved had used up most of their mana.

It was also clear that the forces that had joined Count Forret were much greater in number than Duke Harper had been led to believe.

After the battle in the areas closest to the city had finished, the few Tier fours that had held back to defend the city moved to support Duke Harper, only to be backstabbed by their some of their own forces, or by members of the Guilds on Forret’s side that hadn’t entered the field just yet.

These forces included several more Tier threes and fours that, much like Count Forret, had golden cracks running through their bodies or their Spirit armors as they brought out their full power.

The sudden reinforcements created a stalemate between the relatively weaker, but more numerous forces of Count Forret, and the smaller but more powerful and experienced forces of Duke Harper.

Duke Harper himself was actually fighting two lower Step Tier fours at once, as were a number of his aides who were all starting to flag under the assault of the more numerous Tier fours. A tenth of which were marred by golden cracks.

Standing next to Count Forret, however, was a man clad in golden Spirit armor with no visible cracks. As Duke Harper observed the battlefield, he noticed a large number of Radiant Hunters fighting for Count Forret’s side, and many of them were leading the charge and fighting the most rationally.

A gout of flame blasted at him from his side, and he was forced to drop in order to dodge. A Beam of light passed by his face as he twisted out of the way of an attack from the Radiant Hunter fighting him.

“YOU’RE DISTRACTED, BROTHER! WHERE’S YOUR DEDICATION? YOUR FOCUS?”

Count Forret’s scream caused Duke Harper to refocus on him again. A mad gleam in Forret’s mismatched eyes and the rise and fall of his chest showed just how exhausted he was becoming.

Harper’s form blurred as he shot forward, his mana encompassing his fist, covered in a silver gauntlet and twisting gales, and blasting forward to make an impact on Count Forret’s face.

A wall of flames took shape in front of Count Forret, but the wind around Duke Harper acted like a vacuum and diverted the wind away. A crunch could barely be heard as Harper’s fist impacted on Forret’s face. Harper was then forced to fly backwards in order to avoid several spears of light that had been thrown in his direction.

As Count Forret retreated backwards, cursing Harper with everything he could, the Radiant Hunter who was helping him blinked to his side, a surge of light coming forth and repairing the damage done to Forret’s face.

“Forret! Stop screaming at your brother and focus on fighting. I can’t keep wasting mana to keep you alive!”

This was the third time that the Mage had been forced to heal the superficial wounds that Harper had given Forret in this fight. He was slowly running out of mana, and while he believed that they could win in a battle of attrition if they were careful, and Forret was being anything but careful at this point.

“DON’T TELL ME WHAT TO DO, KRANT! YOU MAY REPRESENT THE FOLLOWERS OF RADIANCE RIGHT NOW, BUT I AM STILL THE RULER OF THIS CITY! IF YOU WISH TO REMAIN HERE WHEN WE WIN, YOU WILL DO AS YOU ARE TOLD AND HELP ME KILL HARPER!”

Having made little headway in their fight with Harper and being on the receiving side of more blows than Krant, Forret’s temperament was beginning to become more and more erratic.

‘If this keeps up then the mental effects of forcibly bonding as Spirit, as well as forcibly raising his Tier, will eventually consume his psyche. He won’t be able to obtain the lordship of Harkem if the Imperial forces deem him insane, and he’s already been pushing it so far. We need to finish this fight as soon as possible.’

Krant’s thoughts were filled with frustration as he reviewed Forret’s state of mind. They only needed him alive for long enough to take over rulership of Harkem officially, at which point they would force him to assign his own nominal ruler and successor.

Unfortunately, word had reached Duke Harper faster than they had expected. The fact that Naeri was still alive didn’t surprise them too much, as there was no other reason why Clarks wouldn’t have reported back yet. But the speed was something else.

They had hoped to have gotten word back regarding Forret’s rulership before Duke Harper returned, but since Duke Harper was made aware of the situation early, he was able to arrive a week earlier than the expected timeframe that the Cult of Light had believed they would’ve had.

Krant shot several more spears to keep Harper at a distance, forcing him to keep moving, as his winds weren’t able to divert the spears.

He knew that the only reason that he and Forret were alive was because he had been fighting defensively, doing his best to protect Forret as he fought like a raging berserker.

“RRRRAAAAAHHHHHHGGGGGGG!!!”

Forret chose that moment to scream in anger as he blasted forward once again. His one red eye began to brighten into a gold that matched his other eye.

“Spirit’s dammit!” Krant cursed as he also shot forward, doing his best to keep Harper from further injuring Forret.

Suddenly, off to the side, a swirling mix of golden light and pitch-black shadows appeared in one of the battles between Harper’s aides and some of the nobles.

The aura of a Step three Tier four Hunter emanated from the both of them.

A golden spear wrapped in bands of shadows appeared between them. A white light appeared for a brief instant. Evelyn then immediately retracted her mana as Warren shot several spears of light towards the Tier four Hunters fighting Harper’s follower.

The spear passed through the white light before it could be converted into any other elemental types, immediately supercharging the Radiant mana that Warren was channeling into his attack.

The spears of light doubled in size and struck through the two opposing Hunters in an instant. Great gaping holes appeared in the center of their chests and began to bleed as their organs became visible from the outside.

The two enemies didn’t even have time to realize they were dead before they fell to the ground in a boneless heap.

The sudden appearance of two additional experienced Tier fours, as well as the almost immediate death of two, admittedly weaker, Tier fours caused a pause in the fighting, as few seemed to understand what had just happened.

Then, Warren and Evelyn turned into a flash of gold and black, respectively, and moved towards another fight. Evelyn’s form faded away as she moved alongside Warren.

“What are you waiting for!” Warren yelled as he struck down on another enemy Tier four.

His yell snapped everyone out of their shock, including his new target, who hastily brought up a pillar of stone, forcing Warren to dodge.

But as the Tier four Cavern Mage was focused on Warren, and his partner was fighting the Tier four loyal to Harper, Evelyn seemed to materialize out of nowhere, ten blades of darkness extending from her fingers pierced through the cracks in the Cavern Hunter’s Spirit armor.

He let out a weak and bloodied cough as he fell to the side, dead like the previous two.

Warren, Evelyn, and the first Hunter they helped then turned to the last remaining enemy in this fight, moving forward and surrounding him, taking him out just as quickly as the others.

The tables were now turned. Not only were the numbers now more equal, the difference in power level also meant that those loyal to Duke Harper had a higher chance of successfully taking down Forret and his forces.

As the two Hunters who were loyal to Harper took a moment to breathe, the first one turned to Warren and Evelyn. Confused as to where this Obscure and Radiant pair came from. As well as how they managed to kill those first two enemies so easily.

“Who are you?” he asked simply, but with a hint of wariness in his tone. Neither of them wore Guild sashes, and while they had saved him, they were still two unknowns he had never heard of.

“We’re your reinforcements, as per our agreement with the Church of Ten.” Warren replied whilst not taking his eyes off the battlefield.

Evelyn said nothing as she also examined the field for a new target.

The element of surprise was gone now. They’d have to be a lot more careful if they wanted to take out another enemy. Especially if they wanted to avoid receiving any of the more large-scale spells that had yet to be thrown around just yet.

Even now, it was likely that many of the Tier fours would retreat sooner than blow their mana on an attack that may not guarantee their enemy’s defeat. Something that was quickly being taken advantage of.

After a few moments, Warren and Evelyn seemed to figure out a new target for themselves.

“Go help the Duke.” Warren said before shooting toward another fight alongside his wife.

The two aides of Duke Harper grimaced as they watched Warren and Evelyn enter another fight, but they kept their focus and turned towards their lord. Both channeled their mana and shot into the sky where they entered the fray once again.

Seeing his aides moving to his side, Duke Harper did not let his guard down, but rather, maneuvered himself into such a position as to more easily incorporate them into the fight.

“WHAT’S THIS!? WHAT’S THIS!? WHAT’S THIS!?” Forret screamed as he saw reinforcements turning the tide to Duke Harper’s side.

In his current state, he truly believed that he and his fellow nobles were winning, as the Cult of Light had promised him. So, the image of his side slowly being picked off was something that he had failed to comprehend. He was in utter denial of his current circumstances.

Of course, the only reason the tables had turned so quickly was due to the fact that Warren and Evelyn had the element of surprise. If they had been a part of the battle in the beginning, tactics may have been put into place that would have kept the balance in place.

Taking a look into the battlefield, and seeing Warren and Evelyn take down another set of their Tier four pairs, Krant was forced to make a heavy decision.

“I’m calling for a retreat.” Krant said as he channeled mana into his hand.

“DON’T YOU DARE!!!”

Ignoring Forret’s wrathful cries, Krant released the channeled mana into the air. Bright golden flashes of light appeared in the sky, signaling to all the Cult of Light forces that it was time to retreat.

Many of the forces from the Guild failed to understand what the light meant, as did all the forces with golden cracks running through their figures, but the few forces that were entrenched in the Cult of Light, and had retained their lucidity, understood the signal immediately, and without any heed towards their allies, ran away from the battle, and the city, as the fastest speeds that they could.

Only two-Tier fours managed to run in time. Leaving their partners to die at the hands of Harper’s forces. Similar scenes happened everywhere, and many of the Tier threes that were fighting for Forret were slain.

“KRANT YOU LITTLE TRAITOR!!!”

Forret turned and swung in Krant’s direction, intent on punishing the man who had defied him so brazenly, only to find himself swinging at thin air. Krant had already turned into a beam of light and had shot off at full speed in the opposite direction of the city.

“Surrender, Forret. If you do, I will at least allow you a clean death.”

Harper’s voice called out from behind Forret, who was slowly turning around. His face twisted and his eyes shining with golden light. None of the red that represented his elemental affinity could be seen.

“Never. I will never bow to you again!”

Forret’s voice was laced with hatred and loathing as he stared at his brother and the half-a-dozen aides that had joined his side. He was no longer shouting in rage. He had gone beyond the hot and burning wrath that had filled him during this fight.

Now he felt cold, as he felt himself fully consumed by the light that had been implanted within him. In the back of his mind, he could hear the frantic, pain filled shrieks of the wyvern Spirit he had forcefully bonded with.

It was crying out in pain as a mana that wasn’t its own devoured it for sustenance.

“Then this is the end.” Harper’s voice was firm. No signs of regret or turmoil could be heard.

“Only for you.”

After saying these words, Forret forced the last of his mana to ignite.

Rather than the red and orange flames that he had been manipulating previously, these flames were a bright golden color that were hot enough to melt the ground even from dozens of feet in the air.

The battle on the ground came to a halt as the Tier threes closest to the fight couldn’t withstand the heat. Many immediately fell over as the change in atmosphere was too much for them.

Harper and his allies, being the closest to Forret, were directly beset by the immense heat of these strange new flames that they had never seen before.

Forret’s body obviously couldn’t withstand these flames either, as they could see his skin literally peeling as his blood boiled and his bones cracked.

“My Lord!”

Having flinched backwards due to the sudden change in events, Harper was barely able to put up a defense in time, and even then, if it wasn’t for the fact that he and his allies had all channeled their mana into different defensive barriers, they all would’ve likely died, or at least been seriously injured.

Walls of stone, and ice appeared in front of Harper and his allies, as those were the elements most efficient in blocking such an attack.

Yet even so, Forret’s attack broke through said barriers, slowly reaching forward to strike at Harper directly. But, before he could reach Harper fully, a spear of light shot up from below.

Forret’s chest was pierced, stopping him in his tracks as the flames fully consumed his body. Nothing more than ash was left to be blown away in the wind.

Looking down at the ground, Harper saw another one of his aides holding his hand up in Harper’s direction. Nodding his head in thanks, Harper then turned to his allies.

He took a moment to look them over before giving his commands.

“Go to your Guilds or take control over a few groups of hunters still fighting. I want every Tier three wearing the colors of the Guilds that opposed us dead, if they do not immediately surrender. Now!”

Duke Harper’s fellow Tier fours voiced their assent before flying down to begin cleaning up.

Seeing things were now well in hand, he took a moment to catch his breath, but did not relax just yet. Looking around the quickly ending battle, he spotted Warren and Evelyn off to the side. A couple of Tier fours were standing with them, and they all looked quite haggard.

With a quick gust of wind, he was directly by their side. All of the group immediately flinched and put up their guard, only lowering it when Warren waved them down. This was not an illusion, as some had been forced to fight already.

“Guild leaders.” Harper said with a tilt of his head. “I thank you for the assistance in this battle, but I must speak to these two alone for a moment. Go and help clean up the battle, or at least give us some space so we may speak without you overhearing.”

The few Guild leaders standing around bristled a bit at Harper’s rudeness but moved according to his orders all the same. Many of the Guild leaders were aware of Duke Harper’s attitude, and felt it best to do as he said, if only to get away from him.

As they moved further away, an invisible wall of air surrounded the trio as Harper turned to speak with Warren and Evelyn, who immediately collapsed onto the ground, gasping and wheezing as the effects of spending all their mana hit them hard.

Theo and Reya were even forced to return to their Spirit forms, and the two small cats barely managed to climb into their partner’s laps before collapsing.

Seeing this happen, Duke Harper was momentarily confused, but then he realized what must’ve happened.

In most battles, it was common for those fighting to try and force their opponents to use up mana faster than themselves, as having no mana would mean being unable to fight.

However, there was an alternative to that, and that was to use as much mana as possible to overpower and defeat your enemy before the fight could be drawn out.

Clearly, Warren and Evelyn had arrived at the battle, seen what was happening, and the balance that had been achieved between both sides, and had chosen the second option, taking a huge risk to themselves, as it would lead to them inevitably becoming the first to run out of mana in this battle.

Yet it was a risk worth taking, as it had allowed Harper’s forces to increase in numbers, leading to their victory over Forret’s forces.

“You have my thanks for coming to our aid in this battle. However, I still need to know who you are, and where you came from. The fact that you were not here at the beginning of the battle is already suspicious, but for there to be two Tier four Hunters, at Step three no less, residing in my city is cause for alarm.”

Harper’s question was something that Warren and Evelyn had both expected, but they still couldn’t help but feel frustrated at Harper’s tone and phrasing. He was treating them like a threat when they were directly responsible for turning the tide of the battle.

What made things even more suspicious was the fact that Warren and Evelyn were clearly close to the same age as himself. It should be noted that, barring those who had golden cracks running through them when they were fighting, all the other Tier fours in this battle had streaks of white and dull gray ringing through their otherwise colorful hair, depicting their ages as much older than these three.

“Well, my lord, if you give us the chance, you’ll find that Grand Scholar Harolt is more than willing to back and support us when we say that we are not a threat to you, or your city.” Warren stated with an exhausted tone as he leaned on his wife, who leaned on him in turn. “As it is, you know how much of a risk we took fighting as we did. Even now, a wave of your hand would be enough to kill us.”

At the mention of Grand Scholar Harolt, Duke Harper paused. Due to the fact that he had been traveling, he had been unable to contact Harolt for some time now, but throwing around Harolt’s name wasn’t something that just anyone would do, even at Tier four. Not if you were a citizen of Harkem.

“Very well. I will confirm your stories at a later date. For now, can you tell me why you would risk yourselves as you did to fight so recklessly?”

Warren and Evelyn’s eyes hardened at the Duke’s question.

“To protect our friends and family from your brother.” Warren stated.

Hearing Warren’s words and seeing the animosity in their eyes at the thought of Count Forret, Harper knew there must be something more, but could sense the truth in their words, so he didn’t dig any deeper for now. Harolt would have more answers for him anyway.

“In that case, let me thank you once again for your actions. As reckless as they were. Allow me to personally guarantee your safety as we return to the city. I assume you came from the Grand Cathedral, correct?”

Warren and Evelyn nodded their heads in affirmation.

“Then when we get there, and the barrier surrounding it is released, you may go to your family whilst I speak with Harolt. Agreed.”

Although it was phased as a question, Warren and Evelyn could both tell that Harper’s words were instructions.

Seeing Warren and Evelyn agreeing with his statement, Harper nodded in approval before turning around and walking towards the city.

“Come along then. My aides and the Guild leaders can clean this up.”

With that said, Warren and Evelyn slowly climbed to their feet, Theo and Reya were moved to their shoulders as they slowly walked forward, following Duke Harper back to the city.

The two of them could only feel relieved that everything had ended well for them, but there was still a sense of tension and fear. Afterall, their family wasn’t going to be fully united just yet.

            

    
        CH 57: Return

    
    
    
    
                Gerome, Trissy, and Ezekiel had managed to return and catch the last boat crossing the Turnboat river for the day, and upon returning to the Empire’s outpost they were immediately provided information regarding what had happened while they were away from the city.

Trissy was somewhat shocked, but was happy that her guild had done as they should have, and fought for Duke Harper, per the contract that all Guilds sign when setting up a base in a given city.

While the members of the Roaring Ruins Guild were prideful, and apprehensive about taking in commoners that hadn’t yet proven themselves, or had met their high requirements, they were also incredibly loyal to their contracts.

It was for this reason that Gerome even bothered attempting to make a contract for their help during the fight at the Ruins.

The fact that the Reaching Spires had betrayed the true Lord of Harkem was disappointing but wasn’t actually a surprise. Trissy and Gerome both knew that the Spires only cared about being the ones in charge of the Guilds, but hardly ever worked for it, using connections with the nobility to grow powerful.

The key piece of information that was most surprising, however, wasn’t just that the fighting had broken out as it had, but that it had been finished by two, previously unknown, Tier four Hunters that were not affiliated with any Guilds and were instead considered to have been contracted to the Church.

Up until this point, Ezekiel had been given a few confused or dirty looks by the people at the outpost due to the fact that he was being given special attention by Gerome. But things took a turn when the information regarding Warren and Evelyn was presented.

Neither Trissy or the military personnel in the outpost failed to see the looks of shock and recognition on Ezekiel’s face. Something they noticed Gerome twitched at, which resulted in them having to explain themselves regarding what they knew.

After presenting the information they had, Ezekiel started seeing a change in the various looks he was receiving from the people around him, even from Trissy.

“Seems like you really did earn a spot on this expedition. Not sure how, but it’s a little bit more believable now.” Trissy said to Ezekiel when the meeting was finished.

“How so?” He asked.

“Well, with how strong your parents are, it makes sense that their son would be something special too. Maybe even enough to not suffer too much for what you did.”

“Trissy!” Gerome sharply reprimanded her before Ezekiel could ask for an elaboration.

She shrugged her shoulders and turned away, heading to her own quarters rather than stick around and keep talking.

“What did she mean by ‘not suffer too much’? I know that what I did was... big, but even you agreed that we avoided the worst-case solution because of it.”

Gerome just sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. In his hurry and worry regarding Ezekiel’s well-being, as well as having to deal with the fallout of their expedition, he had honestly forgotten about the issues that Ezekiel was likely going to face due to his action in the Ruins.

“Simply put, the greater the destruction of an Ancient Ruin, the greater the punishment a Hunter will receive. Especially for the destruction of relics and Ruins pertaining to the Ancient Void.” Gerome explained as they walked back to their own quarters.

“But if that’s the case, then what happened to the Hunters that broke the first Void Lock and released those Rot Cruor on the first expedition?” Ezekiel asked.

“They were stripped of their Guild Membership and were forced to enter the city guard, or a noble's household guard. I’m not sure on the specifics, since the Titans didn’t suffer any consequences, but that's usually what would happen for that situation.” Gerome replied.

“Forgiveness can be given, of course, but it must be earned. Like Ishkel. He wasn’t immediately expelled since he only reacted to an initial attack by the Spires and had actually been forced from the temple when the Void Lock broke, so he was sent on the second expedition under probation. Given his performance, he’ll likely have any issues from before wiped clean from his record.”

Ezekiel pondered over Gerome’s words as they entered their shared room for the night. They would be heading out first thing in the morning, but he couldn’t help thinking things over and over again in his head. He couldn’t help but feel worried about this new information.

“Gerome, what do you think they’ll do to me after what happened? I mean, I’m not part of a Guild, I’m not actually a Hunter, but at the same time, I don’t think anyone’s ever done... what I did, to a Ruin before.”

He couldn’t help but hold his sword in a death grip as he spoke.

He still hadn’t unsheathed it since they’d left the Ruins, and he was already starting to feel a connection to it, even though he knew it was likely all in his head.

It had only been a few days, after all. Nowhere close to the month it was supposed to take for the Void Spirit to form for him to bond with.

Gerome was silent as he looked at Ezekiel for a moment. Westly perked up and looked between the two as he waited for Gerome to answer. His face fell, however, when he realized what his partner was thinking about. Something that Ezekiel didn’t fail to notice.

“I think that the thing that needs to be focused on right now, is returning to the city as fast as we can. You can focus on the problems at a later time. Now, it’s best if you get some sleep. From what I know, we’ll be getting a ride from one of the Hunters with a flying Spirit first thing in the morning. You’ll need your rest to make sure you have the energy to make the flight.”

With that said, Gerome turned over, and went to sleep. Westly climbed up to curl beside him, growing from his much smaller size to something closer to the size of a large dog.

Ezekiel tried to fall asleep. He really did. But the ominous lack of answers from Gerome, and the way his and Westly’s faces had fallen when discussing the topic had made him tense.

In some ways, he couldn’t help but wonder if he was walking into something even more dangerous than the Rot Den that he had entered previously. He tried to believe that these worries were just in his head, but it wasn’t for quite some time before he finally fell asleep.



Little else happened on the way back to the city. But the trip went by far faster than the trip there due to the Tier four Spirit that was carrying them on its back. There was some grumbling from Arnold, the Tier four Hunter that had been tasked with returning them to the city, about having to carry a child as well, but that quickly went away when Gerome explained the situation.

It wasn’t until late in the afternoon, almost sunset, that they arrived at the city, and were shocked by what they saw.

As they approached and saw the results of the damage to the city that were still being cleaned up, Ezekiel couldn’t help but let his jaw drop as he saw the carnage done to the area just outside the western gate.

The road had been torn up for kilometers, and the bits of the forest that weren’t charcoal were torn up and twisted as the landscape was somewhat changed by the various spells that had been used in different areas.

Ezekiel hadn’t had a chance to see the damages caused to the Ruins from the battles that had occurred there, and even then, the Ruins were ruins. It’s not like too much additional damage would be noticeable.

The Ruins were also wiped from existence, so this was really the first time he’d seen such destruction. Especially in an area where he’d seen it well put together and flourishing as trade and carts filled with goods and produce coming and going just a few weeks prior.

“Take a good look, kid. This is what happens when madmen get lost in their own heads. If it wasn’t for those damn cultists, things wouldn’t have turned out like this.” Arnold stated as he directed his Spirit to take them down to a fair distance from the city walls.

“What about the nobles that also turned traitor?” Ezekiel asked as they dismounted the bird shaped Spirit and began walking to the city.

“They were certainly bad eggs, but ultimately it is still the nobility that handles the bureaucracy of running and maintaining a city of this size. The tutors and higher standard of education they receive from their families is also helpful.” Arnold explained.

“That, and they can buy whatever position they want by spending their ancestor’s money, without having earned it themselves.” Trissy muttered under her breath.

Everybody heard her, of course, which she clearly knew, but just didn’t care.

Arnold glared and moved to let loose what Ezekiel expected was going to be a scathing remark of some sort, but Gerome interjected before he could.

“Excuse me, Hunter Arnold, but could you perhaps explain why we landed so far out? I assume that some security matters have been invoked, but would like to confirm, and have some idea of what to expect if possible.”

Arnold took a moment to calm down before turning to Gerome and speaking in a much more cordial tone of voice.

“Of course, Hunter Gerome, it would be my pleasure.” Arnold stated as he began explaining the situation.

“To keep it simple, flying to and from the city directly is now temporarily forbidden, as well, all who enter and leave the city must undergo a series of checks to confirm that they are not in any way allied to the forces that tried to take down Duke Harper.”

“This includes checking all weapons and items to ensure that there are no weapons or tools that could be used to further destabilize or damage the city while it is undergoing reconstruction.”

At this, Ezekiel couldn’t help but hold his sword a little bit tighter as they approached the gate. All of the Hunters there noticed, but only Arnold thought it was suspicious.

“Something the matter, kid?” Arnold asked with narrowed eyes.

“Hunter Arnold, please. He is a child, and a Void Mage. That sword of his was a present, as well as something that he is growing accustomed to having so as to protect himself. Given what he’s been through, his reaction to it being taken away is to be expected.”

Gerome’s words seemed to placate Arnold a little bit, but he was still waiting for Ezekiel to reply. He wanted to know the truth from Ezekiel himself, as he knew that Gerome and Trissy might be trying to cover for him.

“Hunter Gerome isn’t wrong. The thought of handing over my sword... It kind of makes me uncomfortable. There’s nothing wrong with it. Especially nothing that's related to those stupid cultists. They’ve tried to kill me after all.”

Arnold got a strange look in his eyes as Ezekiel said this, before he immediately understood, and his gaze slightly softened.

“I was wondering why Hunter Gerome would take a kid like you to someplace as dangerous as a newly discovered Ruin. You’re the kid the Church was gushing about, aren’t you?” Arnold asked.

“Yes. But that seems to have caused more problems than solutions.” Ezekiel muttered.

“Hah! I doubt they were really your fault, kid. Well, anyway, you won’t have to give up your weapon if that’s your worry. Just let one of the Church Scholars scan it before taking it back.” Arnold further explained, hoping to placate what he considered to be a traumatized child.

Ezekiel tried to calm down but could only gulp nervously as he heard that. No one but he had seen what had happened to his sword, and he had been hoping to keep it that way until he could talk to his parents.

If Gerome saw what had happened to his sword, or the Scholars were able to sense the Void in it with their checks, or worse, their mana destabilized the consciousness forming inside it, he knew that everything he’d been through these past few days would all be for naught.

As they approached the city gates, Ezekiel was surprised to see a familiar face going over the checks on some of the people walking in and out.

Lina was sitting at one of the tents that seemed to have been set up for emergency medical treatment for those that were currently working on repairs on the walls and buildings that had been destroyed.

She was also surrounded by a number of official looking Mages and a couple of Hunters wearing uniforms that Ezekiel didn’t recognize. He assumed they were there as helpers.

“Lina!” Ezekiel exclaimed as he moved to run forward to greet the Life Mage.

Emotions welled up inside him that he hadn’t realized he’d been ignoring. For a moment, he paused to settle his mana once again in order to see if he had been suppressing them again. Not feeling any changes in his mind, he knew that his reaction was natural, and not extreme.

It seemed more likely that he was still in a state of disbelief due to the damages done to the city, as well as relief at finally being home. Something that Lina’s presence confirmed for him.

Before he could get far, however, Gerome grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and pulled him back.

“Stop.” Gerome’s tone was harsh and stern as he pulled Ezekiel back.

“You are causing a scene.”

Looking back at Gerome in shock, Ezekiel took a moment to look around some more, and realized that people were eyeing them with suspicion and caution.

“We need to get checked in first, then we can go see Miss Lina. I know you’re excited to be back, and Hunter Arnold has been most kind given the situation, but you can’t just go running off like that, even if we’re not in any danger right now.”

Ezekiel was confused. Gerome seemed to be acting much more seriously than Ezekiel remembered him acting during the trip. He also seemed to be much harsher regarding protocol than what Ezekiel was expecting. As he looked at Arnold and Trissy, however, he realized that the other Tier four Hunters were also much more tense than they were a few moments ago.

Seeing Ezekiel’s confusion, Gerome addressed Arnold with the issue he had noticed.

“It would’ve been nice to know, before we arrived, that the Imperial Inquisition was here, Hunter Arnold. Perhaps then, we could’ve made sure my ward was prepared, and would be able to know how to properly behave should the situation call for it.”

Arnold flinched slightly at Gerome’s harsh tone.

“I didn’t know they’d be inspecting the reconstruction. They only arrived here yesterday morning, and from what little I’ve heard they were supposed to be going over things with the Duke, not wandering around the city with the Tier three Scholars.” Arnold said with a voice filled with regret and indignation.

“-sigh- Well there’s nothing to be done. Ezekiel, you answer every question you are asked, and do everything you are told to do. I will not be letting you out of my sight, but you need to be wary of those with the willow tree symbol on their uniforms, do you understand?”

Ezekiel nodded his head in understanding. He didn’t quite get what the issue was, but he knew that Gerome was looking out for him, so he wasn’t going to question it right now.

As they stood in front of the security station that had been set up, Ezekiel started growing nervous as they approached. He specifically focused on not touching his sword.

Arnold went through first, showing the pass that he had attuned with and was quickly let through. He then said his goodbyes as Trissy was going through and went off to report back about his return.

As Trissy was being checked over, and her equipment was being explained to the guards, she didn’t have much on her, as the majority of the loot they’d gotten was kept back with their expedition group, nothing happened, and Trissy also went to check in with the Duke, heading straight to the center of the city rather than continue waiting around for Gerome and Ezekiel.

Finally, it was Ezekiel’s turn, as he and Gerome walked forward to have their items checked over.

Gerome quickly emptied his Void pouch and waited for his items to be expected. Ezekiel stood next to him in front of the table for the items and placed everything he had on him onto the table. Including his sword and the boots that Quentin had made.

Seeing the items laid out on the table, the guard gave Ezekiel a questioning look before asking why a child was returning with the leader of one of their top guilds.

“The Titans hired him for aid when it was discovered that there were items relating to the Ancient Void in these Ruins. I have a contract regarding the specifics of his involvement.” Gerome spoke up before Ezekiel could say anything.

Holding out his arm, several bands of light appeared and the contents of the covenant he’d sworn were revealed. A small commotion broke out as the guards went over the contents.

“” What’s going on here?” A voice called out from behind Ezekiel and Gerome as they waited for the commotion to die down.

“Ah! Nothing sir! I was just surprised at these two’s reason for leaving and returning to the city.” The guard said with a salute towards the man that had walked up to them.

The man in question was one of the Inquisitors from the Empire. It seemed he had broken off from the group that Ezekiel had seen previously, and wished to inspect what the commotion was.

Dressed in a black and green suit that was clearly enchanted, and having a thin sword attached to his hip that was practically sparking with energy, the man’s indigo eyes seemed to stare directly at Ezekiel’s soul. He was older than Ezekiel’s parents, but not so old as to have too many gray hairs.

Other than his uniform, he wore no identifying markers that indicated what Tier he was at, but Ezekiel could only assume that it was at least Tier three, as the man didn’t have a bonded Spirit with him.

“Any problems with their reasons?”

“No sir. The information provided by the Titans confirms Guild Leader Gerome’s reasons for leaving, as well as the identity of the Void Mage that is with him. The Covenant Hunter Gerome has is proof enough.” The guard stated as he held out a report for the Inquisitor to look at if desired.

Taking a moment to look over the document in front of him, the Inquisitor raised an eyebrow as he read more and more.

“You have finished checking their items, correct?”

“Almost, sir. We’re having a bit of difficulty checking the boy’s since they weren’t included in the Titans’ report.”

The Inquisitor looked at Ezekiel and stared him down. Ezekiel was tempted to stare back, but instead his flinched and looked away as soon as possible. He figured this was a more appropriate response for the situation.

“Hmm. Well, boy, what do your items do?” The Inquisitor asked.

“The items-” Gerome tried to speak up.

“I’m talking to the boy.” The Inquisitor sharply interrupted.

Ezekiel silently gulped as he saw Gerome fall quiet.

“My clothes are enchanted with basic protections, though most of them have been damaged. The boots are meant to take in Void mana to supercharge a Tempest based movement Rune that will let me fly in a single direction at a fast speed until they stop receiving mana. They only go one speed. My sword is enchanted to better contain and focus Void Mana so that it can strike harder in combat.”

Ezekiel spoke quickly, and barely managed to not stumble over his words. Something about this situation was making him more nervous than having faced the Rot, and he was tempted to release the hold he had on his mana but knew that allowing his mana to flow freely after keeping such a tight hold on it in this situation might seem threatening.

That didn’t mean that he didn’t dearly wish that he could stop feeling so scared and nervous right now.

The Inquisitor didn’t say anything, but he walked over to the boots and took a look at them, Inspecting the enchantments that were visible from the outside.

“The boots seem to be as you say they are, and I don’t want to test them here if they are as you say. Your clothes speak for themselves. The sword, however,... show me what it does.” The Inquisitor said.

“... I can’t.” Ezekiel said quietly.

Gerome and the Inquisitor looked at him. One with worry, and one with a glare.

“Why not?” The Inquisitor asked.

“I’m almost certain that it’ll break if I channel mana through it right now.”

“Why is that?” The Inquisitor’s voice was sharp and direct.

“It changed when we were in the Ruins. I don’t want to do anything with it right now.” Ezekiel muttered quietly. “But I don’t want to throw it away. It’s special to me.”

Ezekiel knew he had to be careful. One wrong word and the Inquisitor would know that he was lying. Even now, he was a little bit nervous since he wasn’t being entirely forthcoming with his answers, but he hadn’t told a single lie, so he hoped they wouldn’t dig too deep.

The Inquisitor didn’t say anything in reply. Instead, partially unsheathed the sword, and looked at the strangely colored blade, raising an eyebrow in confusion. Chrome had a similar look on his face, as he was familiar with the sword that Ezekiel had taken with him on the expedition.

Unfortunately, the Inquisitor noticed Gerome’s confusion, and turned to glare at Ezekiel, who immediately felt a pressure descend on him, making it hard to breathe.

“You’re lying.” The Inquisitor stated. “It seems your Guild leader is unfamiliar with this sword. Meaning you acquired it in the Ruins. Not the city.”

“N-no! It’s t-the same s-sword. It changed. Like I said. I didn’t want anyone touching it, or taking it away for being broken, so I never unsheathed after it changed.” Ezekiel’s head was bowed as he stuttered briefly before forcing himself to speak clearly, if quietly, under the weight of the Inquisitor’s mana.

He tried to look sideways, eyes filled with a plea for help as he momentarily locked gazes with Gerome, who wasn’t moving to provide aid of any sort.

The Inquisitor bent down to place a hand on Ezekiel’s head.

“Inquisitor, please! He is just a child!” Gerome cried out quietly. He didn’t want to turn this into any more of a scene as it already was, but he knew that news would spread from the guards that were staring at what was happening.

He also wasn’t sure there was anything he could do right now. Yes, his covenant meant that he needed to protect Ezekiel, else he would lose his bonded Spirit, but fighting threats in the Ruins was different from fighting an Imperial Inquisitor.

Fighting the Cruor and Umbral Beasts meant possibly losing his life. Fighting the Inquisition meant his entire family, and the Guild, would likely be expelled from the Empire entirely. Whilst he cared about Westly, and Ezekiel, he didn’t think that he could honor the Covenant in this case.

Looking around quickly, Gerome noticed Lina was headed in their direction, having finally noticed what was happening, and recognizing both Ezekiel and Gerome.

The Inquisitor ignored Gerome and moved his hand to tilt Ezekiel’s head upward.

“Is what you say the truth?” He asked whilst staring into Ezekiel’s eyes.

Ezekiel found himself unable to remain quiet as the indigo eyes seemed to command his soul to answer in his stead.

“... Yes...” Ezekiel forcefully muttered.

The Inquisitor paused for a moment before letting Ezekiel go. He immediately began gasping for breath as he fell to his knees. No longer too tense to fall.

“... Let them through. The sword is strange, but it isn’t an issue.” The Inquisitor said before turning away from the guard station and walking away.

By this point, Lina had reached them and was immediately checking over Ezekiel to see if he was okay. Ezekiel barely noticed this, however, as all he could think of was how much he didn’t want to meet another Inquisitor ever again for as long as he lived.

Lina, seeing that he was more or less fine, just stressed and exhausted, turned to glare at Gerome. Disappointed and angry at his lack of action despite his Spirit Covenant.

“What the hell was that about!” She demanded as she helped Ezekiel climb to his feet.

Gerome was quiet for a moment, not sure how to answer as Ezekiel faced toward him. He flinched as he saw the look of betrayal in Ezekiel’s eyes. They both knew what choice Gerome had made, and while Ezekiel would admit it wasn’t the wrong choice, that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

“We probably shouldn’t talk here. I think I should drop him off at his home first, and then I’ll need to head to the castle.” Gerome said as he packed away his things.

Ezekiel did so as well, but he didn’t say anything as he did. He was extremely careful as he put on his boots and sheathed his sword again, attaching it to his hip like normal.

“You’ll need to take him to the Cathedral. That’s where his family is right now. I’d accompany you, but I’m too busy playing twenty questions with the Inquisitors, while also making sure no one gets too badly hurt during the reconstruction, to do so right now.” Lina told them with an apologetic tone.

“That’s fine. That won’t take too much longer anyway.” Gerome replied.

“Goodbye, Lina. I hope to see you later when things quiet down.” Ezekiel whispered as he briefly hugged her before heading toward the Cathedral, not bothering to wait for Gerome.

Gerome just sighed in frustration. He hadn’t liked his choice either, no matter how much he thought it was right. But he really didn’t like the fact that it was only now that Ezekiel was acting like a pouting child.

“Ouch!” He suddenly exclaimed, reaching up to hold his ear where Westly had bitten him.

It seemed like Ezekiel wasn’t the only one who was upset with him right now.



It took them little time to reach the Cathedral, and when they did, they had to do another check to enter, but this time it went much faster, as they were both able to confirm their identities without any issues, and there wasn’t as strict of an item check as there was for entering the city.

As well, it seemed like there were no other Inquisitors that might be able to cause problems for them at this time.

As they walked through the halls of the Cathedral, Ezekiel was shocked to see so many people when it wasn’t time for the awakening ceremony.

While still considered a religion, the Cathedral and the Church of Ten were still scholars. As such, there wasn’t so much in line with standard worship and prayer. Especially as it was known that the Ancients had left this world ages ago.

So for the Cathedral to be so full meant that there was a reason for staying. One that Ezekiel knew was related to the conflict that had occurred here.

He didn’t have too much time to think about it, however, as he and Gerome entered into one of the halls where there were numerous people waiting and taking refuge.

“Ezekiel!?”

His mother’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts as he looked towards one corner of the room.

Sitting on a small cot was his mother and father. Both had one of his sisters in their laps, and Theo and Reya were curled up next to them.

Ezekiel’s appearance was a pleasant surprise for all of them, as he wasn’t expected to have returned for at least another month and a half more, give or take a few days.

Rather than wait for his parents to get up and come to him, Ezekiel subconsciously focused his mana, dashing towards them at speeds almost too fast to see, before stopping in front of them and hugging his family tight.

Tears streamed down his face as he wept in his parent’s arms. This was the first time he’d cried so openly since he’d reached what he’d considered to be a good age to stop crying for attention when he was young.

He ignored his parent’s panic and questions for now. The only thing he cared about was the fact that he was home. That he was safe, and that he was with his family once again.

For now, all of his problems could be dealt with later.

            

    
        CH 58: Catching Up With Friends

    
    
    
    
                The reunion between Ezekiel and his family was warm and heartfelt, and while they still remained under the safety of the Church of Ten’s influence, they were, for the most part, able to find enough privacy to talk about the events that had happened in the city, as well as the different experiences Ezekiel went through.

To say that neither of his parents were happy about what had happened was very much an understatement.

If it wasn’t for the fact that Gerome had left for the duke’s castle as soon as he had confirmed the Covenant was fulfilled, it was likely that a fight would’ve broken out from how incensed his mother was.

But regardless of the horrors that Ezekiel told them about, it was the knowledge of his emotional instability that had shocked them the most.

The way they saw it, it explained so many things, and they couldn’t help but feel guilty at the fears they’d had previously.

For the rest of the day, nothing was done with the family other than spending time together. Ezekiel didn’t even bother talking to the Scholars who’d helped him and given him the enchanted items that had so greatly helped him.

Not that they hadn’t tried to talk to him, but other than Quentin, who had to be dragged away by his acolytes, most of them gave the family some space. Though Trent did request that Ezekiel come talk to him, after hearing from Gerome, who they’d passed on the way here, that something had happened to his sword.

Ezekiel agreed to meet in Quentin’s workshop in the morning. He also noticed a distinct lack of Merlot’s presence, but figured that his betrayal must’ve been revealed, and didn’t mention anything.

However, regardless of how happy the family was, even with the ups and downs from Ezekiel’s stories of the expedition, once the destruction of the Ruins was brought up, Warren and Evelyn grew tense.

Although it was not specifically brought up, and was actually politely ignored, for now, there was a noticeable shift in the mood when Ezekiel mentioned the damages done to the Ruins, or rather, the destruction of the Ruins entirely.

The punishment for excessive damage to Ancient Ruins was extensive. Yet not even his parents were aware of what kind of punishment he was likely going to suffer. They only knew that there were too many factors against him for it to go well.

It was known amongst the Guilds that certain rules being broken had previously led to executions. Neither Evelyn nor Warren would let such a thing happen, of course, but it was still something that was known to them.

Neither told Ezekiel this, of course, as they had no desire to cause Ezekiel further stress.

For now, everything was good and well, and any other problems could be dealt with later.



The next day, Ezekiel was sitting in Quentin’s workshop with Warren, Trent, and Issa. Ezekiel sort of wished that Lina and his mother could be there as well but knew that Lina was busy as one of the premier healers in the city, and his mother needed to watch his sisters.

To be honest, if it wasn’t for the fact that none of his family wanted him to be alone right now, he could’ve gone to meet Quentin and the others on his own, like he did before the expedition.

He figured that this was probably a good thing though, as he knew that there would be questions about what had happened to his sword, so it would be best for his father to be there for support.

Of course, given what they were going to be discussing, Ezekiel also took his father to the side, and spoke to him about a few things just in case things went poorly. Things that might help with making sure nothing happened to the sword.

For this, he and Warren took a moment to meet with Allon and see if they could borrow a few things from him before meeting with Quentin and the rest. Ezekiel also went to his mother to borrow her Void Pouch.

Finally, after making several preparations, Ezekiel and Warren went to Quentin’s workshop.

“Ezekiel! There you are. Come here, come here! We need to get you checked over, and then we need to get ready to continue studying the effects of Void Mana on different things. Now that you’re stronger we can run many more tests than before!”

Scholar Quentin’s voice was as exuberant as always, and the fact that Ezekiel had fallen a Step in his mana seemed to have escaped him.

“Scholar Quentin, stop. There will be no tests today. We have other things to deal with.” Warren stated as he and Ezekiel entered the workshop.

“What? Is there something wrong with the boots I gave you? I can’t think of anything that could’ve gone wrong with them. But even if there is, don’t expect me to fix them. I’ve moved onto more interesting things, so I don’t have time to back track.”

Trent and Issa just sighed and rolled their eyes at Quentin’s behavior, but Warren and Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit frustrated at Quentin’s attitude.

“The concern right now has to do with Ezekiel’s sword, actually. We are here because Trent requested it after Gerome mentioned to him that something had happened to it.” Warren explained.

Trent replied before Quentin could speak up.

“That’s right. I made that sword to be durable enough to take a few hits from a Tier three Mage, so I can’t imagine what idiocy you put it through to damage it.”

Ignoring Trent’s cutting words, Ezekiel pulled out his sword, laying on the table within its sheath before pulling it out and placing it down flat.

Trent’s mouth fell open slightly as he looked at the significant changes in the sword. It no longer even somewhat resembled the sword that he had created and given to Ezekiel.

Even Quentin and Issa were silent as they examined the sword with wide eyes and confusion.

“... What happened to it?” Trent asked, his voice no longer filled with the cutting frustration it usually was.

“It changed after I entered the Void Core inside the ruined Temple of the Void. I... didn’t really want to show it to you, but after I was forced to show it to Gerome and the Inquisitor, as well as several city guards, I figured that you would find out about it anyway.”

Trent gave Ezekiel a look after he finished his explanation.

“Why didn’t you want to show us this?” He asked.

“Because I can’t give it back to you for study right now.” Ezekiel stated.

“Oh? And who’s to say that I won’t just take it back from you? I am the one who created it, after all.” Trent said, his voice coming out quite harsh and biting.

“I am.” Warren stated as he moved forward, Theo jumping down from his shoulder and letting out a growl that reverberated through the room.

Trent flinched backward for a second, knowing that he would stand no chance as a Tier two facing a Tier four. He looked back at Quentin for help but received none from either him or Issa.

“Don’t look at me. You might be my apprentice, but you gave that sword to the kid. Asking for it back is rude and pointless. The way I see it, the kid knows what happened to it, so he can tell us why he won’t give it back.”

Trent moved back in frustration as he begrudgingly admitted that Quentin had a point.

From there, Ezekiel briefly explained what had happened to the sword, explaining that the remnant of the Ancient Void stated that the sword would be destroyed if it was infused with any mana at all within the first month after it was altered.

He didn’t explain anything regarding the sword being a nascent Void Spirit made from his soul. Only his parents were aware of that, and they agreed that it wasn’t something that should be mentioned just yet, as they had no means of bonding with another Spirit if anything happened to this one.

“Well, that’s quite the adventure you’ve been on, but I fail to see why this means that I can’t study the blade.” Trent said after Ezekiel was finished.

“We don’t know what could happen to it if you do anything to test it! I’d rather see what was done to it first than waste an opportunity given to me by the Void!” Ezekiel nearly shouted as he took the sword back.

“Yet if we just wait, we’ll never get to study the changes as they are occurring right now, and we will miss our chance to potentially create the same effects!”

“You’re not even a Void Mage! You wouldn’t be able to copy the effects even if you did know what was happening to it!”

“That doesn’t mean the effects can’t be applied to other things or used to further my studies in other Magic!”

“ENOUGH!” Quentin interjected with a yell, having seen that Warren was about to step in, and feeling that it would be better if he did so instead, as this was quickly becoming a matter that would likely spiral out of control if not dealt with now.

Both Trent and Ezekiel turned to look at him. Trent had an expectant look on his face, as if he was only waiting for Quentin to side with him, while Ezekiel was looking helpless and desperate.

Quentin knew that there was more going on with this but decided that he didn’t need to know. After having worked with both Ezekiel and his apprentice, he knew which one's attitude and personality he liked better.

“Trent, the fact of the matter is that that sword belongs to Ezekiel. Yes, you made it, but you gave it away, and whatever happened to it after you gave it to Ezekiel has nothing to do with you anymore.”

Trent looked shocked at what Quentin was saying. He knew his teacher was one of the most careless people around when it came to ownership of an item, as he was known for taking things without people’s permission, and ‘borrowing’ things for unknown periods of time.

Yet here he was, saying that they shouldn’t be taking Ezekiel’s sword, regardless of how much it might reveal regarding the secrets of Void Mana.

By this point, Ezekiel had already sheathed the sword, and had backed away to hide behind his father and Theo.

“Why are you siding with them? I am your apprentice! I am an Acolyte of the Church of Ten! Not them!” Trent exclaimed as he threw his arms in Ezekiel and Warren’s direction.

“Because I follow the Church of Ten’s mandate regarding artifacts of the Void. As well as the Guilds methods of compensation. That sword only underwent such changes because of Ezekiel. They had nothing to do with you. As such, unless he is properly compensated, that Sword belongs to him.”

“Yet you’d take relics and artifacts from your fellow Scholars without even asking!”

“It is because they are my peers that I can do such! Ezekiel is not a Scholar of the Church, and as such, he is beholden to different rules than we are! If you want to study that sword, you will compensate him properly, just as I, and many other Scholars have done when requesting Relicts or other items from people not affiliated with the Church in the past.”

Trent looked like he had bitten into a lemon as he glared at Quentin. He knew full well that there was nothing that he could do to get Ezekiel to give up that sword. But, after thinking about it for a minute, he knew that there was someone else that he could go to that might be able to help him.

Off to the side, Issa had moved around to stand with Warren and Ezekiel, having no desire to get between Trent and Quentin as they were fighting.

Ultimately, Trent said nothing as he turned and walked away from his teacher, leaving the room altogether, and slamming the door behind him.

“Well. That was dramatic.” Quentin said in an exasperated tone of voice.

“Scholar Quentin I’m sorry I-”

“Don’t apologize, kid. Trent’s the one who needs to learn a lesson here. He’s always cared about next to nothing besides his research. I had hoped that he had mellowed out a bit when he made that sword for you, but I guess he just wanted to show up that traitor Merlot when he found out that we were all making gifts for you, so that’d you’d survive your expedition.”

Quentin tried to reassure Ezekiel as he tried to apologize.

“It’s just such a shame. In some ways, it was Trent that I expected to be a traitor, not Merlot. But I guess that just goes to show how bad I am at reading people. Oh well, if he learns from this, good, if he doesn’t, too bad. He just burned a bridge he won’t ever be crossing.”

Ezekiel looked confused for a moment as he heard Quentin make his comparison. But after thinking about it, he decided he didn’t need to know. He knew that the situation with Merlot was still fresh and painful for the Scholar who had spent so much time teaching and guiding both Acolytes.

Instead, Ezekiel turned to his father, and pulled him to the side.

“Dad, I think we need to do the thing I told you about. I think we can trust Quentin.” Ezekiel whispered to his father at the side of the room.

“You know I can hear you, right? I know you’re smarter than this Ezekiel, so I don’t really get why you’re trying to be sneaky in my own workshop.” Quentin said blandly from across the room.

Ezekiel’s face burned red as he realized how childish he was being, and Warren couldn’t help but let out a laugh as he saw this.

“Just because he’s not trained in combat, doesn’t mean that a Tempest Mage won’t be able to hear you from across the room. Especially when they’re Tier three.” Warren gently chided with a chuckle towards Ezekiel.

“Right.” Ezekiel muttered as he and Warren moved back to where Issa and Quentin were waiting.

“Is this something that I should be here for?” Issa asked as she saw Ezekiel’s face become much more serious as he and Warren approached.

“... Maybe not. Just in case.” Ezekiel said quietly.

“Alright then. I’ll be just outside. I’ll come back inside when you’re finished.” She said before leaving the room. This time the door closed much more quietly than before.

“Alright. So, what’s this about? No offense but, I do need to get back to my research, and if you’re not going to help me out then I don’t know why you need to stay here.” Quentin questioned.

“We need your help with something.” Ezekiel said as he closed his eyes and covered his ears.

“What’s he doing?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m going to need you to do the same thing as he is right now.” Warren said.

“Really?” Quentin looked somewhat amused.

“Really.”

“Very well then.” Quentin then closed his eyes and covered his ears as well. To take it a step further, he even sealed his senses so he couldn’t use his mana to know what was happening in the room.

Warren sensed what Quentin was doing and nodded in approval. He then went over to Ezekiel and removed his sword. Then, he took out another sword from his Void Pouch. It was one of his spares that he’d used when he was still a city guard.

He then removed both swords from their sheaths and put them into the other sword’s sheath. Then, he placed the second sword back on Ezekiel’s waist, and placed Ezekiel’s actual sword into a second Void Pouch. Then, he placed the second pouch onto a table before tapping Ezekiel on the shoulder and then turning around and covering his eyes and ears like the others.

Ezekiel then turned around and grabbed the pouch before taking out and placing his mother’s Void Pouch in its place. He also, without looking at it, shifted the sword on his waist around so that the pommel, which he didn’t touch, was behind him and tucked up under his shirt.

Finally, he turned around and approached Quentin, poking him in the side to notify him to uncover his ears and open his eyes.

“Alright then, what next?” Quentin asked.

“Now, you take this Void Pouch, you never open this Void Pouch, and you give it to either Lina, if you get the chance, or you give it to Grand Scholar Naeri, or Grand Scholar Harolt. But you also tell them not to open it at any point ever, and that they need to return the pouch to my father or my mother roughly a month from now.” Ezekiel explained.

Quentin just raised an eyebrow before looking at Warren, and then looking at Ezekiel once again.

For a moment, Quentin looked like he was going to ask something, but decided against it. Instead, he just shrugged his shoulders and took the pouch, making sure not to attune to it, and placed it in a drawer in his desk.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel said.

He then took his mother’s Void Pouch that he’d placed on the table into his father’s hands, who then proceeded to place it into his own Void Pouch, all without opening his eyes.

“Well.” Quentin said with a clap of his hands. “I must admit that this was a wonderful exercise in trust and deception, as contradictory as that statement is. Now, if you don’t mind. I do need to get back to my work, and unless you want to become my test subject once again, I’d suggest you be off for now. You may as well take Issa with you. She was mostly here to make sure we didn’t damage you too badly anyway.” Quentin motioned to shoo Ezekiel, Warren, and Theo out of his workshop.

Ezekiel and Warren didn’t protest as they left the room, speaking with Issa and inviting her to spend some time with them and the rest of their family and friends if she wasn’t too busy.

As the door closed behind them, Quentin couldn’t help but look down at his desk, and ponder the gift that he’d received for now.

“That child truly is the cleverest ten-year-old I’ve ever heard of.” He muttered under his breath as he opened the drawer and grabbed the pouch.

He wouldn’t be able to pass it on to one of the others right now, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t store it in a more secure place for right now.



After that meeting, little else happened with Ezekiel as he and his family continued to stay at the Cathedral for some time.

Eventually, Ezekiel got to meet up with Lina, who was able to do a more in-depth healing session, and also informed him that she’d received a Void Pouch from Quentin, at which point Ezekiel asked that she not bring this up again until he or his parents asked about it.

Confused, but willing to trust him and his family, Lina agreed, though she did demand an explanation as to why Ezekiel was suffering damage to his soul.

Thus, he spent some additional time explaining things to her, and telling her that it was something the remnant of the Void asked of him when he met it in the Void Core.

Little more was said after that, though he did continue to see her every day for a week in order to continue his healing sessions.

“The fact that you fell a whole Step is scary, and the fact that’s all that happened, rather than you just dying is even more terrifying. I’m not certain even a Death Mage at Tier four would be able to safely sever parts of a soul like this. The Void is truly filled with terrifying wonders.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shudder as he listened to Lina’s mutterings as she spent time healing and checking him over.

Unlike before, when his damaged soul required time to heal, it seemed like Lina was more available to help since Ezekiel and his family were still staying in the Cathedral for the time being.

It was during this time that Ezekiel also found out more about what had happened with his friends, as well as the unfortunate news regarding what had happened to one of them.

“... I can’t believe that Riley was a traitor.”

It had been a few days since he’d arrived, and after speaking to and spending time with Shari, Drew, and Yennifrey, he finally learned about Riley’s family, and her choice to side with them.

“Yeah. It was a shock for all of us. Bonnie was particularly distraught and was demanding I go with Riley so that she could stay with Celia. But I just couldn’t go. I couldn’t betray my family like that.”

Ezekiel nodded his head at Shari’s words but couldn’t help but see some of the irony in them as well.

“I hate to say it, but I think that Riley was thinking the same thing at the time.”

Shari was quiet after hearing this. Bonnie, who was nestled in her lap, just looked up and gave a few quiet snorts before snuggling into her stomach.

“At least it looks like you two are still getting along well.” Ezekiel said in an attempt to change the topic.

“Yeah. We fought for a while when things happened, but then we sat down and talked. Talked about our friendships, and the feelings that we had when we made our choices. As well as apologizing for being so stubborn.”

“Pigheaded, you mean.”

Ezekiel chuckled at his little pun, but Bonnie and Shari seemed to take insult to his joke.

“Oooof!” He exclaimed as Bonnie tackled his stomach while Shari bonked him on the head.

Despite the abusive reaction, however, Ezekiel saw a twitch on Shari’s lips that indicated she was holding back a smile. It quickly fell, however, as she brought up a topic he’d been trying to avoid since he’d gotten back.

He knew that her whole family was curious, but he had done his best to avoid it, until now.

“Hey... What happened with Aldor?” Shari asked in a whisper as Bonnie climbed back into her lap. “I know you’ve been avoiding it for a while now, but it’s just you and me here.”

“But you’ll still tell your parents. Won't’ you.”

Shari didn’t reply. They both knew it was a rhetorical question.

They both sat silently for a few seconds. Ezekiel wasn’t sure why this was so hard for him. As far as he knew, not a single one of the Alkena’s even cared about Aldor anymore, what with him being cast out by his parents quite some time ago.

“He wasn’t a part of the main battle. In order to keep me safe, so that Gerome could fight at full power, it was decided that I should get myself hidden away. They predicted this and used a scapegoat to open the Void Lock under the temple, who they disposed of afterwards.”

Shari and Bonnie both looked at him, their gazes never wavering as Ezekiel continued to speak.

“Ultimately, we were enemies, and he was trying his best to kill me, with everything he had. So, when I got the chance to kill him instead, I took it, without any hesitation.”

As Ezekiel said those damning words, Shari remained silent, as if she couldn’t believe that Ezekiel could admit to having taken a life so easily.

“I’m sorry, Shari. If I could’ve beaten him without killing him, I think I would’ve.”

“Why?” Shari asked, completely confused at his words. “Why would you have spared him? He’s been trying to kill you since you were five years old.”

“I think... I think the Cult of Light did something to him. Your parents might know more, but when we fought, his eyes weren’t red. One of them was gold.”

After that, neither one of them said anything else. But Ezekiel could see a small tear streak down her cheek before she buried her face in Bonnie’s fur, picking up and holding the little Spirit to her chest.

They just sat in the corner of the room, away from their family and friends. Silently pondering over the events that they both had suffered during the past few weeks at the hands of the Cult of Light and cursing them vehemently in the depths of their hearts.



After his heartfelt talk with Shari, he spoke with Drew and Yennifrey, both separately and together, and while he was happy to catch up with Yennifrey and learn that she had officially been accepted as an apprentice under Evelyn, it was the talk he had with Drew that stood out most to him.

“How was it? The expedition.” Drew asked, when they had a chance away from the rest as they walked down one of the hallways to a dining area for some food.

“It was good, for the most part. Then it got bad later on.” Ezekiel stayed vague in his descriptions.

This wasn’t Shari, whose family basically had a pact to stand with his own, and vice versa. As much as Drew was a friend, Ezekiel still knew that some things couldn’t be shared with everyone without a certain amount of assurance. Some of which Drew and Yennifrey just couldn’t give.

“C’mon, you gotta tell me more than that! Did you fight any Umbral Beasts? What about the Cruor? Did you run into any of them?”

Ezekiel could feel his emotions acting up as Drew continued to pester him. He could feel his mana instinctively reacting to his desire to stamp down on his feelings as images of the Rot flashed before his eyes.

He shook himself as he focused on the here and now. Looking to the side, Drew was staring at him expectantly.

“I didn’t fight anything. I just stood to the side and did a lot of running away while others fought instead. Nothing super big, just enough to not get in the way.”

Drew seemed to slump a bit as Ezekiel said this, but no matter how much pestering he did, Drew couldn’t get anything else out of Ezekiel. Until finally, he snapped.

“Why the hell do you care so much! I don’t get it Drew. If you want to go Desolate Lands so bad, just keep on training, join a Guild, and go there for yourself!”

Drew flinched back at Ezekiel’s outburst, having never seen such a reaction from him before.

“You need to stop trying to rush things. I’m stronger than you, in basically every way except ranged attacks, and even then, yours just can’t beat me, and I still nearly died, several times.”

Ezekiel’s voice was rising at this point, and several people had turned to look in their direction.

“If you went now, you’d die without even knowing what happened. You’d probably go off on your own as well, off to find whatever it is you’re so desperate to find out there. Well guess what, depending on what you face, if you’re not Tier three at least, you’re gonna die, and you won’t even leave a corpse for your family to bury. So that’s my advice for you. Stay here until Tier three, or you’re just gonna die.”

Ezekiel’s voice had quieted down, but his words still struck Drew like a hammer. As Ezekiel walked off to get his meal, Drew just stood there with Jesse perched on his shoulder. Thinking over what Ezekiel had said to him.

Finally, he clenched his fists before turning away, no longer feeling in the mood for food.

“Tier three, huh? I can’t wait that long.” As he said this, Jesse couldn’t help but look at his partner in worry, but regardless of what happened from here on out, the plump little bird Spirit would stand with his partner all the way.



Little else happened over the course of the next few days. The biggest thing that happened was that the rest of the Guild expedition had returned, and they hadn’t run into any additional conflicts beyond the regular Umbral Beasts that roamed around the borderlands near the edges of the Willowbrush Empire and the Desolate Lands.

By now, much of the major damages to the city had been repaired, as had the wall and western gate. As such, most of the people who had taken refuge in the Cathedral had left for their own homes.

This included Shari and her parents, as they had a lot to deal with regarding repairing their business and home. Drew and his mother also left, as did Yennifrey and her parents, though she came back every day to learn from Evelyn, who was working out of a small office within the Cathedral.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel and his family had to wait a little while longer before they could go home, as it was one of the places directly targeted by Count Forret’s forces, with the intention of getting to Wendy or Ellen when they were at home, but luckily the Church had already moved the family.

Unluckily, this meant that the only thing that those that were hunting them could target was the home itself, which was utterly demolished, and was not considered a priority for repairs at the moment. Thought the Church did promise to rebuild the home with their own Mages if the city did not.

Yet all good things still came to an end, and as several figures approached the Cathedral, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like more unwanted people were about to change his life once again.

            

    
        CH 59: Lead Up To The Trial

    
    
    
    
                Ultimately, even though Ezekiel had been enjoying his time with his friends and family, he and his parents knew that the time after his return was just a lull in the chaos that had been occurring.

During this time, Ezekiel knew that his parents were trying to find a way to deal with things without concerning him. It seemed like they had arranged something.

But, they hadn’t mentioned anything, hoping that he could continue being their little boy for a while longer, but Ezekiel knew that that couldn’t happen anymore.

Given what had happened to the Ruins, there was no way that the Empire could leave things as they were. Someone needed to take responsibility, and given that the Guilds lost the most, and were no longer bound by any agreements, there was no way they would get any help from Gerome or the others.

The cessation of contact between Ezekiel and the Titans seemed to be proof of this.

Finally, a couple of days after the rest of the Guilds returned from the expedition, as Ezekiel and his family were having breakfast, the Church was paid a visit by a number of people, all dressed in the uniform of the Willowbrush Imperial Inquisition.

As the doors to the cafeteria opened, and three Inquisitors entered the room looking for Ezekiel, it was Warren and Evelyn who made the first move.

First, Evelyn moved her daughters onto her lap from where they were sitting, and Reya hopped onto the table in front of them. Next, Warren had Theo climb onto Ezekiel’s shoulders and lay there.

“Ezekiel Luminance, you will be coming with us to the castle where your crimes against the Empire are to be discussed.” The lead Inquisitor, a woman with a blue snake wrapped around her shoulders stated as she approached.

At this time, the cafeteria was mostly emptied, but as the Scholars and Acolytes saw what was happening, the room quickly cleared out.

“Interesting. I wasn’t aware that Imperial Inquisitors were permitted to take children from their families without consent. Good to know, for future reference and such.” Warren said as he stood up from the bench he was sitting on.

The two Inquisitors behind the woman with the snake fanned out to surround Warren and began channeling their mana.

“You dare question the operations of the Empire!”

“You’d best take back your words else you will be brought in as well!”

Warren just glanced at the two others before clicking his tongue in frustration. The next thing either of the Inquisitors knew, they were face first in the floor as Warren released his mana, putting an immense amount of pressure onto the both of them.

Ezekiel was shocked when he saw this, as he didn’t think that either of his parents would be so willing to act against the Empire so directly like this. Everything he knew about the Inquisition painted them as this untouchable force that couldn’t be messed with.

Evelyn saw this as well, but she looked resigned and determined. As if she was expecting this.

The Inquisitor with the snake just raised an eyebrow as she witnessed this happening, having felt the pressure being released, but was unaffected due to it not being directed at her, as well as the fact that she was at a higher Step than Warren.

“Hmph.” The still standing Inquisitor made a noise of annoyance before the pressure on her subordinates was let up. The two immediately dashed forward to attack Warren, only to be put back into the ground, this time from the snake on their leader’s shoulders.

“Enough, you incompetent peons. You’re here for experience, not to actually do anything.” The woman said with a sneer as she looked down on her subordinates who had slowly climbed to their feet.

The two men stood at parade rest, their mouths shut, but both had a large red welt on the sides of their faces where they were literally slapped into the ground.

Turning her face back up to look at Warren, she gave him a once over, appraising his abilities after seeing what she had just witnessed, and although she didn’t show it, she was somewhat impressed.

“How did you know they weren’t official Inquisitors?” She asked.

“I used to be a member of Harkem’s city guard, and I can tell that they’re not Tier four.” Warren stated.

The Inquisitor nodded her head. She was well aware of the fact that those who worked for the security and defense of an Imperial city were always informed of the Empire’s primary forces, ranging from the military to the Inquisition, and the various sanctions towards Guilds and other groups.

The fact that Warren knew that Inquisitors at Tier three were merely aids and investigators would’ve been information that Warren would’ve learned during his time as a city guard.

Having made the right connections in his head, Ezekiel made a mental note of this information for his own potential use in the future.

“I’m surprised that you’re still willing to act against them in my presence.”

“I don’t consider you to be a threat.”

The Inquisitor and Warren stared at one another, neither giving away any emotions as they both refused to back down.

“Regardless, your son is coming with us. Whether or not you come as well is your decision.” The Inquisitor looked at Evelyn and the twins as she said this, completely ignoring Ezekiel and Warren as she looked at what she considered to be the one vulnerability Warren likely had.

She was proven wrong as Evelyn flared her own mana, showing that she wasn’t afraid, or incapable of, defending herself if things became violent. Though she didn’t do much else, as she would prioritize protecting her children first and foremost.

“You two are the one’s Harper mentioned. The couple that changed the flow of the battle and gave Harper’s forces the chance to win with a relatively clean victory.” The Inquisitor stated as she realized who she was talking to.

“No one mentioned that you were the boy’s parents. That doesn’t change anything, of course, but you may actually get to see your boy’s sentence, rather than hear about it after the fact.”

Warren and Evelyn clenched their hands at the mention of Ezekiel’s punishment. At the same time, Wendy and Ellen were growing nervous as they saw their parents growing frustrated at this strange woman in front of them.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, was internally seething at the Inquisitor in front of him, and try as he might, he couldn’t help but think that letting his emotions be dulled might be a good thing in this situation. Acting out wouldn’t be helpful right now, after all.

“We’ll come with you, but we’ll walk there ourselves.” Warren stated as Evelyn bit her lip as she looked at her husband and son. Desperately wanting to go with them.

“And your wife and daughters? Will they be coming too?” The Inquisitor said with a smirk as she looked at Evelyn and the twins.

Just then, the doors opened once again, and in strode Lina and Issa, who looked around the bare cafeteria for a moment before seeing the stand-off occurring on the far side of the room.

Given that the repairs within the city had been completed, Lina and many other healers were finally let go from their required assistance to the various workforces.

The two quickly strode over, their footsteps echoing through the room as they moved.

Seeing this, and the robes that they were wearing, the Inquisitor glared as a look of comprehension appeared in her eyes.

“Boys.” She said to her subordinates.

The two Subordinate Inquisitors dashed forward with the intent of stopping Lina and Issa from approaching, but the moment they got within five feet, their vision went blurry, and their limbs grew numb, resulting in both of them falling over.

They were both moaning while they laid on the ground, incapable of forming any words or getting up as Lina continued to walk forward, Issa nervously following behind her.

The Inquisitor, seeing what had happened, immediately flexed her mana, expecting Lina to go down like her subordinates had when Warren had done the same.

To her surprise, nothing happened. Lina continued to walk forward. Issa did pause, and sweat began forming on her brow, but she continued forward with shaky steps as she followed her master.

As they reached the Inquisitor, they both bowed, Issa did so with some difficulty, but Lina was just fine.

“Greetings, Inquisitor Tasha. I welcome you to the Harkem Grand Cathedral. I apologize that none of the Scholars were there to greet and welcome you into the Cathedral directly, as protocol dictates when the Inquisition visits the Church of Ten’s facilities, regardless of circumstances. Perhaps, next time, you might be willing to announce your presence so that such incidents won’t happen in the future.”

Hearing Lina’s words, Ezekiel finally realized why his father was being so confrontational. The Empire was trying to pull a power move against the Church, who could be considered as part of the winning side in the recent conflict, as it was the nobility that supported the losing side.

If not for the Church taking what little action they did, it was likely that the Empire would have granted Count Forret the rulership of the city so that Duke Harper could remain in the military until he broke through to Tier five, at which point he would be summoned back to the capital to become an Imperial Councilor.

Warren was no doubt aware of this, given the amount of support the Church had given their family so far, and was thus buying time for a Scholar that would be willing to step up and support them to show up and confront the Inquisitor for this breach in protocol, thereby putting them on the back foot.

Currently, due to their involvement, Harolt and Naeri were still in Harkem Castle, dealing with the issues there directly, and the third Grand Scholar wasn’t as well known to them, and likely stayed out of things so that the Church would retain at least one pillar of support if things went badly.

“Greetings, Scholar. I will be sure to pass on the word so that this won’t happen again.” The Inquisitor grit out as she spoke to Lina.

“There won’t be any need for that. I’ve already sent word to your fellow Inquisitors within the city, as well as let them know that word of your conduct has been sent directly to the Inquisitor headquarters in Trillious. No need to thank me. I know you must be so busy after all.” Lina said with a smile.

Issa didn’t say anything, but she looked at her master nervously before giving a shaky smile towards Inquisitor Tasha.

Inquisitor Tasha just grit her teeth as she forced out her response.

“Thank you. Now, do tell me what you did to my subordinates.”

“Why, I did nothing. It’s not my fault they seemed to be suffering from head injuries that threw them off balance as they dashed towards us.”

Ezekiel watched this back and forth continue as Inquisitor Tasha tried to get one up on Scholar Lina, a woman nearly a full Tier lower than herself, but failed to do so.

“Enough! Why are you here?” Inquisitor Tasha asked after finally having enough of the older woman in front of her.

By this point the two Subordinate Inquisitors had regained their full physical facilities and had climbed to their feet. They moved to subdue Lina and Issa, but a harsh glare from their superior made them stand at rest a distance away.

They both bowed their heads in shame and embarrassment at what had happened to them.

“I’m here to pick up my godchildren. Why else?” Lina then proceeded to walk over to Evelyn, who passed over a fidgeting Wendy and Ellen to both Lina and Issa.

“No! Momma, no!” Wendy cried out as she and Ellen were taken away.

“Momma, no! Take us with you!” Ellen cried alongside her sister.

Evelyn stood up and hugged her daughters whispering softly in their ears, and using her magic to ensure that the Inquisitor didn’t overhear her. Wendy and Ellen finally calmed down, sniffling slightly as Lina and Issa finally took them away.

“Good day, Inquisitor, I’m certain you can find your way out on your own. You found your way in that way after all.” With those parting words, Lina and Issa left the cafeteria with the twins, and silence descended on the remaining occupants.

“Well then.” Warren said as he pulled Ezekiel to his feet and wrapped an arm around his shocked and confused shoulders. “Shall we be off then, Inquisitor? I don’t think you want to be late after all.”

Inquisitor Tasha just grit her teeth as Ezekiel stared at his father with a gob smacked expression.



Not much later, after a long and awkwardly quiet walk from the Church to the Castle in the center of the city, Ezekiel and his parents were ushered into a large open hall where several people were seated on tall chairs set in a semi-circle facing toward the center of the room.

Around the edges of the room were several more people from what Ezekiel assumed were various other factions that were there either as witnesses or to answer questions regarding what had occurred both before and during Ezekiel’s time at the Ruins.

Ezekiel recognized several people, including Naeri, Trissy, and Gerome, but was somewhat surprised to see none of them sitting in the chairs in the center of the room. Instead, it seemed like they were there as witnesses, as they were all lining the halls off to the side.

The hall was ultimately quiet as Ezekiel and his parents walked forward. None of them were slouched or held postures that would imply guilt or fear.

Warren was marching forward with his head held high and proud, Theo standing on his shoulder, gazing around the room as if everything was beneath him, as if he was expecting something but found everything before him to be lacking.

Evelyn was walking with her face forward, but her eyes were darting around for signs of possible threats and other weaknesses to exploit. Reya was lazily slouched over her shoulders, but her awareness was anything but lazy right now, as she too glared at everyone around her.

Finally, Ezekiel, while not as proud or as perceptive as either of his parents, was just as focused, walking forward without even a second look at those he knew in the audience.

It was obvious to all the Tier fours in the room that he was nervous, but some of them begrudgingly felt approval as they watched a child walk in without showing any definitive signs of fear.

Others internally scoffed, thinking him as nothing more than an ignorant child who didn’t understand what was happening, and some thought he was only acting tough because he was surrounded by two Tier four Hunters and their Spirits.

As the family of three plus two Spirits stopped in front of the semicircle of Chairs, Ezekiel took a look at all of the people sitting in front of him.

There were six chairs, all intricately carved, and almost throne-like if not for their relatively smaller size from the more grandiose symbols of majesty that most thrones tended to have.

Three of the chairs were carved with the symbols of the Roaring Ruins, Wander Titans, and Reaching Spires Guilds, but only two were filled, each with a Tier four Hunter that Ezekiel didn’t recognize.

Obviously, it was the Reaching Spires chair that was empty, and in fact seemed to have been broken into scrap wood that barely resembled a chair anymore, but the symbol was still slightly recognizable.

The other three chairs held the symbols of the Church of Ten, the Winged Goat representing Duke Harkem, and a Willow Tree symbolizing the representative from the Willowbrush Empire.

Ezekiel didn’t recognize any of the representatives, and other than Harolt, who sat in the chair for the Church of Ten representative, neither did Warren or Evelyn. At least, not by name, as they recognized the two Guild Leader representatives as having taken part in the battle alongside Duke Harper.

Just from the symbols alone, it could be clearly understood that these were the highest authorities currently stationed within Harkem right now.

Taking a knee in front of Ezekiel and his family, Inquisitor Tasha and her two subordinates greeted the representatives.

“Greetings, Grand Inquisitor Yeren, Duke Harper Harken, Grand Scholar Harolt, and Guild Leader Marrik of the Roaring Ruins and Guild Leader Justine, of the Wandering Titans. As per the command of the Grand Inquisitor, I have retrieved Ezekiel Luminance for his trial, questioning, and sentencing, as well as his parents, the Tier four “Legend Rank” Hunters, Warren and Evelyn Luminance.”

For a moment, Ezekiel almost wondered if he should take a knee as well, but upon seeing his parents merely bow instead, he decided to just do that.

The Guild Leaders both raised an eyebrow, but seeing as the other representatives didn’t say anything they kept their silence at the shallower show of respect.

“Indeed, Inquisitor Tasha. Word of your actions at the Cathedral reached our ears a little while ago. Leave the room. We will discuss your and your subordinate’s behavior at a later time.” The Man sitting in the chair for the Willowbrush representative stated with a level tone.

He was a man with pure white hair due to age, but his eyes were the most vibrant shade of green that Ezekiel had ever seen, and wrapped around his torso was an emerald-colored snake whose head and neck were draped over the man’s chest.

He showed no emotions on his face, and though his Element was clearly Life, Ezekiel honestly believed that the man could have been carved from stone due to how emotionless he seemed to be.

Before the man continued, Harolt, who sat next to him, spoke up with a sarcastic tone.

“I do hope you’ll let me sit in on that, Yeren, as I would be greatly interested in what exactly made your subordinate think she could disrespect the agreements between the Empire and the Church of Ten.”

“You act as if the Church of Ten is above the Laws of the Empire.” Yeren said in reply.

“It is not, but unlike the Empire, who only controls this small portion of the world, the Church of Ten has connections around the whole of the world. It would be such a shame if those connections were to be made aware of the Empire’s disrespect. Why, I imagine that many of the factions beyond its borders might very well decide that trading and allying with others would be more beneficial in the long run.”

“You would betray your Empire!?” Yeren exclaimed in shock. The stone-faced man he portrayed himself as was nowhere to be seen as he turned to Harolt.

The Grand Inquisitor was not the only one who showed his shock. Everyone in the room was looking at him in varying degrees of disapproval. Even Evelyn and Warren were in shock, as they were fully aware of how much Harolt respected the laws of the Empire.

This was to the point that he wasn’t even willing to step in when he mentioned that Duke Harper might punish Ezekiel for being a target of the Cult of Light, and indirectly beginning the conflict due to the changes he was making with his progression of Void Magic.

Something truly shocking must have occurred for him to act in such a way.

“The Church of Ten holds my loyalty first and foremost, and let’s see what the Empire has done to it recently, shall we? First, the Inquisition and other Imperial agencies ignore the messages I’ve been sending for the past near decade regarding the Cult of Lights operation in this city, then, the Duke, whom I am friends with and who was, admittedly, bogged down at the central northern border with skirmishes from the Cruor and therefore unable to rule directly, is forced to return home when his brother decides to overthrow him.”

Harolt’s voice was growing louder as he spoke up about the various events that had occurred. The other representatives were growing a bit restless as Harolt began releasing his mana. Duke Harper especially, as he was right next to the man.

“Then, when the conflict has ended, thanks to the aid of two Tier four Hunters that are officially affiliated with the Church, you Inquisitors arrive, not to punish Forret for his transgressions, but to award him the official rulership of the city of Harkem, in his brother’s stead, regardless of his intentions to remove the Church of Ten from this city, which is a violation of the Ancient’s Accords, which dictate the Church’s presence in this Empire, as well as the various Relics we supply to your forces.”

Many in the room were now growing uncomfortable as Harolt was subconsciously releasing his mana, and a feeling of death looming over the occupants was felt by all.

Not even Ezekiel and his parents were spared, and it was only thanks to Ezekiel’s innate fortitude, as well as his recent near-death experiences that allowed him to remain standing.

“And, next, when that mess is all sorted out, after nearly a week of arguing who is at fault, and trying to punish those who operated under their liege lords command, just because they fought against a man that wasn’t even their official lord just yet, you decide to sweep everything under the rug, all while keeping me and my fellow Harkem city compatriots locked up in this castle so as to not spread any word ow what’s going on beyond what you allow.”

“That’s enough Harolt!” Yeren tried to interject but found himself unable to stop the ranting Grand Scholar.

The Grand Inquisitor was beginning to grow weary at the possibility that his intentions for this trial were going to be revealed by one of the only people in this room that could match him in individual might and influence.

“Finally, you find out from the returning expedition that the newly discovered Ruins with an ancient Temple of the Void were destroyed through uncontrollable circumstances, connected in some unknown way to the Void Mage child that’s been making significant strides in the development of Void Magic, which, I may add, will only lead to the betterment of all humankind! Yet, here you are, TRYING TO PUNISH HIM IN ORDER TO STRONG ARM HIM INTO CONSCRIPTED SERVICE TO YOUR EMPIRE! TO TAKE HIM AWAY FROM HIS FRIENDS AND FAMILY, WHEN HE DOES NOT OWE THE EMPIRE ANYTHING AT ALL!”

“THAT’S ENOUGH!”

Finally, Yeren could no longer take any of Harolt’s outburst, standing up from his chair, the ground cracks as tree branches and weeds begin to grow from small crevasses throughout the room.

Ezekiel is finally forced to his knees as the purposeful and focused release of Mana from the elderly, peak Tier four, Grand Inquisitor is released. Almost everyone in the room flinches back slightly from the Inquisitor’s own outburst, and the two subordinate Inquisitor’s have fallen unconscious from the pressure.

Something that a few noticed didn’t happen to Ezekiel, as he slowly pulled himself to his feet with his father’s help.

As the mana finally recedes in full, Harolt and Yeren are glaring at one another. One in righteous fury at the thought of an innocent being conscripted, and the other in indignant anger at having his intentions seen through and revealed to everyone so easily.

“I was fine staying in my little corner of the city, and simply protecting my people when the conflict began. I’m even fine with Ezekiel being punished by the laws set forth by the Empire and the Prime Guild when it comes to what is ultimately decided here. That is fair, as per the laws that have been set down.”

Somehow, Harolt’s glare grew in intensity as he focused entirely on the Grand Inquisitor next to him. He completely ignored the rest of the room as he spoke.

“However, after learning of what you all intended to do, I don’t care if you banish me from the Empire. I’ll go to a Cathedral in the Morathi Alliance, or perhaps the Endless Archipelago, but no matter what happens to me, I will not enslave that boy, just for your own selfish gains.”

Yeren clenched his fists at Harolt’s statement, knowing that Harolt’s words were not idle threats. The man was old and had served as a psychopomp of the Empire and beyond for decades.

He was owed favors from numerous places, and while his pull wasn’t the greatest in the Church of Ten, his name was well known, and his influence wasn’t small. Something the Inquisition was aware of.

The Empire had indirectly allowed the Church of Ten to come into conflict with the Cult of Light in order to weaken the Church’s grip and influence, and hopefully force them to owe the Empire a favor when they stepped in and forced the Cult out after the Church was in dire straits, but the conflict occurred earlier than they believed it would, and the outcome was against what they had hoped for.

Yeren didn’t know how Harolt had possibly learned of this, perhaps he had contacts that he could now reach since he wasn’t focused on the events happening in the city.

But Yeren knew full well that now that the conflict and immediate danger from outsiders had passed, and the direct threat of his Cathedral’s destruction was gone, Harolt would be able to fully bring to bear all the influence he had in order to get what he wanted right now, but only to an extent.

The Church was not allowed to directly interfere in the affairs of the Empire, after all. Only indirectly cause problems that would make the Inquisition’s job a fair bit harder for a while. Something that would get Yeren into a world of trouble if word got back to the capital.

The Church also couldn’t directly interfere with the affairs of the Guilds, meaning that Ezekiel’s punishment according to the laws of the Empire and the Guilds could still be put into place. Yeren would just have to be more careful about how he proceeded. Targeting Ezekiel’s family and making threats wouldn’t work, so he was stuck with going by the book so long as Harolt was against him.

“Tasha! Get your men and get out!” Yeren barked with frustration.

Duke Harper and the two Guild Leaders seated in the representative chairs watched as Tasha physically carried her subordinates out of the room, walking at a fast but still polite pace.

Honestly, these three representatives couldn’t help but feel like they were there as show pieces, more than judges, when faced with the wrath of the two old behemoths sitting next to them.

Duke Harper, who had always intended on punishing Ezekiel for stirring up trouble in his city, was feeling incredibly frustrated. This was his city, and Harolt had always supported his decisions when it came to his rule, but it seemed like things had changed, and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

He wouldn’t let his emotions get the better of him, however, as his main concern was his city, and his breakthrough. Enforcing the Laws was simply his job, and he would do it to the letter.

The Guild Leaders, on the other hand, simply wished that their fellow Guild Leaders hadn’t gotten directly involved with Ezekiel, so that they wouldn’t have been forced to take their senior’s places as representatives.

“If there are no other impending interruptions,” Yeren glared at Harolt once again, only receiving a glare from Harolt in response, “then perhaps we can get this Trial started properly.”

At those words, the room, as one, turned their attention to Ezekiel.

            

    
        CH 60: Trial And Ultimatum

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel nervously stood in front of the gathering of the various Tier fours and Tier threes that were chosen to stand as witness to the proceedings about to occur.

Due to Harolt’s outburst, he was less nervous than before, but he knew that he wouldn’t be getting away without a punishment of some sort. His only hope was that his family wouldn’t be dragged down with him.

Though, knowing his parents, it was just as likely that they would leap after him into whatever abyss he fell into. The only things holding them back would be Wendy and Ellen, which he hoped would be enough.

Ezekiel had no desire to leave his little sisters without their family after all. He was mentally mature and prepared to go off on his own.

He’d actually planned on doing so in a few years when he broke through to Tier two when he’d first awakened, but he’d since pushed that back to Tier three, though it seemed like his plans were being brought forward.

“Ezekiel Luminance.” Yeren’s voice snapped Ezekiel out of his musings. The Grand Inquisitor’s face still looked like it was carved from stone, but now it looked more disapproving.

“You have been brought here today to answer to the statements given by various members of the most recent expedition into the Desolate Lands in order to explore and investigate the newly discovered Ruins.” Yeren stated for the crowd of witnesses.

Most of the Hunter’s attention turned towards Yeren as he spoke up.

“As it stands, it has been reported that you are directly responsible for the destruction of not just part of the Ruins, but the entire city and surrounding lands that encompassed the Ruins in question. Including one of the lost Temples of the Void. The first to be rediscovered since the Desolate Lands expanded and conquered much of the territory controlled by humanity several hundred years ago.”

Looks of shock spread across the room as several Hunters who weren’t fully aware of the situation learned the true extent of the crimes being used to bring Ezekiel to trial.

“Do you have anything to say in your defense?”

Once again, all eyes turned toward Ezekiel, waiting for him to speak up.

Taking a moment to think of how to reply, Ezekiel decided that, rather than try to defend himself, audacity would be his best bet right now. After all, it wasn’t like he could make the Grand Inquisitor’s plans for him change any more than Harolt already had.

“... Are you just going to ignore the Rot Den in the Temple? Or does that not-”

A cacophony of noise cut Ezekiel off as panic and concern spread through the hall as mentions of the Rot Den created an immense amount of worry in all the Hunters who heard him speak.

The noise continued for several seconds as many of the Hunters were screaming about how they should have been informed, and how another expedition needed to be made so as to destroy the Den before it could be allowed to spread.

“SILENCE! SILENCE! I WILL HAVE ORDER IN THIS HALL!”

A wooden gavel grew and formed in Yeren’s hand, which he immediately smashed into the arm of his chair. The magically reinforced gavel made a sound reminiscent of lightning as it cracked against the stone chair.

As the hollers and voices calmed down, Yeren glared at Ezekiel, who couldn’t care less, but was happy to see Harolt smiling down at him. Ezekiel actually felt some pride in the fact that one sentence was enough to break the Grand Inquisitor’s facade, even if he was already rattled by the Grand Scholar.

It was also good to know that someone was willing to fully support him in this situation.

“Your claims bring chaos and have little to no proof. We will not-”

“Where’s yours?”

Ezekiel spoke up, interrupting Yeren’s attempt to play off Ezekiel’s claims by saying there was no proof. He was kind of nervous about his behavior, but he realized that this trial wasn’t like the ones from Earth. What mattered here was perception and getting one up on the other side of the argument.

From what he’d understood from Harolt’s outraged Ranting, Yeren was trying to use his power to ensure that he acquired the outcome he desired. Something that he couldn’t get without having Harolt make him regret it.

This meant that Yeren needed to make it seem like whatever was on his agenda was for the good of everyone, and make everyone in the room support him, so as to be able to look in the right when Harolt took action against him.

However, the full story, while not painting a good picture of Ezekiel, was still one where the outcome was not as bad as it could have been. Something that Yeren and anyone else who heard the full story from Gerome, and even Trissy, who had also been there when the Void Locks failed.

“Excuse me?” Came Yeren’s baffled reply, not having expected such defiant replies.

“You accuse me of a severe crime, but have not stated what proof you have, only that statements were made against me. What makes these people’s words so much better than mine, that you don’t need to provide proof of their claims?”

Warren and Evelyn looked proudly down at their son as he started running circles around Yeren in this verbal duel. While it hadn’t happened often, they themselves had been on the receiving end of Ezekiel’s argumentative skills. Usually when he wanted a book, or more time to read and go to the library.

“Hunters of the Guild have a reputation that would see their Guilds tarnished and disbanded if they lied to the representatives of the Willowbrush Empire.”

“Guilds like the Reaching Spires, and various others that went against their liege lord’s commands so that they could support an imperial traitor in order to give power to an unauthorized Cult?”

Yeren clamped his mouth shut at Ezekiel’s reply. As much as he hated to admit it, the fact that several Guilds had betrayed Duke Harper was still fresh in everyone’s minds. As was the fact that such events could only have happened if they were willing to lie to the Empire.

This fact, mixed with the information Harolt had provided in his rant made the Inquisition look very bad right now. Yes, he could try strong-arming the remaining Guilds into supporting him, but as much as the Guilds were reliant on the Empire for various things, so too was the Empire reliant on the Guilds for manpower. Especially in border cities like Harkem.

However, Yeren saw a chance to jump at what he perceived to be a weak point in Ezekiel’s argument.

“Are you claiming that the Guilds that accompanied you on your expedition are just as traitorous as the Reaching Spires!”

“No, just that there is a precedent for everything, including prejudice against Void Mages! Which, all of the Hunters here can attest to as being one of the agendas of the Cult of Light, as well as something that is prevalent in people who are not a part of the Cult as well!”

Ezekiel’s immediate rebuttal was enough to throw Yeren off for a moment.

“Enough! We are getting off topic. Are you responsible for the destruction of the Ancient Ruins? Yes or no!”

“No!”

Ezekiel’s direct and instantaneous reply to Yeren’s accusation threw everyone for a loop.

Wasn’t Ezekiel responsible for what had happened? Wasn’t it his actions that had led to the destruction of the Ruins? The destruction of the Temple of the Void.

Mutterings spread through the room as the Hunters witnessing this began to speak up. Those that had been a part of the expedition grew somewhat furious, as Ezekiel’s statement was technically calling them liars in the process, as they and several others had stated the opposite.

Even Warren and Evelyn shared a look before turning toward Ezekiel. From what Ezekiel had told them before, what he had said was technically true, as he was not the one the activated the ignition of the Void Core, resulting in the explosion of the Temple of the Void that destroyed the city, but he was still involved, so they couldn’t help but worry.

However, it was Yeren and the rest of the representatives that were the most shocked. From what they had learned from the expedition members that they had spoken to; Ezekiel was indeed responsible for what had happened. But here he was, stating the exact opposite.

Yeren couldn’t help but laugh as Gerome held his head in his hands as he despaired at what he perceived as a lie from Ezekiel.

“Liar!” Yeren’s voice cut through the chatter. “We have several Hunters, including two Guild Leaders that have stated that you were well aware of the imminent destruction of the Ruins when you left the Temple of the Void.”

“I was also aware of the Rot Den, but no one seems to care about that.”

“There is no proof that it was a Den!”

“There’s no proof that I destroyed the Temple either! Nor that I was the reason that it was destroyed in the first place! Only that I became aware of its inevitable destruction before anyone else, which was only possible because I was the only one to have actually entered the depths of the Temple and interacted with the Void Core!”

“Said interaction must have been the reason it exploded!”

“The Spirit in the Core is the reason it exploded, not me. It was kind enough to tell me of its intentions, nothing more. Something you would know if the Guild Leaders didn’t lie to you or omit that information!”

“T-they said no such thing!”

“Yes, we did.”

The room fell silent as eyes turned to Gerome, who, finally having felt guilty enough, had chosen to speak up at Yeren’s blatant lie.

“You are not here to speak, Guild Leader.” Yeren’s voice cut through the silence. Berating Gerome in front of his fellow Hunters. But it was too late, as everyone had heard what he had said.

Worse yet, for Yeren, they had all heard his stutter when he claimed that Gerome and Trissy hadn’t told him about the Spirit.

“Yet he’s not the one who stumbled over his words.” Ezekiel loudly whispered, ensuring that everyone in the room was able to hear him.

Suddenly a weight was pressing down on Ezekiel as Yeren released his mana.

“You disrespectful little brat!”

Yeren had finally lost his temper. Never before had he ever been insulted and disrespected in such a way before. As someone born into the Willowbrush Empire’s nobility, so far as he was concerned, he was a figure of awe and authority.

Yet here was a child who had called him out, contradicted him, and pointed out his flaws several times within the first meeting.

‘Is this boy not afraid of death!?’ Yeren couldn’t help but think as he stared at the boy, younger than his own great grandchildren, refusing to bow under the weight of his mana.

As far as he was concerned, Ezekiel should’ve been groveling on the ground begging for forgiveness, regardless of what Harolt had said before.

That was what happened every other time he’d had to investigate commoners, or those who were of a lower Tier. Those at a higher Tier were often much more crude and crass, but they had all fallen into line upon facing the Inquisition.

Yeren was a Grand Inquisitor, after all, and even now, the various Guild Leaders and other Hunters in the room were looking away, unwilling to meet his eyes.

Yet thought this all, neither Ezekiel nor his parents were willing to look away. The three of them hadn’t even bothered to flex their mana. Yes, Yeren wasn’t bringing to bear his full might, but even so!

“How unsightly. A lower Step Tier one child is enough for you to blow your top?” Harolt muttered to the side. He had not yet raised his own mana in response, as he was enjoying the sight of Yeren digging a grave for his own reputation.

He had expected Yeren to blow his top at some point but hadn’t thought it would be quite so soon. Especially since Ezekiel was, as far as he was concerned, just a very smart Void Mage with memories from a couple of Relics.

He was quickly rethinking his prior assumptions and observations, as well as patting himself on the back for his decision of who to support.

Yeren was about to reply to Harolt’s words when Duke Harper spoke up first.

“I’m afraid I must agree with the Grand Scholar, though I find it ironic considering his own previous actions. Regardless, you are a noble and a Grand Inquisitor. There is no need to show such an unsightly response as flexing your mana to bring them to heel. It’s not even working anyways.”

Marrik and Justine nodded along, fully in agreement with the Duke. They were cowed previously since they did respect the Grand Inquisitor, but seeing his behavior, as well as his blatant lie, was too much even for them.

They were aware that Yeren had ulterior motives, but what was happening right now was just shameful. Yes, they feared the Inquisition as the agents of the Empire, but that didn’t mean that they could just do as they wished.

Better yet, Duke Harper was likely to become and Imperial Councilor, which would give him command over the Imperial Inquisitors. So, siding with the Duke wasn’t a bad idea in this situation.

“Besides, you did lie just now, as all five of us heard Gerome and Trissy’s recount of the information the boy provided on their way back from the expedition. Including the Rot Den, and the various discoveries that were brought about by the boy’s presence in the expedition.”

Duke Harper continued on, not allowing Yeren to get another word in. He was already annoyed by the Inquisitions involvement in his city’s affairs, especially the fact that they were originally in support of his brother. So, he really wanted to wrap this up, as well as regain some of his authority in the city.

“Ultimately, Ezekiel did as was expected of him; he opened the Void Lock in the Temple, and discovered and retrieved numerous Relics and books that will greatly aid the empire’s growth.”

“Besides, the only reason the explosion occurred so suddenly was because the Void Locks were broken, rather than opened. Had that not happened, then perhaps we would’ve had time to properly cleanse the Rot, or perhaps the Rot Den would have propagated. There were only two loyal Tier fours on that expedition after all.”

Yeren was grinding his teeth as Duke Harper continued to speak. More and more his intentions for holding this trial were unraveling, and he was almost certain that his fellow representatives were against him at this point.

“So, we are to let the boy off without punishment? Is that what you are trying to say right now?” Yeren asked, having calmed himself down and once again regained his stone-faced expression.

For a moment Ezekiel’s heart lightened as the thought of the Duke supporting him crossed his mind, but the lack of expression on his parent’s faces pulled him back down to reality.

They both knew from Harolt that Duke Harper wouldn’t let Ezekiel get away without any punishments. As both the indirect instigator of the Cult of Light’s increased activities, and the destruction of the Ruins.

“That is not what I am saying at all, Grand Inquisitor. I am saying that the circumstances are simply not as black and white as you are painting them as, nor are they as severe as you are determined to make them. As it is, I believe you are attempting to place responsibility for the destruction of the Ruins, entirely on the boy’s shoulders, correct?” Harper inquired.

“Only because it is.” Yeren replied.

“You are not helping yourself. From what we know from the Empire’s interactions with Quintessa, we know for a fact that there are indeed Spirits that exist within the Void Cores of the Temples of the Void. From that knowledge, it can be determined that it would, in fact, be impossible for anyone who interacts with the Void Core to cause it to ignite due to this Spirit, as well as the fact that said Cores are Relics created by the Ancient Void itself.”

Ezekiel was listening closely as Harper spoke, as he was bringing forth information that he hadn’t known about prior to this instance. From the pinched look on Yeren’s face, this was also information that wasn’t known to most people.

“That information is not yours to spread, Duke Harper.” Yeren grumbled out.

“And you do not have the right to make a unilateral decision regarding a citizen of my city. Especially when it regards something this extreme. The facts are facts, and we need to ensure that we, as those responsible for the safety of these citizens, make logical and informed decisions for the betterment of the Empire.”

“At this moment, ensuring that the boy is punished is the best thing for the Empire.”

“Then kill him and be done with it.”

Yeren fell silent, not wishing to speak up as he would be contradicting himself if he went against Duke Harper’s argument. Technically speaking, due to the number of issues that had occurred because of Ezekiel’s presence, as well as the extent of the damages done to the Ruins, death was not out of the question.

But as Harolt had stated in his earlier rant, Yeren didn’t want Ezekiel to die. He wanted Ezekiel bound in a contract of service, to forever serve the Empire according to the will of the nobility and royal families, so that the secrets of the Void could be obtained by the Empire alone. Something that Harolt was strongly against, and Duke Harper considered to be distasteful.

“If I may?” Marrik spoke up before Harolt, who was looking at Harper in frustration, could interrupt. “The problems currently stem from the fact that the boy’s presence has caused problems within the city due to the changes brought about by his studies in Void Magic, and his involvement in the events that happened in the Ruins, correct?”

“Indeed.” Came the simultaneous response from Harper, Harolt, and Yeren, though the latter's response was less enthusiastic.

“Then perhaps we can come to a compromise. Send him away.” Marrik stated.

A look of confusion crossed Yeren’s face before it twisted into anger, while a smile crossed Harolt’s face. Justine and Harper remained neutral.

“The boy’s presence has caused enough problems to deserve a death sentence, by both the Empire’s laws, as well as the Prime Guild’s mandate regarding the preservation and study of Ancient Ruins. However, as the boy has indirectly stated, there are extenuating circumstances regarding these events. Not only that, but he has also brought the Guilds, and this city, a great deal of benefits. Not enough to free him of all blame, but enough to lessen it.”

“And how does letting him simply leave provide any form of punishment? If anything, he should be forced to further work for the Empire to make up for the damages he has yet to repay!” Yeren exclaimed in response to Marrik’s advised punishment.

“His parent’s will pay that debt for him. That is to say, the boy will be exiled, but his family will remain to serve his punishment in his stead.” Marrik finished.

During this time, the Roaring Ruins’ Guild Leader hadn’t turned his attention away from Ezekiel for a moment. Something that Ezekiel noticed, but even so, he still couldn’t stop the look of horror and despair from settling on his face as Marrik finished.

“You bastard!” Warren loudly exclaimed as he began to glow. Beside him, the shadows started writhing in anger as Evelyn’s emotions began to run rampant. Growls echoed through the room as Theo and Reya began to flare their own mana alongside their partners.

Seeing the couple’s response, the other Tier four Hunter’s in the room also began to flex their mana as their Spirits began to tense themselves in preparation for a fight.

“The fact that we finally got a reaction from them all shows just how effective this punishment will be.” Marrik calmly stated, even as sweat began to trickle down his brow.

He was having a difficult time believing that the two Hunters in front of him had only recently advanced to Tier four, even if he was made aware of the circumstances of their advancement. He had no desire to look into the kind of lives they must’ve lived in order to obtain as much power and control as they currently had.

“I cannot say that I fully approve of your proposal. These two Hunters saved the lives of several of my subordinates, at great risk to their own lives, and are indirectly responsible for saving my own life in the process. I feel that punishing them for the issues caused by their son is not fair to them.” Duke Harper countered as he considered Marrik’s plan.

“Indeed! Letting the boy run rampant outside of the Empire’s control will be a nightmare. Especially if he ends up going into the Desolate Lands and joining the Cruor. There have already been several Void Mages born from this city who have done so already.” Yeren said with vitriol, determined to keep Ezekiel under wraps.

“Yet I believe that his parents would prefer this over seeing their son executed. Ultimately, there is no possible way for us to keep the boy loyal to the Empire, not after Yeren’s display, and Harolt’s threats.” Justine decided to jump in, feeling that this might be the best choice for them right now.

“Ultimately, I don’t think that anyone is going to be happy with anything that we decide on here, except Harolt, since he just wants the boy free from enslavement.”

“Thank you, Justine. Nice to know that someone up here has a brain.”

Harolt’s words were ignored as Justine continued talking.

“I would suggest that the boy be sent to the Endless Archipelago, our closest neighbor besides the Morathi Alliance. That way, news of his whereabouts and actions will not be beyond our reach, and he will be isolated in such a way as to be unable to delve into the Desolate Lands. If he goes to the Cathedral of Sanafalls, the Church of Ten will also be able to explore their research into Void Magic, which will eventually be spread to the Empire and other factions due to their stance as a neutral faction.”

The other representatives thought over Justine’s extension to Marrik’s proposal, and even Duke Harper felt like retracting his complaints. The only one still fully opposed was Yeren, who had no desire to see his intended tool be taken away from him.

“What about the various objects and Relics he has taken for himself?” Yeren voiced, attempting to add more fuel to the fire. “He claims to have given all Relics and treasures obtained from the Ruin to the Roaring Ruins Guild, but word has reached my ears that the boy has kept a Sword enchanted by the Void Remnant itself.”

Ezekiel, Warren and Evelyn all glared at the mention of his sword, knowing that there was no reason for Yeren to know as much as he did unless someone leaked the information to him, and the only one that was even told about the Void Remnant touching Ezekiel’s sword was Quentin, Trent, and Issa.

Ezekiel couldn’t help feeling himself grow more frustrated at this additional betrayal. But, at the same time, he felt proud of himself for taking measures into his own hands and making preparations beforehand.

Looking at the representatives, Ezekiel could see that this information wasn’t something they were made aware of, as they all looked briefly confused. Looking to the side of the room, Ezekiel also saw that Gerome and Trissy were somewhat confused as well.

Sighing, as he knew this would create another argument, Ezekiel chose to speak up.

“I possess no sword enchanted by the Void Remnant from the Temple of the Void. This I swear on my soul itself.” Ezekiel stated, much to the shock of many in the room.

To swear upon one’s soul was to create a pseudo geas that would accumulate as a regret if broken by those in the higher Tiers of power.

It had no actual impact for those below Tier three, but the fact that he was willing to say such words meant that he was willing to have himself directly inspected and checked over, to ensure the truth of his words was verified.

Yeren’s face pinched once again, as he was surprised by this development. Especially as, much like all those of Tier four and higher in the room, he was able to tell that Ezekiel was telling the truth due to his magic.

He could not previously due to being riled up and shocked at the disrespect being shown to him, but now that he was clear headed once again, he could quite easily read Ezekiel’s life signals.

“Representatives of Harkem and the Empire, how is this relevant to my son’s trial?” Warren asked as he tried to get things back on topic. He was still angry, and still glowing, but he and Evelyn had both restrained themselves somewhat, and now they just wanted to get things over and done with.

“I must say, I am confused as well. First you wish to take my baby boy away from me, now you wish to take his possessions as well? Just how cruel are you people.” Evelyn spat out as she glared at the representatives.

“Mother, father, I’ll just show them my sword. That should be simple enough.” Ezekiel stated as he removed his sword from his belt, slowly unsheathing it for all to see.

This was the sword that Warren had given him when his eyes were closed, ensuring that he had deniability if he was asked what happened to his original sword, as he truly didn’t know. He just knew that it was taken from him but could not confirm by who or where it might be.

After all, his eyes and ears were closed at the time.

“Did you, or did you not, previously have a sword that was altered by the Void Remnant?!” Yeren shouted at Ezekiel, tired of being played with by these commoners that continued to defy him.

“I did.” Ezekiel stated.

“Then where is it?!”

“I literally don’t know.”

Everyone in the room was able to tell that he was telling the truth, either through his voice, his heart rate, the signals being fired by his nerves, and many other means.

Yeren was stumped, as he knew that Trent had told him the truth when he had informed him of the sword and requested that it be taken from Ezekiel for studying.

The Grand Inquisitor knew that there was some sort of conspiracy happening right now, but he didn’t know how to get any answers right now.

“How-”

“Enough! The boy’s telling the truth, and you’re about to embarrass yourself again. Warren and Evelyn, do you agree to the punishment proposed by Justine and Marrik?” Harolt spoke up, having decided that he couldn’t let this go on for much longer, else magic started being thrown around.

The abrupt shift back to Ezekiel’s punishment threw the family for a loop. Ezekiel and Warren had been expecting to have to do a bit of verbal sparring in order to clear themselves from suspicion regarding the sword, but it seemed like they wouldn’t have to go as far as they expected.

“Now wait just a minute-”

“No! We are here to ensure that the boy is punished for being the cause of numerous problems. Death would be the preferable sentence, as it means removing the problem in full, but I can tell that doing so would mean we permanently lose two nearly middle Step Tier four Hunters, something more important than the life of one Tier one Void Mage, or whatever agenda you may have.”

Duke Harper interrupted Yeren, having no desire for the topic to deviate once again.

“While I am opposed to punishing Mister and Missus Luminance, after they have aided me and my city so much, I will admit that the life of their son would be enough of a reward, considering the extent of the trouble their son has caused. Now, choose, will you accept our proposed alternative to your son’s punishment?”

The suddenness of their forced decision was shocking, and Warren and Evelyn were both hesitant to make their choice. Especially since it meant that they wouldn’t be able to see their son for an unknown period of time.

Seeing his parent’s struggling to make their choice, Ezekiel chose to speak up, knowing that this was actually a better outcome than he’d been expecting.

“It’s not forever, right?” Ezekiel said as he pulled on his parent’s sleeves. “I’ll get to live another day, and right now, Wendy and Ellen need you most.”

Even though his words were meant to reassure his parents, Ezekiel couldn’t help it as his eyes began to water. He knew that, logically, given the determined faces of the representatives, and the strict laws of the Empire and Guilds regarding destructive civil conflicts and the destruction of Ancient Ruins, this really was the only choice where he’d get out of it alive.

In his heart, however, he knew that he’d be back, when he had the power to take on the whole of the Empire, he’d be back, and he’d make the Empire change its ways, and ensure that such idiotic laws were either abolished, or had their standard punishments lessened.

“Ezekiel...” Warren and Evelyn couldn’t help but tear up as well. They were filled with shame and confusion. They were the adults in this situation. They were the ones that should be shouldering the responsibility for their child’s actions. Yet, here they were, forced to accept the exile of their son.

As Evelyn nearly broke down as she fell to her knees and held Ezekiel in her arms, Warren forced himself to glare up at the representatives.

“What would my wife and I have to do for the Empire and the Guilds, and for how long would we need to do it?” He asked with a voice filled with fury.

“Well-”

“You’d work as our representatives in the city and the Guilds.” Harolt stated as he spoke over whatever Marrik was about to say.

Harper, Marrik, Justine, and Yeren all turned to Harolt in astonishment and confusion.

“You are already tied to the Church under contract after all. Whenever the Guilds request the Church’s assistance on expeditions, you will be the first responders that we send out. Similarly, when the city makes requests from the Church to step in and provide assistance in some form or another, we will send you first and foremost.”

“I fully intend to run you all ragged and ensure that you will barely have time to breathe outside of the work I’ll be giving you all. You may even be forced to serve as part of Duke Harper’s retinue, should he feel the need to assign some tasks to the Church for whatever reason.”

The other representatives looked frustrated at Harolt determining such things on his own, but upon seeing Warren and Evelyn relaxing slightly, they realized that Harolt was the only one that they actually seemed to respect and listen to right now, and even if the two weren’t working for any one of their groups directly, they’d be passed around and forced to work with them at some point or another anyway.

Yeren, of course, did not approve.

“How does that serve the Empire! How does any of this make up for the blatant disregard for the Empire’s laws?” Yeren questioned with a voice filled with frustration. He refused to give up without a fight, and if he couldn’t get what he wanted, then he had no desire to see anyone else get what they wanted.

“If you have a problem with what has been decided, then I will be happy to accompany you to the Capital and personally provide my account of the recent events here to the Emperor himself. I have been refusing to meet with him for years now, since my duties were my main priority, but I feel that he would be more than willing to welcome me with open arms if I tell him I need to speak with him.”

Yeren was unable to reply. He was fully aware of the interest the Emperor had in Duke Harper, as the Duke was the man most likely to become one of the pillars that supported the Empire in its entirety.

“As for the rest of your question, Harolt, would you say that ten years, or one billion gold coins would be enough? Whichever comes first.”

Gasps were heard throughout the room as the massive number was presented. Even Harolt winced at the massive sum, but he knew that it wasn’t impossible to achieve. Even then, if they could pay that much back, then all they had to do was serve for ten years.

“It is a scarily large sum, but yet, I feel that would be fair.” He honestly didn’t think that it was fair for anyone to be forced to serve the Empire, or any worldly factions, but he knew that Ezekiel was more important right now.

Warren and Evelyn grit their teeth, even as Ezekiel’s jaw dropped open. He was just about to tell his parents to stop, especially as they were essentially accepting what Yeren wanted for him, but for themselves under a different master.

“We accept!” Warren and Evelyn forced themselves to say. Although they had no desire to enter the field as Hunters once again, they knew they had no choice if they wanted their son to survive.

“You can't!” Yeren declared, only to be ignored by his peers, thought with some reluctance on Marrik and Justine’s part.

“Then as the ruler of the city of Harkem, I declare the following punishment will be enforced. Ezekiel Luminance will be escorted by Scholars of the Church of Ten to the Endless Archipelago. His crimes will be spread to the public, and he will never again be permitted to step foot in the Willowbrush Empire ever again for the duration of his life.”

Yeren slumped in his chair, finally understanding that there was nothing more he could do. If this was not an official trial held by civil and imperial representatives, he might be able to force his hand, but not right now.

“As well, in exchange for the life of their son, Warren and Evelyn Luminance will work off a debt of ten years of service, or one billion gold coins, to the Empire and the Guilds by serving the City of Harkem as representatives of the Church of Ten for whatever needs the city may have.”

With that said, Duke Harper banged his hand against his chair, a loud crack echoed out as the air was pressurized and popped beneath his fist.

With those final words said, Ezekiel and his parents looked like their lifeforce had been drained from their bodies as the finality of their situation had been set in stone.

Muttering spread throughout the room as the various Hunter witnesses discussed the outcome with confusion and shock. Most were happy that things had finally ended, but more were shocked at the blatant conflict going on between the imperial factions, though many were happy that the Guild representatives had taken a fairly neutral stance.

Many more were disgusted by the Inquisition’s attempt to enforce an outcome that they wanted, rather than follow the laws they were meant to enforce. The rest were curious about a few things relating to the Luminance family. Especially the sword that was briefly mentioned.

Finally, as the room began to clear, and the Luminance family morosely headed back to the Cathedral, Ezekiel felt a chill run up his spine.

Turning back to look at the Grand Inquisitor, he saw the hatred and greed filled eyes of both the Tier four Hunter and his snake Spirit. The look in those eyes was filled with the madness of a man who wouldn’t accept the official outcome.

In that moment, Ezekiel knew that this trial wasn’t the end of his interactions with the Inquisition. If anything, he felt that they were just the beginning, and he needed to prepare.

            

    
        CH 61: The Days Before Departure

    
    
    
    
                After the events of the trial, Ezekiel and his parents returned to the Cathedral where they met up with Lina and Issa. Evelyn stayed with Ezekiel and his sisters as Warren filled Lina in on what was happening, as they didn’t want to tell the twins just yet.

There was a somber mood amongst those that were in the know regarding Ezekiel’s situation. For the moment, due to the lack of ships ready to go to the Archipelago, Ezekiel would be confined to a singular room within the Cathedral where he was not permitted to leave.

Later, when Harolt and Naeri returned to the Cathedral, Ezekiel was brought a few basic amenities, and then confined as per the decision of the representatives at the Trial. It was expected that it would take some time before there was a ship headed to Sanafalls.

The days leading up to his departure were stifling for Ezekiel.

He had always enjoyed his books and reading before he had gone off on the expedition to the ancient Ruins. Now, however, he could help but feel like there was more that he needed to be doing.

He wanted to get back to his training, not continue resting pointlessly. He needed to become strong enough to travel the Desolate Lands on his own after all. If he didn’t, how would he ever be able to ‘save’ this world.

The only thing he was really able to do was meditate and try to gather and accumulate as much mana as he could before he left, but that wasn’t exactly easy to do, and he was lucky to gather five or six mana a day at this point. Fortunately, he had nothing to do with it, so he did make some progress with returning to Step four, slow as it was.

Meanwhile, while Ezekiel was locked up in his room, several things were happening outside that were bringing about changes to the Cathedral and some of the Guilds.



SLAP!!!

The sound of an open palm connecting with Trent’s face echoed through the workshop of Scholar Quentin. It was the day after the trial, and Quentin had called Trent to speak with him after having been informed of what had been mentioned at the trial the day before.

“You idiotic failure! You just had to be greedy, didn’t you! You couldn’t have just waited, and then maybe you’d have been able to research something new and shiny! No! You had to go and get those bastards from the Inquisition involved in this!”

Quentin was frothing in rage as he stood over Trent’s fallen form. Quentin might’ve been quite a bit older than Trent, but he was still Tier three, so his strikes had more power behind them than his frame would suggest.

Clearly evident by the blood Trent spat out after having bitten his cheek from the impact.

“The Church of Ten is meant to study and research the lost magics of the world, and to discover new ways forward so that we may become closer to the Ancient Spirits! Not make back alley deals with a bunch of shifty stuck ups that don’t have any right sticking their noses into our business!”

Standing around the room were Lina, Issa, Harolt, and Naeri. It was decided that Warren and Evelyn shouldn’t be here, as this was ultimately something that they wished to deal with themselves.

“You say that we are meant to study, and research lost magic, yet you would allow a gold mine of possibilities to escape us!” Trent yelled in reply to Quentin’s accusations.

“The fact that you say that it escaped us already proves that you know nothing of what is right and wrong! Rather than fairly compensate others for their assistance in progressing your work, you only care about going as far as you can, regardless of how many people you leave broken behind you! I should take you down right here and now, laws be damned!”

Quentin began rolling up his sleeves as he moved forward to take another swing at Trent, who had only just climbed to his feet. A tendril of water wrapped around the older Tempest Mage’s waist and pulled him back.

“Now, now, Quentin, there’s no need to beat him. His punishment will be met out properly by his superiors, as the two of us got dragged into this as well.” Naeri said as she directed the water tendril to the side.

“Punishment! I was just assaulted by a clearly unhinged old fool! If anything, he is the one who should be getting punished right now!” Trent said as he pointed at Quentin.

“You betrayed the trust of contracted Hunters bound to the service of the Church of Ten for personal gain, breaking the neutrality of the Church out of selfish greed. As such, you will indeed be punished.” Harolt said with a firm tone as he glared at Trent.

Trent couldn’t help but scoff at Harolt’s explanation. He had already been given guarantees from the Grand Inquisitor that he would be supported, as well as granted the first chance to look at the sword that was altered by the Void Remnant.

“First punishment; all research papers composed by Trent Solts will be placed under review and officially made public to all Acolytes and Scholars for his plagiarizing of several studies obtained by his peers, as well as his mentor, Quentin Rudy.” Harolt stated.

“That’s not fair!” Trent exclaimed as all the glory and acclaim he would’ve had for his research would be revoked. “Scholar Quentin takes things from others for his research all time!”

“But he also makes his own work available to others and is always sure to mention the people whose works he is referencing. You do not, and after a very brief investigation, we were able to get more than enough testimonies, and proof regarding the works that you’re stolen credit for.”

Trent could only grit his teeth in anger at his progress disappearing. He had intended to use the fame of having multiple discoveries and creations under his belt to ensure that he got a good position when he eventually completed his Scholar’s pilgrimage to Trillious.

It seemed like he would be starting with a bad reputation instead. He couldn’t help but seethe at the fact that he would need to use whatever discoveries he made from Ezekiel’s sword to clear his name.

“Secondly; as you have blatantly broken the neutrality of the Church by providing confidential information to a governing faction of the world, it has been decided that your work at this Cathedral will be ended, and you will no longer be welcome within these halls. You have until the end of the day to clear out your workspace of all objects that you, and you alone, have ownership of.”

“What! There is no reason for a punishment that severe!” Trent exclaimed.

“You’re lucky we didn’t expel you from the Church entirely! Especially with what happened to the other Acolytes and Scholars that recently betrayed the Church. You wouldn’t want to end up like them, would you?” Harolt said with a flat tone.

Trent barely suppressed a shiver at the mention of the punishment for the recent betrayers of the Church. Their heads were removed, just as the heads of the nobles who supported Count Forret were.

“As it is, if any of the other Cathedrals are willing to welcome you after being informed of your actions, then you are free to complete your pilgrimage to them and continue your research there. Now get going.”

Trent couldn’t help but grind his teeth as he quietly headed to the door to leave the room. He was filled with hatred at this indignity but held out some hope that he’d be able to get support from Grand Inquisitor Yeren.

“Oh, and by the way, just so I can get one last shot in. I do hope you weren’t planning on scurrying back to that stick-up-the-butt Inquisitor, Yeren, because he couldn’t get the sword during the trial.” Quentin said, just as Trent had passed through the doorway.

He turned around and gaped at his previous mentor in shock. Given the information he had provided Yeren, there should have been no reason that they couldn’t have gotten that sword, so long as things were worded the right way.

“As it just so happens, ever since you tried to take that sword without permission, no one’s seen it at all. So, it could be said right now that now one actually knows where it is.”

Technically this was true. No one knew, for a fact, where the Void sword currently was, but due to the plan being Ezekiel’s, he had some idea, and it was that idea that would ensure that he’d be able to find it later on.

After all, Ezekiel never saw, with his own eyes, where the sword went after he closed his eyes and covered his ears during that meeting roughly a week ago.

Not that Ezekiel had any intention to do anything about it until the absolute last minute. There were still a couple weeks left until the Void Spirit finished forming, after all.

Trent, hearing Quentin’s words, couldn’t believe what was happening to him. All his years of work and effort to further his research and make new discoveries was now gone.

He knew he’d be lucky to keep his head at this point, as he’d also provided information that the Inquisition couldn’t follow through with. False information, or information that leads to the embarrassment or tarnishing of the Inquisition's reputation was always rewarded with pain and suffering.

Lifelessly, Trent’s grip on the door handle loosened, and slipped from his fingers, closing with a soft ‘click’ as the party inside watched him go.

“Was that really necessary?” Lina asked as she turned to Quentin with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course, it was. If I hadn’t told him now, he’d have gone straight to the Inquisition, and I wouldn’t have gotten to see the look on his face when he finally found out what had happened. I know he’ll probably try to find a way to get out of the city without getting caught by the Inquisitors, but even if he escapes, it’ll be worth it just because I got to see that face.” Quentin replied with a huff.

The rest of the room looked either amused or frustrated as they watched the eccentric man continue to rant about his unfaithful apprentices and Acolytes.

Only the eldest of the party, Harolt and Naeri, were experienced enough to know that this was likely the last time Quentin would take on Acolytes again.

For all his bluster, Quentin had cared about them, and to be betrayed twice in such a small amount of time had undoubtedly left him with some emotional scars.



Ezekiel didn’t find out about what had happened to Trent until after he was finally let out of the room that he was being confined in. As it was, the only real company he had was from his family, and on the few occasions that they could stop by, his friends.

Due to the fact that the Church was partially under suspicion regarding their treatment of him, the guards around his room were a mix of city guards and members of the Cathedral who volunteered for security purposes.

It was during one of the visits from Shari that Ezekiel actually found out some additional news that he hadn’t been made aware of beforehand. It also presented him with the chance to make a difficult decision.

“What do you mean she’s missing? I thought that all the supporters for Count Forret were found already.” Ezekiel asked when he heard what Shari had said.

“I don’t actually know what happened. I was trying not to bring it up because I didn’t know what was going to happen to her, but I guess Riley’s parents had enough connections to get out of the city before the fighting actually happened.” Shari explained.

She was currently sitting on one side of the closed door that was currently between them. There was a small slot on the floor where food and water would be sent through, but other than that there was only a door handle.

Bonnie was waiting at the end of the hall where the guards were, as Shari wasn’t allowed to take her so close to their ‘prisoner’.

“I only found out now since the Inquisition approached me and the others regarding where she might be. None of us knew, which didn’t make them very happy.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” Ezekiel replied with disdain. “Let me guess, they threatened to have you imprisoned, interrogated, or taken away to work for them in some way or another, right?”

Shari looked at Ezekiel in confusion. Having no idea where he got these ideas from.

“No... they just had people who could tell if we were lying watching us to make sure we were telling the truth, then they let us get back to class without issue.” Shari sounded quiet and sheepish as she spoke.

Ezekiel, for his part, now shared Shari’s confused look, before he realized what had happened.

“I’m sorry. That’s what the Inquisition wanted to do to me, and I’m still upset at being trapped in this room until I’m forced to leave. I shouldn’t have gotten angry at you.”

Shari looked shocked and horrified. She had no idea that the Inquisition was so cruel. The woman that she had spoken to was incredibly kind and had made no attempts to make her feel threatened.

She wanted to think that Ezekiel was lying to her, but she knew Ezekiel well enough to know that he wouldn’t try to trick her like that.

“Who were the Inquisitors that spoke to you?” She asked.

“Tasha, and her two subordinates, as well as the Grand Inquisitor, Yeren.”

“Oh... Well, I didn’t meet either of them, so maybe I got lucky?”

“I’m glad you did if that’s the case. I wouldn’t want you to have to meet the people I did.”

The two fell into an uncomfortable silence for a little while.

“Hey, Ezekiel, can I ask you something?”

“Yes. What’s up?”

“Are you really leaving? Forever, I mean?”

Shari’s voice had grown incredibly quiet as she asked this. Dread was pooling in her chest as she awaited Ezekiel’s answer.

“... Yes. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to see you again. Not for a very long time at least.”

Muffled sniffling could barely be heard through the door as Shari began to cry.

As he leaned back against the door, eyes closed as he listened as closely as he could to his friend on the other side, tears began to quietly fall from his eyes as well.

“How long is a very long time? I don’t want to wait to see you for too long. We need to go find Riley together. Also help Drew get into a Guild. And you promised that you’d keep tutoring me for stuff at the auction house, and training me, and being together with me. With all of us.”

Ezekiel was silent as he listened to Shari’s words. He knew that she had already been told all of this, and he knew that the only reason she was asking was because she trusted him most of all, after her own parents at least.

That meant that his next words were going to hurt her even more.

“Probably years. But if you get stronger, and aren’t afraid of leaving, maybe you could visit me.” Ezekiel said quietly before taking a deep breath and making his decision.

“But I kind of hope you don’t.”

There was nothing but silence for a few seconds as Shari processed what Ezekiel had just said.

“What?” She whispered in disbelief.

“Shari, you’re my friend, and I care about you, but the fact of the matter is, I’m dangerous to be around. The Cult of Light is going to be coming for my head as soon as possible, and I have no doubt the Inquisition will try to retrieve me as well. Yeren was too insistent to not try again in the future.”

Ezekiel had had a few days in his confinement to think this over. As much as he hated breaking his friend’s heart, he didn’t want her getting drawn into his problems.

“I won’t stop you or tell you not to do what you want to do. But I want you to know that it would probably be better for you, and everyone else, if you stopped being my friends.”

“Find someone else to like. To be together with. I can’t, or rather, I won’t.”

As Ezekiel said those words, he felt something inside him break when he heard Shari’s muffled cries turn into sobbing before he felt the door behind him slam as something struck it from the other side.

“Shari!?”

There was no response as the only thing he heard was the rapid tapping of footsteps on stonework as Shari ran away. A distant squealing could barely be heard as Bonnie dashed to keep up with her crying partner.

Taking a chance to look out the food slot near the floor, Ezekiel saw something on the ground. Reaching through the slot, he grabbed the little wooden dog necklace that he’d made for her after their first big fight a couple months ago.

Holding the necklace in one hand, he leaned back against the door, covering his eyes with his arm as he silently cried at the loss of his first and oldest friend.



That meeting hadn’t been a good one, and both of his parents had verbally reamed him out for what he had said, as they considered it as him giving up on seeing either of them as well.

Ezekiel explained that this was not the case, as Shari had a life and friends and family here in Harkem, while his parents had already silently expressed their willingness to leave it all behind for him at a moment’s notice if necessary. Something that he couldn’t let Shari do for him.

His parents fell silent after that, and didn’t bring up the topic again, though they did give one last verbal statement of their displeasure before asking if he was alright.

He wasn’t, and he didn’t bother lying about it, as even though their elements didn’t give them as much of an innate lie detector as some of the other elements, they could tell that he was hurting.

That last visit with Shari was the last time any of his friends visited him. Which meant that he was much lonelier during the rest of his confinement before leaving.

The only other news of the city he’d received was that the Inquisition had left, but that didn’t relieve him too much. He knew that someone would be after him. All he’d have to do to find out who was to wait until one of them made the first move.

As it was, he remained in confinement for nearly two weeks, doing little besides gathering as much mana as he could, which brought him up to halfway to Step four, before he was finally let out of his room.

As he exited his room, he saw his parents waiting for him, with Wendy, Ellen, and the Scholars he was friends with, standing there as well.

A part of him was hurt as he noticed that neither Shari nor her family were there, but he had expected this when he hadn’t spoken to them at all for the past several days.

“Ezekiel.”

Warren and Evelyn dashed forward to look over their son, who they hadn’t been able to see or hold since he’d been locked up weeks ago.

“Are you alright? You’re not hurt in any way, right?” Evelyn asked as she held out her son’s limbs and examined him as best, she could.

As this was happening, Warren was running his glowing hands up and down his body, checking him over magically, just in case.

“I’m fine, mom. I’m just tired, and bored. I haven’t been able to do anything for two weeks.” Ezekiel said as he half-heartedly tried to push his mother away.

As Warren and Evelyn finally backed away from Ezekiel, he got a chance to look at everyone who would be escorting him to the docks to see him off. At the end of the corridor were several city guards that would also be following along.

“It’s time. There’s a convoy ship docked and waiting. We need to be going.” Harolt said in a somber tone as he watched the family hug and catch up.

“Right.” Ezekiel muttered as he and the rest moved to leave the Cathedral.

After getting outside, they headed to one of the gates to the Cathedral’s lands that he had never been to before, where a number of carriages were waiting for them.

“Will the Duke or the Guild Leaders be coming too?” Ezekiel asked as he climbed into the carriage. The only other occupants were his family and Harolt, as he was required to have a member of the Church acting as his Warden.

“They will be meeting us at the docks. They will be there to see you off so as to ensure your punishment is being enforced. Nothing more.” Harolt explained as they rode along the streets.

Ezekiel looked out the window to see the city around him. He found it funny that he had seen more of the world outside the city than he had seen within the city.

There were countless buildings, shops, houses, and more that he had never seen before, and that he would never get to see.

He turned to his family, who all looked like they were on the verge of crying. His sisters actually were crying, though it was quiet as they tried to muffle the noise they were making.

His parents had told the two of them what was going to happen days ago, so there was time for them to slowly understand what was happening, as well as accept that they wouldn’t see their brother for a very long time.

Reaching forward, he grabbed his sisters and lifted them into his lap, letting them cry into his chest and beg him not to go. He remained silent for the rest of the trip.

Finally, they arrived at the docks, where the carriages they were in pulled up to one of the larger docks where a boat with the emblem of the Church of Ten was emblazoned on the flag and sails.

Looking up at the large ship, he saw that it had four masts and seemed to be lined with metal in the otherwise wooden hull. Numerous glowing enchantments ran up and down the metal portions, while the rest of the ship looked to be alive.

Numerous guards were lined up in a row leading along the dock toward the ship, and standing in the background were the Duke and a couple of his aides, as well as Gerome, Trissy, and their fellow Guild Leaders.

He ignored the glares he was receiving from multiple guards as he and his group walked to the ship. Stopping in front of it, he turned toward his family.

“Mom... Dad... I’m sorry.” Ezekiel said, choking up a little toward the end.

The two immediately bent down to embrace their son, tears threatening to fall from their eyes. Ellen and Wendy, who were originally standing next to Lina and Issa, ran forward and joined the hug.

“Don’t be sorry, son. It’s not your fault. It’s the world, the Empire, that’s taking you away from us. You did nothing wrong. It was the selfishness of other parties that brought about these events.” Warren said with certainty.

“The only thing you need to do now, if you feel the need to do something for us, is continue growing stronger. Continue showing the world that you will not be beaten down, and that you are just as much of a Mage, of a Hunter, as the rest of humanity.” Evelyn’s words were a whisper on the wind as she held Ezekiel to her chest.

“I will, mom, dad. I will show them all just what I can do, and make them regret throwing me away, or trying to use me for their own selfish goals. I’ll do that, and I’ll see you again.”

Ezekiel pulled away, taking the wooden necklace out of his pocket and handing it to them.

“I don’t know if she’ll take it back, but can you please try to give this back to Shari?”

Warren took the necklace with a nod, and Ezekiel looked at his sisters, bending down to hug them.

“You two need to be good for mom and dad, okay? You two also need to get strong, so that no one can be mean to you, and so that you can bond with your own Spirits, and never be bullied by anyone.”

“Okay!” “We will!”

Wendy and Ellen were still crying, but although it was still early in the day it seemed like they were tired out from everything that had happened.

“Ezekiel!”

A voice from behind him called out. Turning around, he looked up the gangplank to see a woman with blue hair and eyes who was wearing the robes of a Grand Scholar with blue lining. She was the one in charge of this ship, and the one who would be escorting Ezekiel to the Archipelago.

Ezekiel could see a hint of pity in her eyes as she stared down at him.

From what the Scholars had told him during his confinement, the truth had been made known to all the Cathedrals belonging to the Church of Ten, and none of the Grand Scholars were in agreement with what had been decided by the Duke.

Apparently, there were even motions being made to further limit the Inquisitions interactions with the Church, as it was made blatantly apparent that the Empire didn’t value them as many other factions did.

“It’s time to go, child. We got quite the trip ahead o us, and I think the stuck ups don’t want ye stickin around much longer. Best to not get em more mad at yer folks, yeah.”

For a moment, the accent belonging to the Grand Scholar was enough to surprise him, and he doubted that his ears were working properly as she spoke.

“Ezekiel?”

The second time she called his name, Ezekiel snapped out of his shock. He gave one last look to his parents before heading up to the ship.

“That’s a good lad. Right, yer folks gave a bag o yer stuff that got put in yer room. Tommy’ll take yah down there.” The Grand Scholar pointed to a man with gold hair and eyes who nodded at Ezekiel when he looked over.

“M’name’s Scarlet Rayness. Grand Scholar o the Sanafalls Cathedral. Ye can just call me Scarlet. Not a lot o people use full titles where we’re goin.”

Grand Scholar Scarlet explained as she ushered him onto the ship.

“Oy! Pull up the mooring lines! We’ve got to be off now!” Scarlet hollered out as she gave commands.

The ropes holding the ship to the dock were quickly released and pulled up. As the final rope was pulled in, Scarlet raised her hands, pushing them to the side and forcing the water to turn the ship out to the Everclear Sea.

Most of the people on the ship braced themselves, but Ezekiel was thrown to the deck as the ship abruptly turned and began speeding away.

Climbing to his feet in a panic, Ezekiel ran to the back of the ship, leaning over the railing as he watched the docks shrink as they got further and further away.

He saw his parents holding his sisters, the Scholars waving him goodbye, and even Gerome stood and watched him leave, with Garrad standing next to him.

But most surprising of all, he saw what looked like Shari, Drew and Yennifrey, standing on a different dock with their parents as they too watched him leave.

He stood there, looking back at the only home he’d ever known disappearing over the horizon, not moving until a voice finally spoke up behind him.

“Hey, kid. C’mon, we need to get below deck. It’ll be a few days before we get to the first waypoint, and it’d be best if you grabbed yer stuff and got settled now, rather than later.”

Ezekiel turned to see that it was Tommy who was speaking to him. A part of him had expected the rest of the crew to speak like the captain, but he was once again surprised. Which must’ve shown on his face, because Tommy started to chuckle at him.

“What’s wrong, kid? Cat got yer tongue.”

“No. I just haven’t heard people talk like the captain before. And you talk differently too, so I was just surprised.”

At this Tommy began to laugh in full.

“Ha! Yeah, the way we talk in the Archipelago is a bit different than the Empire. Not too much, but folks like Scarlet hate the Empire, what with them thinking they’re better than us.” Tommy had a look of annoyance on his face as he said this.

“It makes it harder than usual to understand us. So, she plays it up whenever we dock in Imperial places. They already think we’ve uncultured, so it’s not like they’ll think any worse of us if we make things difficult for them.”

“Anything that pisses off the Empire is something I think that I can get behind.” Ezekiel said with a slight smile.

“Ha! I think the rest of us are going to like you. C’mon. Let’s get you to yer bunk, and then we’ll introduce you to the rest of the ship. Apparently, Scarlet got somethin from her aunt that she was asked to pass on to ye.”

“Her aunt?” Ezekiel inquired as they headed down the steps into the ship.

“Grand Scholar Naeri. Scarlet’s the son of her brother. He passed away a few years ago, but Scarlet keeps in touch with her family.” Tommy explained.

The duo came to a stop in front of one of the smaller rooms towards the back of the ship. A wooden plaque with Ezekiel’s name on it was held into place on the door.

As he entered, Ezekiel saw a bag on his bed. Next to it was a wooden box with the symbol of the Church of Ten engraved on it.

“I’ll stop by in a bit, but I got to make sure that no one’s slacking off. Just so you know, we got word from your folks that it’d be alright if we got you to work for a bit. Something about not wanting you to be locked up in a room any longer than you already were. So, I hope you’re ready to work.”

With those parting words, Tommy left Ezekiel to his own devices.

Sitting down next to the bag, Ezekiel opened it up before gently rummaging through it.

Inside he found most of his clothes, as well as the boots from Quentin, more bandages from Issa and Lina, a drawing made by his sisters, with every member of the family holding hands, and two rings, one with a gold ring and a with a white stone, and one with a black ring with white stone.

They were gifts from his parents. He could tell that both were enchanted in some way, the letter that came with them said that they would protect him when he really needed it.

One would create a shield of light that could stop some of the lower to average powered spells, and the other would cast the area around himself in darkness that only he, the ring wearer, would be able to see through, other than Obscure Mages at a higher Tier than himself.

He wasn’t sure how many uses he’d get out of them, but he didn’t plan on using them at all if he could help it. They were mementos from his family after all.

Finally, after checking the bag for anything else, he opened the small box that was next to it, finding a familiar Void Pouch within. It was the same pouch that he’d given Quentin several weeks ago.

            

    
        CH 62: Epilogue

    
    
    
    
                Several days after the destruction of the Ruins of Senera.

Meryn was leading several dozen Hunters, remnants of the now defunct Reaching Spire Guild, as well as several members of the Cult of Light, through a region of the Willowbrush Empire that bordered the Frozen Fjords.

The land was filled with cracks and bedrock appeared to have been forced upward, as if a great battle had occurred, during which the land was torn asunder.

Steam wafted up from several natural hot springs, as well as noxious gasses that burst or hissed as they leaked out from cracks in the ground, or bubbles from the pools that flooded many of the cracks and canyons that littered the landscape.

Above the canyon they were currently passing through, one could see the peaks of the Fjords to the north. Perhaps just a half a day's journey away.

“Have we managed to get any closer to wherever it is you’re taking us?” Kameira snidely asked as the group continued onwards. “I thought we were headed to one of your group's safe houses. All I’ve seen so far have been death trap after death trap.”

Kameira’s words were backed up as a gout of corrosive gasses spewed out from a stalagmite that cracked open to the side of the path they were on.

Several Tier threes screamed in pain as they failed to dodge in time, and the flesh on half their bodies was eaten away within moments.

A couple of Tier three Cavern Hunters immediately reacted, blocking the gasses by shifting the stone around the opening to once again seal it. The rest of the group quickly moved past that area to avoid the inevitable build up and explosive release of the once again clogged gasses.

The bodies of the fallen Hunters were left alone. They had been corroded so badly that there was no saving them. They had died almost immediately, as had their Spirits, who had tried to shield them from the corrosion. Motes of light floating into the atmosphere and fading away were all that were left of them.

“Patience is an admirable trait, Kameira. Perhaps you might try showing some.” Meryn said as he continued forward. None of the Cultists that followed were complaining, even as several of them had died during the time they had spent traveling.

An indignant look crossed Kameira’s face, but she fell silent, knowing that this was her only chance at survival right now. She did not know how, but Meryn had somehow received word that the attempt to usurp Duke Harper’s rule of Harkem had failed. Meaning that her Guild was essentially wiped out right now. She and her current companions were all that was left, and to return was a death sentence.

As such, with little choice left, she and the rest of the remaining Spires had chosen to swear loyalty to the Cult of Light and had followed them toward what Meryn had promised would be a safehouse where they could regroup with his peers and followers.

“Here.” Meryn suddenly said as they came to a stop at a dead end within the canyon.

Before them was a blank wall, and had she not known that this was where they were headed, Kameira wouldn’t have given it a second thought. However, as Meryn had brought them here, and had indicated that this was what they were looking for, she expanded her senses and noticed some flaws.

For one, the wall was all the same color. There were no shifts in the shading or coloration of the wall of stone in front of them. Something she realized was the case for quite the expanse of cliff face along the sides of this canyon.

The second thing she noticed was the fact that this wall had more mana in it than the rest of the canyon, something that would be noticeable if not for the fact that she was specifically looking for flaws.

As Kameira examined the irregularities in the wall, Meryn strode forward and placed his ear against the stone. He tapped the wall fairly hard in several places as he moved along, stopping once he heard a slight change in the sound. Something that Kameira didn’t notice.

He then tapped the wall several more times in succession, moving his hand to different areas of the wall, until finally, a vertical line appeared in the wall, opening up to reveal a cave with yet more strangely colored stone.

Within was a brown badger whose eyes were gold, and lining the walls were script after script of runic enchantments. Seeing Meryn, the badger moved to the side to close the door after they entered.

“Come along, and you, Cavern Mages!” Meryn called out to several people in the group. “Whatever you do, do not disrupt the mana and the stonework. We are going underground, and the chambers are specifically built to withstand the heat and pressure of the subterranean dangers in this battlefield. If you disrupt them, you will kill us all.”

With those words, he turned and strode into the cavern headed downwards, ignoring the nervous looks coming from Kameira and the rest of the Spires. But they steeled themselves all the same, and followed the Cult into the tunnels, Kameira moving forward at a faster pace to catch up with Meryn.

“I’m surprised that this is where your safehouse is.” Kameira said as she looked around.

“And why is that?”

“Well, for people who profess a worship towards the ‘light’ you people certainly spend most of your time in the dark.”

Meryn turned to look at Kameira for a moment as they continued walking. Slowly, Kameira grew uncomfortable as Meryn and his Spirit continued to stare at her without speaking.

Finally, he turned away before speaking.

“The light shines brightest from within the dark. How else can our Radiance bring light to the masses if there is no darkness to save them from. Our goal may be to bring the light to all, but so long as there are those that would act against us, we will do what is necessary to ensure the light is not snuffed out.”

The two fell into an awkward silence as they continued onward. This remained for several minutes until they reached yet another blank wall. This one had a circular indentation in the middle.

Walking up to the door, Meryn created a ball of light within numerous shapes sticking out of it.

Placing the sphere into the indentation, he forced it to spin in several ways, creating a pattern that activated the enchantments on the doors, causing them to slowly open.

As the doors opened, six more doors that stood behind the first proceeded to open as well.

“Before you ask.” Meryn said, cutting off Kameira’s question, leaving her standing with her mouth open. “The lock on the first door had a combination unique to all who have a ‘key’, and those without one will be forced to break open each door in order, allowing us time to escape through other avenues should this entrance be compromised.”

Kameira snapped her mouth shut with a ‘click’.

As the large group entered the safe house, with the seven doors closing behind them, several Mages dressed in clothing with the Cult of Light’s symbol on it greeted them, taking the Tier threes and twos from the Reaching Spires to a separate area while the cultists that were with them went off on their own.

One of the cultists from the safehouse approached Meryn, whispering something in his ear that made him tense up before he forcibly relaxed himself.

“Kameira, you’re with me. We need to give a report on our failings.”

Meryn led Kameira to a separate chamber with a curved table with several empty seats.

Meryn gestured for her to stand in the center while he went to take a seat. An orange light appeared over him, obscuring his features.

Six other lights appeared along the table, each of them sitting as if they had been waiting for him to appear. Meryn flinched as he noticed the postures of his peers as they directed their gazes towards him. He expected his worries regarding this meeting were going to be fulfilled.

“Lord Meryn. I see that you are alive. Explain.”

The Gold lit figure demanded as the others remained silent.

Meryn swallowed nervously before going into detail regarding the events that had occurred in the Ruins. At least, the events that occurred to his knowledge. He was unaware of what happened in the Temple, and he was unable to reenter the Ruins before they were erased.

Kameira was also asked to give her account of what had happened, as well as the preparations she had made for the plan during the expedition, as well as the plans her Guild had made for the city.

There was silence as the other six figures conversed separately, Meryn’s light dimming as they directed accusations to each other while Kameira and Meryn couldn’t hear them.

Finally, the other six figures calmed down and addressed Meryn and Kameira.

“Meryn.”

Said person did not fail to notice the change in how he was addressed and winced as he realized what it meant.

“Step down.” The Gold lit figure’s words were absolute, and with a heavy head, Meryn rose from his seat, and moved to stand beside Kameira, who couldn’t help but feel a slight bit of glee at Meryn’s dismissal. Until she realized that, as her direct backer, she may have just lost her support in the Cult.

“Know that your failure cannot be placed entirely at your feet. We knew that you were no challenge for Gerome on your own, which is why we had you team up with the Reaching Spires. The fact that the realized that we were planning something was due to their intelligence, and the Spire’s negligence.”

Kameira grit her teeth in frustration at the insult.

“No. We ask you to step down for two reasons. First, we have found a new light, one who is meant to fill the gap that you were only ever meant to temporarily stand-in for.”

The Orange light relit with a new figure inside it. This figure’s build was much bulkier than Meryn’s, but was still otherwise featureless.

“Meryn. I have heard of your exploits prior to this. I can only pray to the Radiant Lord that I might match your reputation.” A low and rumbling voice echoed outwards as the new Cult Leader spoke.

“I’m certain that if you were permitted to take up that seat, then you will be more than worthy, My Lord.” Meryn said with conviction as he was filled with joy at the Seven Lights being filled properly.

“The second matter is that we have a new mission for you. One that will require all of your attention.”

Meryn straightened up at that. He knew that a mission coming directly from the leaders of the Followers of Radiance was important.

“Despite the arguments of one of our numbers,” each of the Lights looked at the Gray Light amongst them, “it has been decided that the boy is too dangerous to let live. As such, your next duty is to go to the Endless Archipelago, create a faction there under the name of the Radiant Lord, and eliminate the now confirmed, Anathema, from this world. Unfortunately, you’ll have to travel back south to do this.”

Meryn fell to his knees, shocked that the child he had failed the bring about the death of had been labeled Anathema by the Cult. But as he thought about it, he realized that the destruction that Ezekiel had brought was surely proof of his leader’s words.

Now, the thought of being the death of their Lord’s greatest enemy brought him joy. However, a question still sat within his mind.

“Lord, if I may ask, why are you sending me to the Archipelago?”

“Simply put, given the information of the damages the Anathema has caused, there is no possible way that he will escape without punishment from the Empire. However, there are forces that would see the Anathema thrive, nonetheless. As such, he is likely to be exiled, and the Church of Ten will do something with him.” The Gold figure explained.

“Given that the organizations in Tarquessa do not approve of the Church of Ten’s presence in their lands, preferring the Guardian Spirits to the missing Ancients, the closest Cathedral that he could get protection from would be in Sanafalls.”

“Your sight is once again amazing, Lord Speaker.” Meryn said as he connected the information that the Golden figure had provided him and the others.

“Thank the Radiant Lord. It was He who sent me the revelation that allowed me to come to this conclusion. I have no doubt the Anathema will be sentenced within a few days of the Guilds fully returning to Harkem. His actual exile will likely occur within a few weeks after that, depending on how fast the ship from the Archipelago arrives.”

The room once again fell silent as they pondered over the Golden figure’s words. Their awe at him having received a revelation from their Radiant Lord casting aside all doubts.

Kameira, listening to what was said, remained silent as watched what was happening.

“Kameira!”

Said ex-guild leader flinched as she was addressed.

“As you and your Guild are currently living off of our good will. You will follow Meryn to the Archipelago and aid him in setting up a faction. Be it a new Guild, or as a group of bandits, you will create a group that will support Meryn and his endeavors.”

“Wha-”

Kameira’s outraged response was cut off as the Gold figure released a pressure that she could feel in her soul. She couldn’t help but freeze as chills went down her spine. She knew that, if she didn’t agree to his orders, she was going to die.

“... Of course, Lord... What forces are already there? If I might ask.” Kameira whispered as she replied properly.

“Currently, none, as the Archipelago has always been inconsequential enough for us to not bother with sending our members to spread the light in that area.”

“... Understood.”

“Good. Then that will be all. You are dismissed.”

The seven lights then blinked out, leaving Meryn and Kameira in the dark.

One was left wondering just what she had gotten herself into.

The other was wondering how his Lord would reward him for killing their enemy.



Elsewhere, in a separate room, identical to the one Kameira and Meryn were left in, the seven figures of light were still conversing.

“Are you certain that sending those two to kill the Anathema is a good idea? They have already failed once.” The Blue figure asked.

“Honestly, the two of them should’ve died the moment they entered the safehouse. For them to have failed their missions means their lives should’ve been forfeit.” The Red figure raged.

“I did warn you all that this would happen.” The Gray figure, Typhos, said in a disinterested tone.

“You also said the boy wasn’t a problem. Yet he blew up the Ruins and much of the surrounding area!” The Red figure yelled.

“We still don’t have information regarding how or why that happened. If anything, it was likely the remnant within the Temple that chose to destroy everything on its own. There is no way that a ten-year-old child, as genius as he is, could coerce a remnant left by the Ancient Void itself to do something like that against its will.”

“And how would you know?!”

“Because I’ve communed with the Remnant in the Quintessa Temple of the Void.” Typhos’ words caused the others to fall silent.

“Before you say anything, I was a part of the Followers of Radiance well before that visit, and I have been checked over by Lord Speaker himself, in person, and had my convictions and intentions approved by him, directly.”

All arguments died out as the figures turned to the Gold light beside them.

“It is true. While I sometimes doubt his intentions for the smaller things, when it comes to our ultimate goal, Typhos will support us, regardless of what he says. Even if his words do make me angry at times.”

“I just think that children shouldn’t need to be a force that we need to bring our stronger weapons to bear against. The boy is gone, and cannot interfere with our operations in the Empire, or even the Alliance, without having literal millions of Mages and Hunters aiming for his head. This new mission is a waste of resources that may very well make him stronger if he manages to overcome them.”

“He will not!”

“He already did.”

The Gold figure fell silent once again.

“If you’ll notice from what I said before we sent Meryn and Kameira away, I only asked if you were sure about naming him Anathema. That was a surprise for all of us, not just me. Further, I only said there was no need to send multiple Tier fours after the boy. Not that he didn’t need to die.”

The other figures perked up at that.

“So, you mean to say that you approve of our intent to kill the Anathema?”

“He has proven that he is not just a child. But I insist that, in the future, children need to be left out of our plans. I know I was wrong with my previous complaints, but children are a precious treasure that should not be so easily murdered just because of fear.”

Typhos’ voice grew fervent as he finished speaking.

“... We will cross that bridge should we come to it again. For now, what word has Krant sent?”

At this point, the Orange figure finally spoke up again.

“Krant has reported that he and his men have managed to safely make it to the base in the Fjorya Mountains. They will be crossing into Tarquessa within the next month, so long as the Mountain Tribes and their Guardian Spirits don’t cause too many problems.”

The figures all nodded in approval.

“Beyond that, they report that the few members that remained in hiding in the city have since cleared out, as they were actively hunting and enforcing checks with Magic for any remaining members.”

The six other figures tensed at the thought of their people being put to death for spreading their Lord’s name.

“But there is one good thing that came from this. Within the group of school students that were sent to gain Spirit Bonds, over a dozen of the successful ones were from families within our Church. Including the little Flame Mage whose mother reported her interactions with the Anathema to us.”

The figures in the lights perked up at this, except for Typhos, who once again looked frustrated at involving children in their darker affairs.

“They shall all receive advanced training once they enter Tarquessa and reach the Oasis under our control. Once they are fully trained, they will become part of our forces in full, and will continue to spread the word of Radiance to the masses.”

The Golden figure looked at Typhos, who had relaxed when he heard the children would be trained first.

“Typhos. I know that you are currently stationed in one of our Morathi bases, but will you be able to move to the Empire? I am confident that Erkan can handle things, even if he can’t work out of Harkem, but we need more eyes on the Empire now that we’ve been outed. Your connections and current position should grant you some influence.’

“You’re planning something. Aren’t you?”

“Nothing that will involve children.”

The Gold and Gray figures stared at each other for a few minutes before Typhos relented.

“Fine, but you’ll need to get a stand-in for me. The Shroud and Kindled families are gearing up for another conflict with one another, and if I leave right now, things will spark, and conflict will spread. We’ll be lucky if the Alliance manages to hold itself together if another civil war breaks out.”

All the figures in the room winced at the thought of another war between humans. The last one was taken advantage of by the Cruor, and half of the Morathi Alliance was consumed by Cruor and turned into a miniature Desolate Land. Albeit one without the permanent overcast of nigh pitch-black clouds.

“Very well. A stand in will be sent. Please try to be ready to leave for the Trillious within a month. You set out as soon as your stand-in arrives.”

“Then I will say in advance that it is good to be working with you, Lord Erkan.” Typhos said to the orange lit figure.

“The same to you, Lord Typhos.” Erkan replied.

“Just Typhos. Please. Oh, and one more thing. This is important.”

The figures all focused on Typhos.

“The Kindled family has finally opened up talks with working for us, but they had an interesting condition. They want us to find the third son of the current family head. Apparently, he ran off with the eldest daughter of the Shroud family’s head.”

“Currently, there are no clues, as they hid their tracks well. But if we can find more information, we should be able to get a proper foothold in the Alliance.” Typhos finished explaining.

“I see. For the moment, we cannot push anything forward regarding this, especially as you will be leaving there soon. For the moment, let us put a pin on this, and return to it after you have settled in Trillious.”

With that said, the figures continued to go over their plans regarding the different factions within the western half of the world. So confident in Meryn and Kameira’s mission to kill Ezekiel, that he was not brought up again as a topic for some time.



The day after Ezekiel’s exile, at the headquarters of the Wandering Titans Guild.

Drew stood in front of Garrad, who was currently barring his path to enter the Guilds headquarters. He was bruised, and bloodied, and Jaime wasn’t much better off.

In one hand was an engraved morning star. He had received it this morning, when Ezekiel’s father had stopped by his mother’s carving shop early that morning.

Apparently, before he had left, Ezekiel had spent a lot of time talking with the Scholars in the Cathedral while he was locked up. During that time, he had spent a lot of time thinking, as well as writing a few notes that he slipped to the Scholars from time to time.

In exchange for these notes and knowledge from the Ruins, they had agreed to enchant a morning star for Drew, since Ezekiel knew that he would need a proper weapon for when he entered a Guild. It had used up all his remaining favors, but Ezekiel had felt like it was worth it in the end.

Unfortunately, at the moment, Drew could barely hold onto the morning star, let alone use it.

Swirls of dirt and broken stonework littered the ground where he had defended himself, or rather, dodged out of the way of many of Garrad’s attacks. However, he was still just a Tier one compared to Garrad’s peak Tier three.

“I’m not leaving...huff... until you...haah... let me join!” Drew’s voice came out in panting gasps as he tried to get his words out as clearly as he could.

Garrad just looked at him with pity, which just caused more and more frustration and regret to well up in Drew’s heart. He was too tired to be angry. Too upset to feel fury.

Off to the side, dozens of members of the Wandering Titans were watching this scene play out. Many were confused, but a small few, the ones who knew Ezekiel well, recognized Drew from the stories Ezekiel told them about his friends. These ones also looked at him with pity.

Drew slowly climbed to his feet, moving to take another shot at Garrad, but as his fist came forward, he had no more mana to spend.

“You need to leave, kid. Come back when you’re Tier two, and I guarantee you’ll enter our Guild. I swear to you, right here, with my own Guild as witness, that once you reach Tier three, you’ll get in.”

“I can’t wait that long!” Drew cried out. “I can’t be left behind again.”

“Kid-” Garrad found himself cut off as a rock he hadn’t sent towards Drew came flying from the side. But it wasn’t aimed at Drew. It was aimed at Jaime.

Not even pausing to think, Drew threw his body to the ground, taking the fairly large rock to the gut, and letting out a grunt of pain as his vision started to fade from having taken too many injuries.

Before he fell unconscious, he could barely make out the figure of Gerome walking toward him.

“Gramps!” Garrad called out. “What was that for!?”

Gerome was silent as he approached Drew’s unconscious form. Jaime cried out angrily at him, even as Westly crawled over and began checking the little bird Spirit’s injuries.

“Bring these two to the infirmary and contact his mother. I’d like to speak to her.” Gerome said as several members did just that.

Tracy, who had been in the crowd, was holding her glowing green hands over Drews body as he was carried to the infirmary. The rest of her team followed behind her, carrying Jaime with them as well.

“Gramps?” Garrad’s confusion filled his voice.

“If his mother agrees, then tomorrow, we will have a new Guild member.” Gerome stated. “One that I am sponsoring myself.”

Gerome’s words were shocking to everyone who was there to hear them. Gerome hadn’t sponsored the entry of a new Guild member even once in living memory. Preferring to let others do the scouting for new members.

“Don’t give me that look, Garrad. If you wanted to, you could’ve sent him away with one move, but you couldn’t. Could you. You couldn’t just dash his dreams when you saw the desperation that filled his eyes. A desperation we’ve both seen before.”

“Then why did you attack his Spirit?”

“I had to be certain that he hadn’t gotten so lost that he was willing to forsake his closest companion for his own desires. I had to be sure that he was willing to sacrifice himself for family.”

Regret filled Gerome’s voice.

As Gerome walked into the Guild’s headquarters, Garrad didn’t say anything, his thoughts flying back to the kid he and his Guild had dragged on an expedition that he had no right being on. A kid that they had failed and could do nothing about as he was forcefully sent away.

“Not this time.” Garrad said with clenched fists. Swearing to himself that he wouldn’t fail the friend of that amazing child he’d been forced to watch leave his home forever.



Elsewhere in Harkem. As Drew was facing off against the Wandering Titans.

The Alkena family was visiting the Luminance family due to an invitation. Yennifrey, who had been spending time with Shari, had been invited to come along as well, upon the request of both Evelyn and Warren.

Yennifrey and Shari were seated in the newly rebuilt and refurbished home of the Luminance family. Shari was looking at her hands, which were clasped in front of her on the table.

Yennifrey was studiously looking over the various notes and books that Evelyn had given her. Each one filled with different types of enchantments and Runic sequences with different effects.

The notes contained ideas and theories that even Evelyn hadn’t thought of, but they were taken just as seriously as if they had been, as they were written by Ezekiel, whom even his own mother hadn’t thought could come up with such bizarre ideas for Runes and enchantments.

“That boy, he really knew how to leave some proper going away presents.” Evelyn said as she looked over the notes, ones he’d not shown her from his time learning under her.

She immediately broke down into tears after looking through them.

Evelyn and Warren had finally been able to return to their home after the trial was finished but had spent the majority of their time at the Cathedral, rather than return home without their son, knowing that he never would.

Now that they were home, they had tried to fix things up as best they could but had a few gifts they needed to give out before they could really settle. Something they were thankful for, as it helped keep them preoccupied.

Yennifrey’s was simple. It was the notebooks Ezekiel filled from their time studying together.

For Shari, it was a little more difficult.

“I refuse.” Shari said as she briefly glanced at the dog pendant that was placed before her. “He’s not my friend anymore, so I don’t see why I should accept this insult anymore.”

Yennifrey winced from the other room where she was sitting on the couch reading. Wendy and Ellen were sitting with her, and were surprisingly calm, compared to their usual selves, and were listening to Yennifrey as she tried to explain some of the things their big brother had written down.

They had been at the house for nearly an hour now, with Shari’s parents not allowing them to leave just yet. Regardless of Shari’s wishes.

They had been arguing over this for a while, and everyone but Shari wanted her to accept Ezekiel’s apology and take the necklace back, even Bonnie, but she continued to refuse, stating that Ezekiel never cared about her, or what she wanted.

Finally, Warren had enough.

“What do you even want?” He asked. His tone was as gentle as he could make it but was still frustrated.

Shari was silent for a moment before she muttered something almost inaudible.

“What was that?” Warren asked again as the adults leaned in to hear.

“I want Ezekiel back.” Shari whispered more loudly. “I want him to spend time with me and my friends. I want him to tutor me and help me with my training. I want him to show me the tips and tricks he has for studying, and I want him here to help me run the Auction House. I want to be with him forever, and now he's gone, and he told me that was a good thing! That we should stop being friends!”

The room was silent as she finished, her voice having risen in volume as she told them what she wanted. Aldor and Sherra gave Evelyn and Warren sheepish and apologetic looks, but the two Luminance parents were silent as they looked at Shari with pity.

“Ezekiel never told you what he wanted in life. Did he?” Warren asked softly.

Shari looked up at him in confusion.

“I thought he wanted to prove the world was wrong about Void Mages. By joining the Church as a Scholar after discovering his Void mana meditation. Maybe join one of the Guilds in the city to explore some Ruins or get some training.”

“Heheh, no. That’s too small for him. The thing that he wanted most, ever since he was a child, was to discover the secrets of the Ancient Void. Void mana meditation was just a part of that.” Warren explained.

“He never even really spoke about it to us, either, but you can’t discover the secrets of the past if you only ever live in one place.” Evelyn said with a melancholic smile.

“Indeed. I doubt he ever actually said it, but, as his father, I saw things in him that I don’t know if he saw them in himself. He always tried to make things easier for us, not causing trouble since he was a Void Mage, but whether it was hiding his dangerous meditations from us, or the talk about him going on that expedition, which I’ll be he was happy to go on in the beginning, there was always a determination there, alongside with the regret.”

“The same determination, tucked beneath the sorrow, that I saw when he was getting on that damn boat.”

Warren looked frustrated, Evelyn looked sad, and the Alkena’s looked confused. Warren raised his hands, and a wall of light flickered around them briefly, blocking out any sound from reaching Yennifrey and the twins.

“What I’m about to tell you is a secret. Tell no one; ever.”

Warren then explained his concerns regarding the various mind altering magics, as well as the apparent effects that Void Relics sometimes have on Void Mages.

As Shari learned about the guesses and fears they had about Ezekiel’s mind, his soul, she couldn’t help but start crying.

“Was he ever really my friend?” She asked in a heartbroken voice.

“Yes. He was always your friend. Never doubt that. It’s just... there’s something that he needs to do. Something that drives him forward, and at least for now, that thing will keep him away from you, and us, even if you stayed friends. The two of you both want different things in your life. You’re both just walking different paths.” Evelyn said with her voice full of certainty.

Warren then pushed the necklace forward again.

“But I think that he still wants to be friends with you, and Yennifrey, and Drew, and maybe even Riley. He wouldn’t have asked us to give this back to you otherwise. So, for now, stop thinking of him as your friend, for safety, as he asked, and work on moving forward with your own life. Then, when he gets back, show that you didn’t forget about him, and decide then and there whether or not you can be friends with him, again.”

Shari sat silently for a long time, just staring at the necklace. She felt like it was too much for her. Everything she had learned, and everything that Ezekiel was apparently going through. She still wanted to reject the necklace, and she felt that if she did, then everyone else would begrudgingly accept it.

She reached forward, and took the necklace, sliding it into a pocket.

“If I’m not his friend, I can’t hit him for being stupid when I see him again, can I.”

The room fell into sad laughter, relieved that another part of Ezekiel’s life had remained, yet sad that Ezekiel was gone and alone right now.



Later, on a ship traveling south, along the coast of the continent, with the Fjorya Mountains just barely visible to the west. Ezekiel sat in a small cabin, his sword in front of him, his eyes never leaving the blade, his thought focused, and completely unaware of the events happening at the home that he had left.

Suddenly the circles and ripple patterns on the sword in his hands began to shift, and the sensation calling out to him from earlier in the day grew stronger. The opalescent shine brightened and brightened until there was nothing but a pure white light filling the room.

A cracking sound echoed out as the light faded away. Flakes seemed to fall off of it, but faded away as a pure white blade was revealed to the world.

The circles and ripples were nowhere to be seen, and the sword did not give off any more light. It was whiter than the purest untouched snow. And he felt like he was dirtying it just from holding it.

“Hello?”

A voice called out to him in his mind. As it did, he felt something click within his soul.

“What was that?!”

The voice inside him was shocked. It seemed to be scared. Confused.

Unsure of what to do, Ezekiel tried to send thoughts and feelings of reassurance to the Spirit he had just bonded with.

Fortunately, this seemed to calm it down.

“You’re... Ezekiel?”

For a moment, he was shocked. He didn’t understand how the newly born Void Spirit knew his name. But then, he realized that this Spirit was partially made from his soul. Of course, it would know him, and probably other things as well.

“Yes. I am. What’s your name?” Ezekiel spoke softly as he communicated with his Spirit.

“... I don’t know? I don’t think that’s right, but I don’t think I have a name!”

“Then how about I give you one?”

“Would you!?”

Ezekiel slowly reached out with his mana as he spoke, trying to get a better feel of the Spirit in his hands. As he did, he could feel a bit of surprise, followed by confusion, and finally excitement as the Spirit in his hands latched onto the mana that he was sending it.

Ezekiel found himself aware of the one hundred motes of Void mana that the Spirit had within it.

The sword in his hands immediately shone with an opalescent light once again. As he reached for the blade, he was shocked when his hand failed to make contact where he thought it would.

The shine from the sword was warping his perception of where the blade actually was.

“How about Shine? Since you shine when you use mana.

“Shine? I like Shine! My name is Shine! It’s nice to meet you, Ezekiel!”

“It’s nice to meet you too.”

Ezekiel fell asleep with a heart much lighter than the one he woke up with, and the comforting presence of a Spirit of his own.

Now he knew that the future was something he could face. No matter what came after him.



Far away from Harkem, and even further from Ezekiel, in the center areas of the Desolate Lands.

There sat a figure, humanoid in overall shape, but ultimately inhuman in features.

In front of this figure was a misshapen dog. Its fangs were so large that they stuck out from its jaw, and its claws were more like razor sharp scythes. Longer than a man’s head was wide.

The Umbral Beast had just finished bringing a report to the figure in front of it.

The figure had his hand on the Umbral Beast’s head. His eyes were closed, but behind his eyelids you could see a flickering as images assaulted his mind.

A broken city.

A conflict between humans.

The humans running from the city.

A flash of white light.

A sunken hole where the city once stood.

The figure took their hand away from the Umbral Beast’s head.

“How annoying.” The figure said with a raspy growl.

With a wave of his hand, the Umbral Beast was sliced into bloody chunks that fell to the ground, staining it with and oily mix of red and other colors.

As the figure turned away from the beast he had just killed, several more came out from the shadows to devour the remains.

Walking toward a large stained-glass window, the figure stared outside into the dark landscape. Flashes of lightning just barely illuminating the world for brief flashes at a time.

“Notify the other Lords. A new soul has arrived on Eldramir. One that seems to have discovered at least one secret of the Void.”

The figure took a seat, on a roughly carved stone throne, not once did his eyes turn away from the window, and the flashing sparks of the world outside.

Hearing their master’s order, the Umbral Beasts that lined the room left. They had a message to deliver to the rest of the Cruor.

            

    
        CH 63 (Book 2 Ch 1): The Midst of Adventure

    
    
    
    
                Birds flew through the air as trees fell and the sound of the earth being trampled by countless beasts and Spirits echoed through the jungle.

The voices of several people could be heard as the carelessly ran through the thick overgrowth.

“Quickly! We need to get to the meeting area!” A man with green hair and eyes, wearing an elaborate brown robe with bright green highlights and enchantments yelled as he dashed between several large trees.

As he moved, the small brush, roots, and vines that stood in his way were pushed aside to create a clearer, flatter, pathway for him and his companions.

“Dammit George! You just had to poke the bear, didn’t you!” A woman with red hair and red eyes, also wearing an elaborate brown and red robe screamed at the man in green as she trailed up behind him.

“Shut up Fiana, I had an opportunity to bond with a Tier three Spirit and I took it! That is not a crime, so stop treating me like a criminal!” George, the man in the brown and green robe, called back as he continued running.

“When your actions piss off the regional guardian, making it call down every Spirit and beast in the area to hunt us down, I would say that yes, it is a crime!” The woman in the brown and red uniform replied.

“Can you both stop fighting while we need to keep running! Escape first, fight later!” Two more figures ran out from behind George and Fiana.

The one who just spoke was a brown haired, brown eyed woman dressed in a uniform with two shades of brown, one light and one dark. In her arms was a groundhog that was whistling and squeaking furiously in its partner’s arms.

“No one asked you, Sasha!” George and Fiana called out at the same time.

“DUCK! The fourth figure, a young man who looked to be in the midst of his teenage years, dressed in a uniform with white highlights hollered as he tackled Sasha to the side. They rolled for several feet as wooden spikes sailed over their heads.

Fiana sent a wave of fire backwards, incinerating the wooden spikes as George continued running. She made a sound of annoyance as she noticed this happening.

Coming out of his roll into a standing crouch, the fourth figure picked Sasha up in a princess carry and began running forward as fast as he could. His eyes took on a black and white ripple pattern as his iris turned white with a black outer ring.

“Thank you, Ezekiel.” Sasha wheezed out as she and her Spirit were carried forward.

They moved past Fiana who had taken a moment to counter the wooden projectiles that were now flying toward them.

“No worries. Fiana! Let’s go!” Ezekiel called out as he channeled more mana into his legs, causing him to move even faster.

Fiana recalled her fires, releasing a controlled blast from both her feet and hands, launching her forward into an assisted lift. She landed not too far from Ezekiel and Sasha, who hadn’t stopped running.

Ahead of them, George had continued to move, pushing the overgrown undergrowth out of the way for them to run more easily.

“Ezekiel, how’s your mana? Will you be able to make the climb?” Fiana asked as she ran alongside Ezekiel and Sasha.

“I’m okay. I’ve still got two steps left for now. Haven’t been on the offense like you three were.” Ezekiel said as they continued to run.

“Well, pass Sasha to me. Otherwise, I know you’ll be wiped when we reach the other side.”

“Can’t. You need your hands free to focus your flames to launch you high enough to make the climb yourself. When we get up there, you two will just have to carry me for a bit. Sorry.”

“Fine. But after this, no more holding back. You focus only on breaking through before we do anything like this again. Understood!?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sasha stayed silent as Fiana and Ezekiel spoke. Mentally, she was preparing herself for the aforementioned climb.

“Ancients, I wish I still had my Tempest Boots right now.”

Ezekiel’s frustrated mutterings were met by a nervous chuckle coming from the back of his head.

“I’ve apologized for that before, haven’t I?” 

“Yes, Shine, you’ve apologized plenty, and I don’t blame you for what happened. That doesn’t mean I don’t wish I still had them.”

“Oh. Good. Watch you seven!”

Ezekiel sent an extra burst of mana to his feet, jolting forward as a small boulder landed right where he had just passed through.

“Dammit!” Fiana cursed as she also moved to dodge.

“You good?” Ezekiel directed at Sasha.

“Yes.” She whispered as she held her Spirit tighter. The little groundhog was chittering and whistling and generally making a ruckus as it furiously cursed out all the Spirits that were still chasing them.

“Why did I always think the Cruor were the scariest things in the world?” Ezekiel asked himself.

“Because you hadn’t really seen the world yet. Wild Spirits are dangerous since many grow up without even knowing what a human even is.” Sasha muttered weakly in response.

“Rhetorical question but thank you. Now clench up!” Ezekiel said as the trio broke through the tree line.

Roughly three hundred meters past the edge of the jungle was a jagged cliff face spanning the horizon. If one were to take a birds eye view, they would see that the jungle that they had just broken out of was, if fact, within a large caldera with a sheer drop surrounding all sides.

Ahead of them, George had nearly reached the cliff face, and was screaming at the group of Hunters and Scholars that had set up camp at the base of the couple hundred meter tall cliff.

Many of them looked confused at George’s yelling, but a loud crash from behind Ezekiel had them all staring in shock and awe.

Just breaking through the edges of the forest, a large brown and green bear was lumbering forward. It was not particularly fast, and it had a wide stout tree growing from its back, but it was nearly ten meters tall at the shoulder on all fours, and was accompanied by dozens, if not hundreds, of Tier two Spirits of all sorts that were following after them.

Still channeling his mana into his legs, it only took Ezekiel about ten seconds to reach the base camp, and by then most of the others were already halfway up the cliff face.

Upon reaching the bottom of the cliff, Ezekiel channeled a full hundred motes of mana through his body. Putting as much force into his legs as he could, he launched himself upwards, cracking the ground beneath him in the process.

As he rose through the air, the sound of fire roaring could be heard beside him, and he could feel the heat of Fiana’s flames as she too used her mana to launch herself upwards.

As Ezekiel’s foot made contact with a small ledge on the cliff, his foot found itself partially embedded before he immediately kicked off once again, sending himself, Sasha, and her Spirit higher and higher as this repeated over and over again, until they eventually reached the top of the cliff.

Upon landing at the top, Ezekiel continued to run in order to get some distance between himself and the edge of the caldera. Something that Fiana copied as the rest of the Hunters and Scholars continued to move away.

“Quickly! We need to get to the beach! The Spirits shouldn’t be willing to follow us too much farther. We can relax when we make some distance.” Another man in robes as elaborate as George’s, but in brown and violet, yelled to the various people gathered around.

By this point, Ezekiel was nearly out of mana, and he wasn’t sure he would make it at full speed to the beach. He nearly dropped Sasha, who managed to recover and land on her feet, as his body felt weak and fatigued from the effects of the mana that he’d been channeling had worn off.

“C’mon. We need to keep moving.” Fiana’s hand reached out to steady Ezekiel and help him stay up as he caught his breath.

“Not sure I can-”

Ezekiel found himself cut off as he was lifted into the air by the red eyed woman and thrown over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She immediately began running, and Sasha ran beside her as they made their way down the slope towards the beach.

Behind them, Ezekiel could see that the large Life Bear Spirit had climbed up to the edges of the caldera, and had begun roaring at them, and was commanding the dozen or so Spirits at Tier two that had managed to climb out of the caldera to continue to chase them.

However, as the group of Hunters and Scholars got further and further away, the Bear Spirit let out another roar, and the various Tier two Spirits slowed down and turned back towards the caldera.

However, none of the people there were willing to stop running until they reached the fortified camp near the edges of the beach where their ship was moored to a small, hastily created dock within the small bay located on the south side of the island.

Being the last to arrive, Fiana, Sasha, and Ezekiel were all able to see as George was standing in front of a man in pure white robes with blue trimmings. This was the Grand Scholar that had accompanied them on this journey, and he was not looking pleased at George right now.

He and the rest of the people from the caldera base camp were standing outside the camp, all of them trying to explain what had happened, only for the Grand Scholar to silence them with a raised hand.

Glancing over to the three late arrivals, he fully turned his attention to each of them and gestured to them to come forward.

“Grand Scholar Carrian, I can explain.” George tried to speak up first, but an angry glare from the Grand Scholar shut him up quickly.

“So. Does someone want to tell me just what happened here?” He asked.

The trio shared a brief look before answering in unison.

“George poked a bear.”

Carrian just sighed, while George looked both furious and sheepish as everyone’s eyes turned directly towards him.

“Get inside. Now.”

Carrian’s words were filled with haste as they all moved into the camp.



The brief excitement brought about several changes in the current plans that the Hunters and Scholars had arranged beforehand. Since much of the equipment for the caldera base camp was destroyed by the wild and rampaging Spirits that George had managed to piss off.

“I still don’t get why I need to be the one doing this! I’m not built for it, nor is this my actual job!”

Currently, George was shoveling ditches that would be turned into latrines for the fortified beach base camp. Usually, it would be the cavern mages that would do this, as they could simply reshape the earth as they wished by expending a large amount of mana.

However, upon learning that George had once again caused a mess, this time one that would set them back potentially weeks, it was decided that he needed to be punished. Even worse, for him at least, was the fact that his supervisor for his punishment would stop needling him with useless directions.

“Whether or not you get it doesn’t matter. Just that you do it. But if you really want to know, Carrian wants you doing something where it won’t really matter if you mess up or not, since you’ve proven that simple tasks are too much for you.”

Fiana’s words were biting and filled with frustration, annoyance, and a hint of malice topped with sadistic glee. She had told him several times not to go off on his own, but he had insisted on going to try to speak with that Tier three bear Spirit.

All three of them, Ezekiel, Fiana, and Sasha, had told him that they should only do their job. That they were to finish scouting a path to the Ruins in the center of the caldera and return to camp.

“Like you wouldn’t take the chance to bond with a Tier three Spirit if one was literally right in front of you!”

“I wouldn’t, actually. Not if I’m in the middle of a job, at least.”

Ezekiel and Sasha remained silent as they filled out their reports regarding the parts of their scouting mission that was actually successful.

Unfortunately, due to this region’s Spirit guardian being pissed off, they would need to find a different route to get into the center of the caldera.

Considering the fact that it was roughly a little over two hundred kilometers in diameter, ninety percent of that being the very large caldera, according to the math and the measuring instruments used by a few Hunters with flying Spirits, that meant that they had ample room to map out a new route.

The unfortunate factor that they had to deal with was time, but anyone who’d ever worked for a living would tell you that there’s never enough time for anything considered important.

“You know, I don’t think that that Spirit would’ve bonded with him even if he hadn’t pissed it off.”

Shine silently chimed in as they silently shifted in their sheath.

“Honestly, I very much agree with you, but there’s no point in telling him that. Not if we don’t want to get into another argument about how he believes that it’s only a matter of Spirits being ‘too ashamed to by their own ineptitude to bond with him.’”

Ezekiel could hear Shine chuckling in the back of his head. A comforting feeling and a wonderful distraction from the monotony of the paperwork he was currently trying to finish.

“Having trouble, Ezekiel?” Sasha asked when she noticed him stop working for a moment.

“No. Thank you Sasha, but I’m alright. Just a funny thought about George. You know how it is.”

“HEY!”

Ezekiel and Sasha ignored George’s indignant shout as they continued with their paperwork.

“Well, if it’s not too much trouble, can you please look over my report before I hand it in? I don't want the Guild Leader getting mad at me for handing him something that doesn’t make sense again.”

Sasha was quiet and embarrassed with her request. This wasn’t the first time she had asked for help, but it was never any easier for her to do.

“No worries. And don’t feel bad about asking for help. I asked for a lot when I first joined the Island Hoppers. You’ll get the hang of it.” Ezekiel tried to reassure her that everything was fine, but if anything, that just made her feel worse. Something that her Spirit caught on to, as it nuzzled into her to try and give her some form of comfort.

“Yeah, but you joined the Guild when you were twelve, that was only a year ago. That means you’re thirteen years old, whereas I’m eighteen, and have been with the Guild for a couple months now. I should’ve already been able to do this when I first joined.”

Sasha couldn’t help but pout as she held her Spirit closer to her chest.

“You’re the only one who really gets me, Fredrin.” Sasha said as she buried her face into her Spirit’s fur.

Fredrin let out a few whistles and squeaks as he reassured her that he’d always be there for her.

Ezekiel ignored this as he finished his report, grabbing Sasha's from where she had placed it on the bench beside her. He began going over it to see if there were any flaws, overly flowery words, general nonsensical statements that were confusing to the reader.

“Sasha?” He spoke out as he got to a certain point.

“Hmm?” Said Guild porter looked up and focused her attention on her junior senior Guildmate.

“Why are you calling the Gyro Mana Compass the ‘three ringed spinney pointer ball thing-a-ma-jig’?”

Sasha’s face turned bright red as she was flooded with embarrassment at her ridiculous mistake.

“I’m sorry! I’ll redo it!” She cried as she took the report back from Ezekiel, who quickly let go, lest she accidentally rip it to pieces.

Fredrin just looked confused. As far as he was concerned, wasn’t what Sasha called it exactly what it was?

Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh for a moment before going over his own report. Taking a few minutes to clean it up, mainly just by extrapolating his findings and providing some of his opinions on the matter of how best to proceed from what his group had found out.

It was unlikely that his suggestions would be taken into account, as he knew the Guild leader that he was sending this report to wouldn’t care for it, simply because she didn’t like him.

Perhaps Carrian would be interested in getting his hands on the report before the Island Hopper’s supervising Guild Leader could get her rotten mitts on it.

Plan in place, Ezekiel decided to head to the Grand Scholar’s tent first, rather than hand in his report to his Guild Leader right away.

“Done already, Zekey.” Fiana inquired as she saw Ezekiel stand up.

“Yeah. I figure that the Grand Scholar would want to see this so he can get a head start on figuring out how he wants us to proceed tomorrow. Also, don’t call me that. You called me Ezekiel earlier. Please do that more often.”

“Makes sense. Here, take mine with you too, would you? Also, take the dumbasses as well. Might as well get them all in at once.” Fiana replied before handing two stacks of paper that were clipped together over to Ezekiel. “And no, I won’t. Zekey is a much funnier name, and we’re not in danger, so there’s no need to be serious.”

“Hn.” Ezekiel wordlessly grunted, knowing that he wouldn’t be winning this argument.

“Wait, you’re giving your report to the Grand Scholar first?” Sasha asked in confusion. “I thought Leader Ginny wanted all the reports to go through her first?”

Ezekiel’s face twisted in distaste at the mention of their not so illustrious Guild Leader that was currently in charge of the Hunters that were with them on this expedition.

“Considering the last report that I handed in was missing several key pieces of information, which she claimed she and her team discovered separately, while stating that I had failed to do my job, when we passed the information to Carrian, You’ll need to forgive me if I don’t trust that bitch not to sabotage me again.”

“Language!” Fiana and George called out from the side.

Ezekiel might’ve laughed at the ridiculousness of their words, if not for how annoyed he was at the thought of dealing with his present Guild Leader.

Even Shine had started rattling in their sheath as they started ranting in the back of Ezekiel’s head at the amount of bullshit that Ginny had been putting them through, just because she didn’t like him.

He didn’t even get why she didn’t like him. He knew it wasn’t because he was a Void Mage, as she had no qualms with providing aid for Void Mages and was more than happy to help spread the Void mana meditation techniques the Church was handing out.

But for some reason, since day one, she had been utterly opposed to his entry into the Island Hopper Guild

It was ridiculous. He knew for a fact that, if it wasn’t for the fact that the other four Guild Leaders knew just how responsible and capable, he was, as well as just how much Ginny disliked him, he probably would’ve been forced to go back to being a ward of the Church full time.

Regardless, Sasha winced at the reminder of what had happened during the last time they had gone through a full planning session when the topics of reports were brought up.

“Well, at least nothing bad happened, right?”

Sasha’s words were not effective in the least, and she knew it.

“That’s only because I’m a man of good standing with the Church of Ten, so when I asked to be interrogated with several truth spells, my request was granted.”

Sasha winced again, but this time didn’t say anything.

‘Sigh’ “I’m not mad at you, Sasha, I’m mad at the situation.” Anyways, I’ll be back in a few minutes after I explain things to the Grand Scholar. When I return, I’ll go over your report with you, alright?”

“Sure thing. Also, thank you.” Sasha said as she bowed her head in thanks.

“No worries.”

Ezekiel then paused for a second as he thought of something while he was placing the reports in his satchel. He quickly reached into his void pouch and grabbed a crystal fountain pen.

“George, can I borrow some more paper?”

“Sure, thing brat. Just take it from my bag. But I expect a favor later on!”

“Thank you. So long as it’s a small one that will be fine.”

Ezekiel then detached a small orb from the top of the pen, where it floated above his completed report. The pen then came to life and began copying the report from onto the new stack of blank paper.

“Better to have a backup, just in case.” Ezekiel said in response to the confused looks he was getting from his team members.

Ezekiel then made his way to the large workshop and living quarters for Carrian. Several scholars were bustling about as they went over maps and inspected samples of flora and rocks from different areas of the island.

He wasn’t that interested in what was going on, mainly wanting to just hand over the reports and be done with it, but upon entering the large tent-cabin structure, he knew that his evening was about to get worse.

“Luminance, what are you doing here?”

Standing across from the Grand Scholar was Ginny Mender, the very person he was trying to avoid handing his report to.

“Handing in reports. Scholars Fiana and George asked me to hand them in since I had finished mine, and George still needed to complete his punishment.”

Carrian looked interested, while Ginny looked annoyed.

“Well, please hand them over and get out. We need to figure out how to get around that mess you made earlier today.” Ginny said in a dismissive tone.

Now it was Carrian that looked annoyed, as it was well known, and confirmed, that Ezekiel had nothing to do with the events that had happened earlier that day.

“I think you mean the events that George caused. As I distinctly remember having it confirmed, via oath and magic, that it was not my fault in any way.”

“Are you saying I’m wrong?” Ginny said in a challenging tone. The bat hanging off her shirt opened its eyes and was now glaring at Ezekiel alongside her.

“Yes. I am. Here is my report, as well as the reports of Scholars Fiana and George.” Ezekiel roughly dropped a copy of his report in front of Ginny, who was practically growling at him, and gently slid a copy of his report, alongside Fiana’s and George’s, over to Carrian.

“Before you finish here, Grand Scholar, please be aware that I have taken the liberty of creating a copy of my work with a Gemini Pen, which I have included with the reports from your Scholars. We wouldn’t want any useless fools making a mistake like last time.”

“You little brat!” Ginny exclaimed.

“Enough!” Carrian pulsed his mana for a moment, causing Ginny and her Spirit to flinch and recoil. Something that Ezekiel very clearly did not do, even though he was subjected to the same flex of power as they had been.

“Thank you, Ezekiel. I will be sure to double check this report with the one you gave Ginny, just to be sure that they are indeed the same.”

Ezekiel smiled at Carrian’s words, even though he felt a little bit guilty at causing the man additional frustration. The old man had gone through a lot for him after all, and to be given the privilege of being personally invited on this expedition was something Ezekiel was immensely grateful for.

Ginny looked like she had swallowed an entire lemon with how badly she was puckered up. But she knew that she couldn’t do anything right now, or in the near future, as she wouldn’t be able to claim that Ezekiel had given her a false report if Carrian was going to compare the two before she left.

“I will leave you to your planning then. I’ll likely be calling it an early night tonight so that I can be ready for whatever scouting and mapping you plan on having worked on tomorrow. Good night, sir.”

Ezekiel had specifically left out any form of address to Ginny, something that both senior Mages noticed, as indicated by the clenching of fists and the tired sigh that emanated from them.

“Just go.”

“Yes sir.”

Ezekiel quickly left the tent, knowing that he’d begun to push the boundaries a bit too far.

As he got further and further from the tent, he was able to reflect on his behavior, and he couldn’t help but briefly wonder if he was going through his teenage rebellious phase.

He wouldn’t have acted that way in front of a man he respected like that if he wasn’t. Even if a bitch like Ginny was in the room with them.

“What’s teenage rebellion?”

Shine’s innocent question pulled a tired chuckle from Ezekiel as he trekked back toward where George was digging more latrines.

“Well, I guess you could say it’s something like this.”

As Ezekiel explained the processes of puberty and the general behaviors of those at different ages of adolescence, he couldn’t help but calm down, and as he did he reflected on where he was now.

In the three or so years since his exile, he’d further his Void Magic with Shine’s help, advanced the Church of Ten’s understanding of Void Magic, again, fought with a pirate crew, joined a Guild, and was on his third expedition to and Ancient Ruin. This one being a newly discovered one.

A part of him couldn't wait to find out what secrets they would discover, while another part felt melancholic at the trials he had overcome to reach this point, not because he was some special key to be used and protected, but as a valued member of the team, who had earned his place among them.

            

    
        CH 64 (Book 2 Ch 2): New Places, New People

    
    
    
    
                -Three years ago. Not long after Ezekiel’s exile-

The overall trip between Harkem and Sanafalls was roughly a couple of weeks at sea, depending on weather and the possibility of Deep Cruor attacks. But ultimately, little happened before Ezekiel had landed on the island city of Sanafalls.

Being one of the largest of the islands in the Endless Archipelago, and one of the closest to the continent, there was a surprising amount of trade that occurred, though almost all of it involved the other islands with their various resources.

The lack of fanfare during the trip to the Archipelago from the Willowbrush Empire meant that Ezekiel was mostly bored, which led to him feeling down for obvious reasons. They did stop in several ports along the way, but not much else occurred to keep his spirits up.

These ports were mainly minor waypoints created purely for stocking up on supplies, or as minor safe havens should the Deep Cruor attack any of the ships traveling through.

Admittedly, this was a fairly rare occurrence, since most Deep Cruor tended to live in the deep waters of the open oceans, rather than the comparatively shallow areas of the coastal regions.

That didn’t mean that Ezekiel didn’t get to see the results of such an attack firsthand, since the third waypoint they stopped at had a beached ship that was being repaired.

The hull showed signs of the wood being torn apart, along with deep lacerations and other cut up areas, and some that looked like they were crushed by something constricting around it. Not something that he looked forward to meeting, at any point in his life.

However, Ezekiel did manage to get some sparring in with a few of the locals that had traveled from one of the nearby oases, and he confirmed that the desert was a place where he never wanted to fight a Cavern Mage, as well as a Tempest Mage.

He found out the hard way that Tempest Mages were not dissimilar to Cavern Mages when they were in the desert, as they could manipulate the small grains of sand via their wind much the same as a Cavern Mage could directly do.

Ezekiel also spent time getting to know Shine, explaining some of the things that Shine was aware of, but didn’t necessarily have context for with the bits and pieces of knowledge they had inherited from the fragment of Ezekiel’s soul that was used to create them.

He had also gotten some advice from Scarlet regarding some exercises in how to further enhance the bond between them, as well as introduce him to how to get Shine’s mana up to the same Step as his own.

The decision to tell Scarlet about Shine was a difficult one, but it was actually from Shine’s own insistence, and a reminder to Ezekiel about the last time he had kept such a large secret, that ultimately led to Ezekiel talking to Scarlet.

This turned out to be a good thing, because it seemed like Scarlet was just as certain that it should be kept a secret as Ezekiel was but knew that if the upper echelons of the church were aware then they would at least be able to support him if necessary.

Of the various Scholars on the ship, only Scarlet was permitted to know, and it would be determined later who else would be permitted to learn of Shine’s existence.

“To be honest with ye, I’d love to tell the world that there’s a Void Spirit, but I know that there’d be a lot of people tryin to take em from ye. I won’t even be tellin my aunt about this.”

The fact that Scarlet was willing to keep this secret meant a great deal to both Ezekiel and Shine. The fact that she gave him a technique that would help Shine grow stronger was just a bonus.

“To keep em a bit safer, it’d be best if ye shared yer mana with em to get em to a higher Step.” There’s a few techniques ye can use, but it’d be best if ye used em for reference. They’re not made fer Void Mages after all.”

So, for the duration of the trip, Scarlet would spend an hour or two helping Ezekiel figure things out between him and Shine. Little success was met, before they reached Sanafalls, but it did help Ezekiel keep busy, and gave him time to connect with Shine. Both of which he was grateful for.

He also helped out with a lot of the chores on the ship, including cooking and cleaning, and learned as much as he could about how to survive at sea. He figured that, if something did happen to him while he was at the Archipelago, these were things he needed to know.

However, the thing that had surprised him most about what he was learning, was the sheer scope of the Archipelago in question.

It actually spanned the entire radius of the southern hemisphere of the world. Parts of it were even claimed by the Desolate Lands. Something he didn’t think was possible until then.

Apparently “Endless Archipelago” was an entirely accurate name for it. The Archipelago wrapped around the entire world, and due to this was able to access most of the supercontinent that composed the middle and northern parts of the world.

There were literally thousands of islands that made up the Archipelago. The majority of the Archipelago was controlled by either humanity or Spirits, but roughly a third were islands that were under the control of either the Deep or Wing Cruor.

Because of this, it was impossible to perfectly circumnavigate the world for trade purposes, but it still meant that the Archipelago was able to somewhat access the various worldly factions.

It was this knowledge that actually gave him some hope of eventually being able to visit the Temple of the Void in Quintessa. Although, he figured that going there before he managed to break through to a higher realm wouldn’t be too useful in this instance.

Eventually, after learning as much as he could, and keeping Shine a secret from all but Scarlet, Ezekiel found himself slowly overcoming the worries and concerns he had regarding his home.

His maturity, and the fact that he had done such a thing in his past life, certainly helped with this. As did the fact that he knew his family was alive, and he may one day see them again.

Thus, after a couple of weeks traveling at sea, Ezekiel started to feel like he was ready to face whatever challenges the Endless Archipelago threw at him.



Six months had passed since Ezekiel had first stepped onto the docks of the capital island of Sanafalls. The island was a little over six hundred kilometers long, and had a dozen, much smaller, islands surrounding it at various points.

The city of Sanafalls was roughly the same size as Harkem, with the immediately surrounding areas used for what little agriculture was possible in such environmental conditions, being so close to the sea as it was.

The rest of the Island, outside of a few villages here and there, that were also dedicated to agriculture, or other pursuits for businesses and livelihood, were the lands provided to the Spirits.

Essentially, they were the same as the Spirit Lands in Harkem, but much larger and more open. This made the areas more dangerous, as well as more vibrant when it came to the life of the land.

Originally, when he’d landed on the island, he’d expected to be greeted by a few more Scholars, and perhaps introduced to a team that he would be working with, much like he had back in Harkem.

He was wrong. Very wrong.

Outside of being brought straight to the Cathedral, Scarlet had Tommy and the other members of Scarlet’s crew hadn’t bothered to speak to him again, having to go off on another mission, this time with one of the Guilds that they had a contract with.

“Sorry kiddo. I’m one o the more active members o this Cathedral. We don’t got many Legendary Hunters in the Archipelago’s Guilds, so most o the time it’s the Grand Scholars leading expeditions and dealing with wild Spirits or the odd Cruor here and there.”

Needless to say, these words had dampened Ezekiel’s spirits once again when they parted ways.

But Ezekiel tried to stay positive, with the hopes that he’d soon get to work with his training and his progress with his mana.

Unfortunately, outside of a few interactions with a couple of the Acolytes, Ezekiel didn’t actually speak with any of the Scholars in the Cathedral at all.

The only thing he’d received from any of the higher ups was a letter from a couple of the other Grand Scholars informing him that Scarlet had told them about Shine, and that he wasn’t to tell anyone else. Something that he wasn’t planning on doing anyway.

He was then given a room in the Acolyte’s quarters in the Cathedral's property, given a supervisor that he had to report to regularly, and then basically turned into a janitor and general handyman for the Cathedral. He cooked, he cleaned, he fixed mundane devices and acted as a gopher to those who needed something done.

Of course, the odd jobs that he was assigned only ended up being assigned to him when he refused to take the mandatory lessons provided by the church for children his age. He had to demand that he be allowed to take the graduation tests to prove that additional lessons weren’t necessary.

“I don’t care what you think a person my age has knowledge of. I also don’t care if you ‘know that I wasn’t educated’ because of that Cult’s stupid influence in Harkem. I’m more than smart enough to pass any test you give me, up to the level of the Empire’s Academy entrance exams!”

Ezekiel hadn’t made too many friends when he went off on his technical supervisor, who was also the head of the dorms at the Cathedral, but he felt a bit of pride when he saw the man’s shocked expression after he handed the completed tests over.

He was now starting to regret having aced all of those tests, seeing as how he’d probably have more free time if he was taking lessons than the workload he currently had.

He was given a day off for every five days of work, which really cut into his training time. This, in part, made him realize why it was so difficult for people to reach higher Tiers. It wasn’t just the lack of ambient mana, or the use of mana being stored for breakthroughs. It was the fact that people had no time to gather mana like he did when he was younger and was free to do almost as he wished.

As it was, he considered himself lucky that, in the six months he’d been working, not only had he turned eleven-years-old, physically, but he’d also managed to increase his mana back up to Step four.

He hadn’t made much progress with increasing Shine’s mana to the same capacity as himself, but they had finally figured out how to get Shine to absorb mana on his own.

Ezekiel figured out that he just had to open his own mana pool to Shine, allowing them to slowly take what they wanted from his own mana and slowly integrate it into themself.

It was a slow process, especially since Ezekiel’s mana was still influenced by his soul and will, so it felt like pulling teeth at times, but it wasn’t damaging, and in the time, it took for Ezekiel to reach Step four, Shine had managed to get halfway to Step two.

Regardless, by this point in time, Ezekiel was beginning to go stir crazy, as he hadn’t even been able to visit the city since arriving at Sanafalls. Something he dearly wished to do, having long since regretted never being able to explore Harkem before his exile.

Since he knew from Scarlet that there wasn’t nearly as much prejudice against Void Mages here as there was in the Empire, as well as confirmation that there were no Cult of Light members in the city, he figured that it’d be okay.

Something that the dorm head deemed appropriate when he asked for a return pass from the dorm supervisor when he asked to go into the city on one of his days off. Afterwards, he realized that he should’ve been more suspicious of the fact that he was just allowed to leave for a day.

He ended up being greatly surprised by just what he found when he was exploring the city.



Six months, a few days, and a couple of hours after first making landfall in Sanafalls, Ezekiel had finally gotten a chance to explore the city in full.

Much like Harkem, it was divided into different districts, but unlike Harkem, it didn’t have its own dedicated Guild district, nor did its docks district look like it was in disrepair. If anything, the docks were likely the nicest area of the city that wasn’t the grounds of the Cathedral.

Given that it was also the most active part of the city this did make sense to him.

As this was the case, Ezekiel felt it would be best to start his exploration there, as he didn’t want to risk getting into trouble on his first day out.

Of course, this was difficult for him to do when he hadn’t been out for more than an hour before he literally ran into a girl running from a group of people who looked less than pleased.

“Get back here you little bitch!”

“You damned well owe us big time for that bogus information!”

“Stop her!”

Ezekiel was nearly barreled over as the girl slammed into him as he was turning a corner.

She had just dashed out from an alley as Ezekiel was crossing it.

As the two went to the ground, Ezekiel held his head in pain after having it slammed into the taller girl’s chin.

“Are you okay!” 

Shine’s voice reverberated through Ezekiel’s mind as he cleared his dizzy head.

“I’m fine. Just a bit dizzy. It’ll go away in a bit.”

Ezekiel pulled himself to his feet, planning on just walking away from whatever was happening when a voice called out to him.

“Mikey! Little brother! What are you doing here? I told you to get out of the city!”

Ezekiel turned his head toward the girl he’d run into. Her eyes were brown with shiny flecks in them, indicating that she was a Cavern Mage. Her hair was also brown, but he figured that was her inherited hair color, as she didn’t look more than fifteen or sixteen years old.

“Quickly! Take this and get as far away as possible.” The girl then shoved a bag into Ezekiel’s hands and ran off once again, ducking into a small crowd to get away.

For a second, Ezekiel was greatly confused, as he had no idea who that girl was, nor why she would call him Mikey and give him a bag he’d never seen before.

“Hey, kid!” A gruff voice filled with malice dragged his attention behind him.

He saw a group of five full grown men, all wearing rough and patchwork clothes, but just from their physique alone he could tell that they would probably destroy him if it came down to a fight.

For a moment, he considered running, but the gray and violet eyes on two of the men made him think otherwise, as there was little to no chance that he’d make it far before getting caught.

“Mikey, was it?” The man in the lead, a tall and muscular man with gold hair a bit of a gut and several rings on his hands, called out to him.

“Ezekiel, actually.”

“What?”

The man and his followers looked confused for a second. Before moving forward again.

“Here.” Ezekiel held his hand out with the bag before the man could say anything else.

He raised his eyebrow at Ezekiel in question, eyeing the sword that was attached to Ezekiel’s waist with a little bit of greed, but he made no particularly overt movements towards it.

“You’re just giving that to us?” The man asked. “You sure your sister would like that, little Mikey?”

“Yes, and my name’s not Mikey, and I’ve never seen that girl before in my life. But please be careful, I have no idea if that girl booby trapped it or not.”

The man stopped reaching for the bag, an angry look on his face.

“You’re saying your sister booby trapped this!?”

“Again, not my sister. Just some weird girl who's trying to use me to get away from you. I’ve never seen that girl in my life, and I’ll show you my Church issued identification to prove it if necessary.”

Ezekiel then dropped the bag on the ground, letting the contents fall out onto the ground.

By this point a small crowd had gathered around.

“I wouldn’t suggest you stay here, though, as the longer you spend talking with me, the longer she has to get away.”

A look of realization crossed the man’s face at Ezekiel’s words.

“Ezekiel, are you sure this is what you should be saying right now? That man looks really angry.”

“It’s fine, Shine. Look at the corner a few alleys down to our left.”

Ezekiel felt Shine exert a bit of their attention in the direction he had pointed out. It seemed like there were several guards walking in their direction.

Ezekiel wasn’t totally certain that they would help him, but he knew that if he got the chance to get his ID out, then he’d be fine. Sanafalls wasn’t like the Empire, where the Church was only an advisory and research-oriented institution. The Church of Ten was the only organization in Sanafalls that had more than one Legendary Hunter amongst their ranks.

“You little brat! You’re just a distraction, aren’t you!”

Ezekiel was physically pulled from his thoughts as the man grabbed him by the front of his shirt and lifted him into the air.

“We’ll see how far your sister gets when she finds out we’ve got you-”

“HELP!!! MURDER! KIDNAPPERS! HELP! HELP! HELP!”

Ezekiel channeled a little bit of mana into his chest, annoyed at the expenditure, as it would mean that he’d be set back by a few days of meditation, but he knew he needed to do this.

Given the increased volume of his voice, the man who had grabbed him, as well as his followers, fell to their knees in shock at just how loud Ezekiel’s scream was.

The reason he had yelled so loud was because he wasn’t sure if the Tempest Mage had put up a wall of air to block out any noise. But if he disturbed the one who put up the wall, then he’d likely drop it if he was in enough pain.

“HELP! SAVE ME! BAD MAN! HELP!”

He continued to scream, even as the likely gang members got back to their feet and regained their bearing.

“You little-!”

“What’s going on here!”

The man was cut off as a patrol team came up to them.

“Sir! Sir! Sir! These men tried to kidnap me! Here’s my official Church of Ten residency card! I’m a ward of the Church! See, see, see!”

Ezekiel ran up to the guard in the lead of the others, holding out a card and a pass that were both given to him by the Church of Ten. They acted as his residency card and personal ID, marking him as a ward of the Church.

The guard took a look at the cards before confirming that they were correct.

As this was happening, the other guards moved over to the gang members to cut off their escape.

“Okay, kid. You’re alright now. Can you tell me what happened?”

While he was annoyed at being called a kid again, having gotten frustrated at the condescending attitude of the Scholars and the Acolytes over the past six months, Ezekiel accurately explained what had happened, to which the Radiant Mage that was leading the gang members was left in shock at having been played so badly by the girl that had run away.

The guard, however, just sighed in exasperation.

“Dammit, Chester, did you get played by that brat Sasha again?”

The Radiant Mage, Chester, looked down sheepishly at the guard that was berating him.

For a second, Ezekiel was shocked that the guard knew the man who’d tried to take him away and was worried that he’d be in more trouble if the guards turned against him for their friends.

“Dammit, Eugene, I really thought that her info was legit this time! She even had maps and logs.”

“I’m less disappointed in you getting fooled by her info, for the third time, and more disappointed at you getting fooled by her distraction as she was running. You should’ve noticed just from his accent that the kid was from here. Let alone her nonexistent brother.” Eugene said as he pointed at Ezekiel.

“Umm. Is this guy going to jail? Actually, what’s going on? Or can I just leave?”

“Leaving would be good. Let’s get out of here before anything else weird happens.”

As much as he agreed with them, Ezekiel couldn’t go through with Shine’s request right now. Technically it might be considered as running from the law.

“Huh? Oh! Yeah, you can go kid. Please don’t think too badly of Eugene here. He’s had a few spots of bad luck and, due to his rough upbringing, he sometimes gets a bit violent. He’ll spend a couple nights in a cell and have to pay a fine. But he shouldn’t be causing you any more trouble moving forward.”

Eugene’s reassurances didn’t do much for Ezekiel, but he figured he could take his words at face value for now.

“Actually,” Eugene turned to Chester, “Give him a voucher. Full ride, to and from, for free.”

“... Okay...”

Looking physically pained as he did it, Chester pulled a small book from his pocket. Ripping out one of the pages, he handed it to Ezekiel, who looked it over briefly, finding himself surprised to see a voucher for one free ride at Chester’s Treasure Chest Transportation.

“That’ll get you one free ride for yourself plus cargo, to and from any one of the islands surrounding Sanafalls. Valid until Void Day of next year.”

Void day was the equivalent of new years in this world, so Ezekiel managed to calculate that it was valid for a little bit less than a year and a half.

“Thank you?”

Ezekiel was still incredibly confused, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

“I’m sorry that you failed to catch whoever that girl was. What did she do?”

Eugene and Chester looked frustrated and furious at Ezekiel’s question.

“She’s performed a number of cons on sailors using fake treasure maps and rumors of unique and previously unseen Spirits. She tricks a number of people into taking her to different islands, usually for free, or with the guarantee that she’ll get them a big score.”

“She owes me nearly fifty gold for transportation fees, and the maps and logs she sold me to pay for it all were nothing but forged documents that led us straight into a damned bog on South’s End Island!”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but be shocked at Eugene and Chester’s explanations. The girl that had run into him didn’t look older than her mid-teens, yet she was causing this much trouble.

“Wow! She must be one smart lady.” Shine said to Ezekiel.

The two men must’ve seen Ezekiel’s reaction to their words, as they further explained.

“Her father was one of the Guild Leaders of the Depth Divers. A Guild that specialized in looking for underground and underwater Ruins or crystal deposits. So, she has some extensive training in both magic and business.”

“Oh. I guess that makes sense then.”

“Yeah. It’s a shame they were forced to disband after a Cruor attack a few months ago. From what I know, Sasha was about ready to join them officially. Was gonna go try to bond with a Spirit here on Sanafalls. Shame she can’t now.”

Ezekiel was silent as Eugene continued to explain. He didn’t have to ask to know that Sasha’s father was likely one of the casualties of the attack.

“Look, kid, you should get going. There’s not much more you can do here. Chester’s sorry about what happened, and I’ll be having a word with Sasha’s remaining family. Maybe they’ll have some information as to where she is this time.”

Eugene looked incredibly frustrated at having to do this. Likely because he’d done it several times already, only to have no effect in catching Sasha.

“If you say so. Thank you for clearing things up for me. I hope you catch her.”

Ezekiel waved as he left the area. Not bothering to stay and watch as Eugene and his team escorted Chester and his employees away.

“That was weird. Is this something that happens a lot to you when you go out?”

Ezekiel had to think for a little bit as he continued walking. He recalled every other time he’d gone out to explore for anything else in his past.

“... It doesn’t tend to happen when I know where I’m going to, and have been there before?”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but trail off in uncertainty. His track record wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t like these things happened all the time, and he probably wasn’t going to run into any of these people again any time soon.

Right?
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                After that relatively strange encounter, Ezekiel spent a few more hours wandering the city. Seeing the sights, watching the workers go about their business, and buying a few wood scraps, using what little pay he made at the Cathedral, that he figured he’d try carving when he wasn’t training.

Upon Ezekiel’s return to the Cathedral, very little happened, though he did get a dirty look from the supervisor. It wasn’t until the next day, just before lunch, that he was surprised to find that he was being summoned to see one of the Grand Scholars.

He couldn’t help but feel a mix of emotions as he was finally going to talk to someone with some authority, but at the same time he couldn’t think of any reason as to why they would suddenly change their mind regarding their interactions with him.

He didn’t think he had done anything wrong, but he figured it’d be best to be cautious, just in case. He wasn’t particularly close to any of the Scholars in Sanafalls after all. Except for Scarlet and Tommy, but as far as he knew, neither one was on Sanafalls right now.

With a fair bit of apprehension, Ezekiel approached the large elaborate double doors leading into the Grand Scholar’s meeting chambers.

Seated in front of a large desk covered in paperwork was an elderly man with pale blue hair.

“Greeting, young man. I am Grand Scholar Carrian. No last name. Please, come up here and sit.” Carrian, the Grand Scholar gestured to a cushioned chair in front of the desk.

Ezekiel silently approached the desk and sat down, surprised at how comfortable the chair was. He’d sat in armchairs like this one before, and they weren’t that comfortable. Usually they were lumpy, with hard parts from where the stuffing wasn’t even.

“Comfortable?” The Grand Scholar asked.

“Ah! Yes, sir.” Ezekiel felt somewhat sheepish at having been caught with his mind wandering.

“Good. I’ve always made it a bit of a goal of mine to ensure that my guests are comfortable within my space. Would you like a drink?”

“Sure? Water would be fine. Thank you.”

As Ezekiel watched the elderly man in front of him slowly serve some drinks from a cabinet filled with bottles and liquids of all sorts, he couldn’t help but feel a bit confused. He’d been expecting a sterner and more frustrated person to be meeting with him. He hadn’t exactly been welcomed with open arms after all.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you here today, after basically ignoring you for the last six months, correct?” The Grand Scholar sipped at whatever drink it was he’d poured for himself.

It wasn’t tea, from what Ezekiel could tell, but he couldn’t quite recognize it from what little he’d seen. He suspected it was alcoholic, however, due to the hint of rum that he’d grown familiar with from working in the kitchens every now and then.

“Is it right for the boss of the Church to be drunk in the middle of the day?” Shine asked as he listened to Ezekiel’s ponderings.

“Likely not, but it’s not like anyone is going to tell him to stop if he hasn’t screwed things up yet.” Ezekiel mentally replied.

From Carrian’s perspective, Ezekiel just quietly sipped his water, but replied to the Grand Scholar with a nod. Causing the Grand Scholar to smirk at Ezekiel’s behavior.

“Talking with your Spirit? Good. Communication is key to any and all Spirit Bonds. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

“Looks like we’ve been caught. Are we in trouble?” Shine shifted slightly in their sheath, and Ezekiel’s eye twitched slightly from where he was trying to maintain a steady and neutral expression.

“Sir?” Ezekiel tried to bring the topic back to why he was here.

“Right. Simply put, the last six months have been something of a test for you. Specifically, a test to see if you deserve our support. And so far, I’m finding you somewhat lacking.” Carrian decided to cut straight to the point of the conversation.

“How so?” Ezekiel was somewhat frustrated at Carrian’s words, as well as surprised that he was being tested.

“All you’ve done for the past six months besides train is do as you’re told. Yes, you are here because you were exiled from the Empire, and yes, we have been sending reports back to Harkem’s Cathedral to keep them updated regarding your situation, but really, you’re failing to live up to your reputation.” Carrian seemed to be quite exasperated at how Ezekiel had been acting during his time in Sanafalls.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, was somewhat shocked.

“Isn’t my behavior, so far, a good thing? I am technically a criminal of the Willowbrush Empire, after all.”

“Yes, but this isn’t Willowbrush. This is the Archipelago, and the rules are somewhat different. In particular, we don’t care about how you were treated in the Empire. You’re here, not there.”

For a moment, Ezekiel’s thoughts blanked out. He’d thought that, with his supervision, he’d be held under the same standards as the Empire, but apparently that was not the case.

“I was fully expecting you to demand that we grant you access to training resources, as well as the same kind of help and research team that you had back in Harkem.” Carrian raised an eyebrow as he waited for Ezekiel to answer his unspoken question.

“I didn’t think that this Cathedral operated the same as in Harkem, what with it having more responsibilities, as well as my having no connections, unlike how my parents did back home.”

Carrian had a contemplative look on his face as he thought about Ezekiel’s words.

“So, the reason you haven’t done anything until yesterday was because you didn’t know anyone and were afraid of stepping on people’s toes. That’s the kind of behavior that will do you well in factions like the Empire, but the Archipelago is nowhere near as united. I would suggest making as many friends in as many places as possible if you want to see any success on these islands.”

Ezekiel hated to admit it, but Carrian’s words were making sense. All his connections from before were made via forceful interactions due to his parent’s. Even Shari, his oldest friend, was someone he met when his parents dragged him over to play.

“Regardless, while you’ve been somewhat useful around the Cathedral, you are one of the Cathedral’s wards, admittedly not one of our student wards, due to you passing all of our exams. With that in mind, I have a job for you, one that’s not directly related to the Cathedral.” Carrian spoke with authority as he described what he wanted from Ezekiel right now.

“You remember that guard, Eugene, from your little scuffle yesterday, right? Well, apparently, they would like some additional assistance from the Church in apprehending that con artist, Sasha, I believe her name was. As it is, this isn’t a particularly difficult job, but it is one that I think will help you get to know more of Sanafalls, and the kinds of people that live here.”

Ezekiel stared at Carrian, only barely comprehending the task that was being assigned to him, but having no means to understand why it was.

“I’m not even a citizen of Sanafalls, and you want me to help with an official investigation for the city?!” Ezekiel exclaimed as he stood up from his seat.

“Is this guy crazy?” Shine asked with a hint of confusion in their mental voice.

“Maybe.” “Does Eugene even want me working with him? Also, wouldn’t I need to be an official affiliate of the Church of Ten in order for me to take on Church requests? I thought I was just a ward?”

Carrian was silent as he waited for Ezekiel to finish his miniature tirade.

“Here. The answer to all your questions. As well as a letter of introduction.”

Carrian reached into his desk, pulling out a medium sized box that was fairly long, but also thin. When Ezekiel slowly reached out to grab it, he was surprised at just how light it was. He looked up again in confusion, but Carrian just gestured at him to open it.

Ezekiel did so, and was dumbfounded to see that there was an acolyte’s uniform inside it, as well as a badge indicating that he was an official affiliate of the Church of Ten, and was authorized to represent them regarding outside requests. Resting atop the uniform, beside the badge, was the aforementioned letter of introduction.

Ezekiel was silent for several seconds as he thought about what was happening.

“I thought you said that I had disappointed you. That I’d failed your test these past six months.”

Carrian just took another sip of his drink before replying.

“Firstly, it’s hard to fail a personality test. Secondly, I said that I was disappointed, not that my peers were. It was actually decided that, when combining your history, your knowledge, and your maturity, that there was no reason not to accept you as an official Acolyte. At least until you join a Guild.” Carrian’s mention of a Guild was joined by a knowing look as he glanced down at Shine.

“Also, my disappointment stems from the fact that I truly wanted you to have been a child, not just a criminal that the Empire had exiled.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince at the point regarding him being a child. He’d decided that acting like a child after being exiled was pointless, as he was already recorded as a criminal. Apparently, he’d lost the chance to gain some brownie points with the people in charge.

“Luckily, the Empire was wrong about you being a monster, but with what I’ve seen these past few months, I can believe that you’d be mature enough for me to believe that the stories the Harkem Cathedral sent us regarding you are all true. Which is sad, because it likely means that big things are going to be changing in the world. More so than they already have.”

The mention of changes in the world caught Ezekiel’s attention, as well as his curiosity.

“What changes are you talking about?” He asked.

“Well, for one thing, there have been several instances around the world where Void Mages have either succeeded in using the new techniques created by you and your research team. There have also been a few where their concentration broke, and so did they, but there’s been no fatalities just yet.”

Ezekiel winced at the thought of those poor people who had failed at using Void Meditation techniques. Drawing in mana that one wasn’t compatible with was dangerous, and he still considered himself lucky that he hadn’t suffered too much backlash.

“The introduction of another type of Mages has also had some ramifications politically, but I won’t be sharing those with you since you’ve got other things on your plate, and we also try not to get involved in continental politics.” Carrian’s final words seemed to be filled with annoyance.

Ezekiel felt like there was something going on that he wasn’t aware of but figured that now wasn’t the time to pry. Instead, he just closed the box again, and picked it up.

“I think I understand, sir. I’m too mature to be around other children my age, but too young, and causing too many waves to be off on my own, so you’re actually trying to help me by getting me work and connections, while also teaching me how to deal with problems that will pop up in the future, right?”

Carrian just let out a sigh, his face scrunching up in annoyance.

“I hope you grow older quickly. You’re far too young to be so old. A real child your age wouldn’t have come to that conclusion.”

Ezekiel felt his heart clench up as Carrian mentioned ‘real child’. He suspected that the Church might know something about his reincarnation, but this was the first time it’d just been brought up like this.

Sensing Ezekiel’s tension, Carrian just laughed.

“You didn’t think you were the first Void Mage to have strange reactions to Void Relics, did you? Messages from the Void, and knowledge that changes a person are known to us. They’ve happened in the past, and they may happen in the future. It’s how we know that times are likely to be changing.”

Ezekiel’s eyes widened. He knew that he wasn’t the first person sent here by Void relics due to the information he’d gotten from the Void Remnant, but hadn’t thought that anyone else was aware.

Apparently, he was wrong, and it was likely that the Church of Ten had interacted with his fellow transmigration and reincarnation at some point in the past. That, or some native Void Mages had their minds broken from the weight of the Ancient Void’s will that remained in his Relics.

“I think that’s enough for now.” Carrian said as he noticed Ezekiel lost in thought. “Tomorrow morning, you will head to Sanafalls’ City Hall. There, you will meet with Eugene, the guard you met yesterday, and follow his lead as they try to find that girl. Do what he says, and try not to fail, but don’t be worried if you do.”

Before Ezekiel could ask just what he meant, Carrian downed the rest of his drink before putting his cup away and returning to his paperwork.

“Off you go. Don’t just sit around.”

Ezekiel felt a cool hand press against him as Carrian made a shooing motion with his hand toward the door. He realized that Carrian had used his mana to make a vaporous hand that was nudging him out of the room.

“Gooday, Grand Scholar.” Ezekiel said as he pulled open the doors and left the room.

“Gooday, Ezekiel. Don’t forget to hand over that letter of introduction when you see Eugene.”

The doors closed with a soft bang as Ezekiel walked away.

“Well, that was weird. That was weird, right?” Shine was filled with confusion as they tried to figure out what had happened in that meeting.

“Yes, Shine, that was indeed weird.” Ezekiel replied.

Holding the box with his new robes in his hands, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder what was going to happen tomorrow. But he felt that, whatever did happen, for good or for ill, was likely to be interesting.



There was a fair bit of confusion the next day.

Neither Eugene, nor his fellow guards, had been expecting a kid to be the assistance sent to them by the Church of Ten. Let alone the kid that they had met the day before.

“Is this a joke?” Eugene asked, his gray eyes narrowed in wariness when Ezekiel reported to the Sanafalls City Hall. His similarly gray hair was disheveled, and it looked like he and his team had been up all night. He and four additional guards had been waiting for their Church representative, expecting to have a full Scholar to assist them on this endeavor, but apparently, they were wrong.

“I’m just as in the dark as you are right now. I don't even have any particularly good tracking skills, and I’m from the continent. I was literally told to come help you guys yesterday. As well as told to give you this letter of introduction.”

Ezekiel didn’t let Eugene and the other guards' words get to him. He was well aware of how strange this situation was, as well as how low their hopes had likely fallen.

Seeing the letter in Ezekiel’s hand, Eugene took it and ripped it open to read. As he continued to go through the contents, his face grew paler and paler before he reached the end. He then glanced at Ezekiel with a look of weariness.

“Captain, is there something wrong?” One of the other guards asked.

“Here.” Eugene said before handing the guard the letter. “Is it true? Are you really responsible for the destruction of a city sized Ancient Ruin?”

Hearing Eugene’s question, Ezekiel couldn’t help but cover his face in his hands, and sigh in annoyance as the other guards all looked at him with fear. It seemed like the Church was messing with both him, and the guards.

“It was the Void Remnant in the Ruin’s Temple of the Void that destroyed the city. All I did was talk to it after having to make my way through a Rot Den that the Remnant was keeping locked away.”

Ezekiel’s words weren’t at all comforting for Eugene or the other guards, who had also finished reading the letter by this point.

“Well, regardless, for some reason your... feats have made the Church of Ten feel like you deserve to be helping us on this mission. So, for now I’ll take their word for it.”

“Honestly, I think the fact that I’m the first ever natural Tier one Void Mage is more impressive.” Ezekiel said in an attempt to divert the guards’ attention from his exploits in the Ruins.

“Yes, that was mentioned as well. Regardless, perhaps you’ll have some insights on where our missing con-girl has hidden away at. For now, let’s head out.” Eugene said as he waved for his subordinates and Ezekiel to follow him out of the building.

Honestly, Ezekiel wasn’t sure anyone believed what Eugene was saying, not even himself, but he didn’t have anything else to do, and this was an official mission assigned to him by a Grand Scholar.

“Can I get a rundown of what you know so far? All I know from two days ago is that she’s a trained professional that knows the ins and outs of the business world, as well as apparently having a grudge against numerous shipping businesses, as well as having some still living family that, apparently, haven’t seen heads or tails of her. Not since well before her con-spree started.”

Eugene and the guards looked at Ezekiel in surprise. That was honestly more than they expected a kid to be aware of, and considering it was information he’d gotten via idle conversation, it seemed to them like Ezekiel was not the average young adolescent.

“What makes you say that her family hasn’t seen her?” Eugene asked.

“Well, if they had seen her recently, then you would probably have some leads since you mentioned going to see them two days ago, but it seems like there’s been no progress on that end.”

Hearing Ezekiel’s answer, Eugene felt like smacking himself for asking that question. It was obvious now that he thought of it.

Ezekiel, for his part, couldn’t help but feel like these guards were not the best at investigations. Especially since they all seemed to be just as surprised as Eugene had been at his answer.

“These guys aren’t all that bright, are they?” Shine asked from their place at Ezekiel’s side.

“I doubt that they’re stupid. They just don’t have training for this. I’m fairly certain they’re just patrolmen, so they’re not exactly detectives.” Ezekiel tried to give the guards the benefit of the doubt.

“Well, aside from the info you just listed, we know that she spends almost all of her time in the docks district, as well as time on some of the other islands, but only the three closest to the city. She doesn’t go to the islands on the other sides of Sanafalls. She’s also been inland a few times, but we don’t really have much information as to where exactly she’s gone. Other than that, there have been a few sightings of a girl of her description, but they’re sporadic, and not accurately recorded, with a number of conflicting answers from witnesses.”

Ezekiel waited for a few moments, expecting Eugene to further elaborate, or go into additional detail regarding the islands or inland portions of information, but he didn’t. So, Ezekiel moved on with the conversation.

“What’s the current plan? If you don’t mind me asking.” He asked as they got slightly further away from City Hall.

“Well, since we don’t currently have too many clues, we’ll need to split up to look around to see if anyone has seen her recently. She’s known for her presence in the Docks District, so we may as well start there.” Eugene explained his plan to Ezekiel and the rest of the guards.

Ezekiel only really saw one problem with that plan.

“You do know that, even with the uniform and badge, there’s no guarantee that the people here will take me seriously ifI start asking questions, right?”

Eugene just looked confused.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m eleven years old. Are people really going to take me seriously if I start asking them questions? Or just take the uniform at face value?”

“Of course, they will. The Church would never allow such artifacts to be seen in a charlatan’s hands. It’s happened once or twice before, and all said people were punished severely and removed from the island. Failure to follow the orders of anyone bearing such authority will be considered as not recognizing the Churches authority to aid in maintaining the peace.”

Eugene’s explanation was shocking. Ezekiel was totally unaware of just how revered the Church of Ten was in the Endless Archipelago. Back in the continent, they were basically just a research and advisory institution. Or, at least that’s what they presented themselves as. Now he wasn’t so sure.

“Either way, for now we’ll be splitting up to look for any hints of Sasha’s whereabouts recently. We’ll meet up at the fountain near the entrance to the warehouses in the south docks at half past noon.”

“Understood!” The guards all acknowledged their orders before heading off.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shake his head. He wasn’t sure what the best method for investigating was, but he was almost certain that this wasn’t it.

“Are we on our own right now? You don’t think Carrian will get mad at us if we mess up at this, will he?” Shine asked with a hint of worry in their mental voice.

“Yes, we are, and probably not. He did say not to worry if we failed after all.” Ezekiel mentally replied. “For now, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, we might as well go talk with Chester, seeing as he’s the most recent victim of Sasha’s cons.”

Destination chosen, Ezekiel reached into his Void Pouch and took out the voucher Chester had given to him previously. On it was an address for his business.



Given the fairly close proximity of the docks to City Hall, Ezekiel chose to walk to his destination, rather than catch a carriage. So it was roughly forty minutes later that he reached Chester’s Treasure Chest Transports.

Looking around the small pier with a couple of ships floating idly in the water, as well as several empty spaces where there likely should have been ships, Ezekiel was surprised at just how good a condition the business seemed to be in. Chester hadn’t given him the best impression and had seemed to be more like a gangster wannabe than a legitimate business owner.

Walking up to the open door with the large sign with the business’ name above it, Ezekiel pushed the door open, only to be greeted with the sound of a familiar voice calling out in anger.

“I don’t care if you have a complaint right now! Me and my guys are busy fixing a massive fuck up! If you want to argue that your ride was canceled, then come back another day!”

Chester’s voice was filled with fury and frustration, and as Ezekiel looked around the relatively spacious room, he saw and open office door off to the side of the waiting lobby. There was no one else in the building from what Ezekiel could tell, though it was possible that they were just out of sight.

“I’m not here for a ride, but I must say that this doesn’t speak well of your reliability. Especially if the voucher you gave me two days ago was supposed to be an apology.” Ezekiel’s voice was bland as he replied to Chester in a voice that was just as loud.

“I don’t like this guy. Is this really the only lead that we have right now?” Shine asked anxiously.

“I don’t like this either, but I think it’s better to start with what you know in these situations.”

Shine wasn’t exactly placated, but they acknowledged that Ezekiel was probably right.

A Rustling sound was heard as Chest put some things away before leaving his office.

As he exited the room, Ezekiel couldn’t help but reevaluate the man he had seen previously. Unlike before, when Chester was seen wearing fancy clothes that seemed over the top and extravagant, as well as gaudy rings that couldn’t have served a practical purpose other than to look gaudy, Chester was now dressed much more formally.

He still had his belly sticking out, but he was now dressed in a more business casual attire, with a button up shirt and slacks. White and black, respectively. As well, the rings and jewelry were gone, and he had on a pair of plain glasses that seemed to double as protective eyewear.

“You’re the kid from a couple days ago, aren’t you.” Chester gave Ezekiel a once over before sighing. He moved over to one of the waiting area’s chairs and slumped into the seat bonelessly.

“Are you here to deliver a judgment from the Church? If so, please place it in the box over there. I’ll get to it after I deal with all the other complaints and paperwork I’m having to deal with.”

Ezekiel looked over to where Chester had gestured, and noticed a large stack of incoming mail that was haphazardly filled with countless letters and documents.

“I’m not here for that. I’m here to find out if you have any additional information regarding Sasha and her whereabouts. The Church assigned me to assist with the guard’s investigation, but they didn’t have any more info for me.”

Chester looked up with a look of confusion and doubt. Before he could say anything, Ezekiel placed the badge he had been given onto the table. Chester immediately closed his mouth, and Ezekiel realized that Eugene’s words from earlier were indeed correct.

“What do you need to know?”

From there, Ezekiel went into a spree of questions regarding what Chester knew about Sasha, as well as whether or not he had any business dealings with her family, and what kind of information they had regarding their own investigations.

Apparently, Chester didn’t know much about Sasha, but one of his ex-subordinates did, having been friends with the girl growing up. Apparently, the boy had been a messenger for Chester’s business, but had quit when he found out that Sasha had conned them roughly a year ago.

From the boy, they had found out about most of her hangout spots, as well as where she lived with her family, and who else might be willing to help her if she needed it. Including several people that lived outside Sanafalls City, further inland in the villages.

He also found out that Chester’s business had been one of the ones commissioned by Sasha’s father’s Guild to ferry their Hunters to the location where they went on their last dive.

Chester wasn’t personally involved in the incident, but of the three ships he’d sent out, only one remained, and none of his crew had survived. He had lost a lot of money on that venture, and if it wasn’t for the guarantees made by the Guild, he likely would’ve gone bankrupt.

Looking over the information, Ezekiel started making a few connections, especially when he noticed that one of the areas that she apparently frequented was a spot with a high number of Spirits nearby. But he would raise that point when he met with Eugene.

“About your subordinate. Any chance you could give me some more information regarding his whereabouts? I’d like to ask him a few more questions.”

“Yeah. Here, I got his information with me. He still does odd jobs here and there, so it’s good to keep in contact with him, even if he doesn’t come into this area of the docks anymore.”

Ezekiel took note of the boy, whose name he learned was Murry, before thanking Chester and getting up to leave.

“Hey, before you go, Murray’s not in trouble, is he? It’s unfortunate that his rep got stained by Sasha, but he’s a good kid otherwise.”

Ezekiel looked at Chester, once again having to reevaluate the man.

“Honestly, I don’t think Murry is in trouble. If anything, he might be more useful than Sasha’s family, since apparently, he gave you more information that her family gave the guards. Even if the information is older.” Ezekiel said to reassure the man of Murry’s safety.

“How so?”

“Well, apparently, her family hasn’t seen or spoken to her since before she started conning people. No interaction whatsoever, from what they told the guards.”

Chester’s face grew shocked, and Ezekiel immediately focused his attention on the man.

“You know something?”

Chester paused for a minute, looking conflicted, then angry, before finally setting his face into a forced neutrality.

“The last time I spoke with Murry, he mentioned that he’d seen Sasha hanging around her old neighborhood. She was apparently leaving letters in her mother’s mailbox, as well as taking letters out.”

Chester’s explanation made Ezekiel feel confused. Eugene had already stated that her family hadn’t seen her since before she started committing crimes. Then it hit him; exchanging letters doesn’t involve seeing each other, nor speaking to one another. They could’ve easily used the same technical truths that he had when speaking to the guards.

“Thank you for the information. Have you confronted Sasha’s family?”

Chester looked affronted at Ezekiel’s question.

“You don’t involve third parties in personal business. It’ll be different if I get confirmation that her family is helping her, but I haven’t, and doing so would involve messing with a city ordered investigation. I might be a bit rougher than legal, but I’m not stupid enough to go against the city, or the Church.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding.

“Well then, I thank you for your time and answers. Hopefully we’ll get this settled soon, and your business can get back on its feet.”

Chester looked forlornly at the pile of messy letters and documents.

“Yeah, hopefully.”

Ezekiel decided that he had overstayed his welcome. With a final goodbye, he left the building calmly, before rushing away from the building.

Murray’s place wasn’t too far away from this area of the docks. If he hurried, he might be able to talk to him before he needed to meet up at the fountain.

            

    
        CH 66 (Book 2 Ch 4): Finding More Information

    
    
    
    
                The conversation with Murry was both helpful and informative. Helpful in that he was able to expand on a few of the comments that Chester had made regarding the information on Sasha, and informative since he had a few extra details regarding some places that she tended to hang out at before her current crime spree, as well as a few places that were apparently near and dear to her.

With these additional clues Ezekiel headed to the area where the fountain was supposed to be located. Stopping at one of the main streets, he looked towards the city hall area. There was a large clocktower there that told the time for most of the city.

The bell for noon had rung not long ago, but depending on exactly how much time was left before half-past he would need to potentially start running to get here in time.

Seeing that he only had about ten minutes left and was still a fair ways away from the warehouse area of the large dock district, he figured that it’d be best to make haste.

The roughly half an hour walk was completed in roughly five minutes, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel frustrated at the expenditure of mana.

“It absolutely sucks that improving one’s Step when it comes to magic is so dependent on not using one’s magic for long periods of time.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but internally complain at the thought of losing a few days’ worth of mana just to make it to the meeting point on time.

“Well, that’s why Hunters make faster progress than Mages, right? They have a Spirit whose mana is exchangeable with their own, allowing them to break through steps faster.” Shine wasn’t as frustrated at the lost mana as Ezekiel, but they hadn’t really had to do any large expenditures of mana before.

“Yeah, but that can only be done once a month, else the ‘Will’ that we have within the mana we absorb will accumulate, and the mana will become unusable for the recipient.” While Ezekiel was thankful for Shine’s encouragement, that didn’t mean that the situation wasn’t frustrating. “Not only that, but you can only share mana if you’re partner has less mana, at the time, than you. We learned that the painful way, remember?”

Shine rattled in their sheath, violently shuddering, as they remembered what had happened when they were experimenting with sharing mana with one another.

Ezekiel was able to share his mana easily enough, after a little bit of trial and error after experimenting with some of the mana sharing techniques that Ezekiel tried to imitate from his own imagery and ideas.

The image they settled on was one where they pictured two tanks, one was Ezekiel, the other was Shine, with a tube connecting the two tanks. Ezekiel’s tank was obviously more filled compared to Shine’s and it was simple for the mana in his tank to travel to Shine’s tank.

The opposite was not the same, however, and it resulted in a sudden backflow of mana as the connection was opened. Shine ended up suffering immense pain, which Ezekiel took the brunt of after opening his mind as much as possible to comfort Shine as best he could.

It was somewhat unexpected, as the techniques he’d looked through didn’t mention anything about a backlash occurring like it had with them, but then Ezekiel realized that he had forgotten one of the obvious issues with what he’d been imagining.

His magic worked off of physics, or the innate knowledge and instinctive understanding of physics unknown to him due to Shine’s being made of the Void.

This meant that the image of a tank with a higher amount of substance with it, and therefore higher pressure, would take significantly more force to fill with substance from a lower pressure tank.

He didn’t know why this wasn’t a problem that the techniques listed when he was researching a means of sharing their mana, but assumed it was due to weirdness of Void mana when compared to the other elements. As well as the fact that the images used didn’t involve things like physics in their intent.

Ezekiel was pulled from his thoughts as he entered the large open area surrounding the fountain that he was meeting the guards at. He quickly noticed that there were a number of large carts and carriages that were taking people and products to and from the expansive warehouses he could see past the fountain.

Standing around the fountain were the rest of the guards. They seemed to be waiting for Ezekiel, but he knew for a fact that there were at least a few minutes before the official time for them to meet up.

“I’m not late, am I?” Ezekiel asked as he made his way over to the guards.

The guards all shared a look before Eugene replied.

“Not really. We didn’t really have any leads, so we came here early to see if anyone had anything that could help. I followed up with Sasha’s aunt, while the others tried talking to some of the people in the district to see if anyone had seen her recently. No answers from anybody.” Eugene explained.

“Oh, well I found a few things that might be helpful.” Ezekiel said, hiding his disappointment at Eugene and the other guard’s inability to find many answers.

Eugene and the others perked up at Ezekiel’s words.

“Oh? What did you find?” Eugene asked.

“Well, I don’t know the city like you guys do, so I went and talked to the only person I knew that might have information, since you guys were kind of sparse on the details when we talked earlier. Anyway, Chester told me about Murry, who I’m assuming you guys know about?”

Eugene nodded his head in response.

“Yeah, we found out about Murry the first time Sasha got to Chester with a con. But that was a while ago. Did he have some new info?”

Ezekiel nodded.

“Yeah. I mentioned to Chester that you told me how Sasha’s family hadn’t seen or spoken to her since before she’d started doing crimes, but according to him, and Murry confirmed, Murray saw Sasha dropping off and taking letters out of her mother’s mailbox. Apparently, this happened not too long ago.”

Eugene looked confused and doubtful after hearing Ezekiel’s explanation.

“That shouldn’t be the case. Sasha’s mother is only a low Step Adept. She wouldn’t be able to lie to myself, nor the other guards that were there when we questioned her. She was quite clear when she told us that she hadn’t seen or spoken to Sasha in months.” Eugene said with a shake of his head.

“Did she specifically say, ‘seen or spoken too’? Because from what I know, exchanging letters doesn’t involve seeing or speaking to the person in question.” Ezekiel asked, hoping for clarification.

Eugene paused for a moment. Taking a second to think about it. Sasha’s mother had been very specific when answering questions. He could distinctly remember asking if she’d made contact with Sasha at any point recently, but she’d insisted that she hadn’t ‘seen’ or ‘spoken’ to her.

“It’s very rare that such a specific word choice is used to full the senses of a Mage who’s focusing on reading the truth from a person, especially when the Mage in question is trained, but with the use of specific words, as well as some emotional intensity, it would be easier than straight up lying, and harder to catch. How did you recognize something like this?”

Ezekiel smirked as he replied.

“Do you remember the letter of introduction you read this morning?” He asked.

“Yes.”

Taking a deep breath, he looked at Eugene.

“I swear to you right now. I did not blow up an Ancient Ruin.” Ezekiel declared with a steady tone of voice and an intense gaze.

Eugene, who’d been focusing on Ezekiel, widened his eyes in surprise. He could tell for a fact that Ezekiel hadn’t said a single lie. But before he could say anything, Ezekiel continued

“I swear to you now. The Ruins were destroyed because I was there.”

If Ezekiel’s first statement was enough to surprise Eugene, the second one had him shocked, and he nearly took a step back at the sheer truth that he’d heard in Ezekiel’s voice.

“I noticed due to experience, Captain Eugene. Nothing more. That said, perhaps we should pay a visit to Sasha’s mother one more time, before we proceed with anything else?”

Ezekiel phrased his suggestion as a question to soften the blows he had just dealt to the guard captain, who was now staring at him with a much wearier look on his face.

“That’s not a horrible idea. We’ll certainly be able to find more clues if we request specific answers that are not potentially misleading. Ladies and Gentlemen!” Eugene’s voice sharpened as he spoke to his team. “Let’s go speak with Mrs. Melen one more time.”

The rest of the guards nodded their heads before they all set out to speak with Sasha’s mother once again. This time, they would get some appropriate and helpful answers.



The group of six slowly approached a house located at the edge of the docks district. Connected to it was what looked like smithy, and a small storefront was apparently attached to the side. In front of which was a large window and bench.

As they approached, Ezekiel noticed a woman with brown hair and eyes carrying what looked to be a box filled with a large number of tools from the smithy to the store. She greatly resembled Sasha, but was slightly taller, and looked more world weary than the younger girl had been.

Noticing the approaching guards, she stopped and glared at them before putting the box down and stepped forward to confront them.

“Well, what do you want? I know you’re here to talk to me again, and all I have to say to you is that I haven’t seen or spoken to my daughter once since she left home a couple months ago.” Mrs. Melen said as she crossed her arms in frustration.

The guards took a moment to spread out around her, just in case things became violent, which started to draw some attention from the people around them and the people in the store.

“That’s nice Mrs. Melen. Have you exchanged any letters with her, perhaps?” Eugene asked with a flat and toneless voice.

Ezekiel wanted to facepalm with how blunt the guard was being. But a part of him understood that they were likely tired and frustrated at how long and difficult this investigation was.

Worst of all, however, was the fact that Eugene’s bluntness was apparently working, as Mrs. Melen visibly flinched at Eugene’s question.

“I told you-”

“Yes or no. Have you been exchanging letters with your daughter? A criminal of the city of Sanafalls.” Eugene’s voice had no patience in it as he demanded an answer that Mrs. Melen could redirect from.

“I- I don’t- You can’t just-” Mrs. Men's attitude took an abrupt turn, as she came to realize that her redirects weren’t going to work this time.

By this point even the other guards had caught onto the fact that Mrs. Melen had been misleading them in their previous interactions. Two in particular looked very angry, and Ezekiel assumed that they were likely the ones that Eugene had come here with previously.

As Mrs. Melen continued to bluster in an attempt to not actually answer Eugene’s question, another figure exited from the store, this man had red hair and eyes. Given that the brightness of the red was beyond what Ezekiel knew to be natural, even in this world, he figured that this man must be a Tier three Mage.

“What’s going on here? Eugene! You’re not bothering the poor woman again, are you?” The Flame Mage asked with a gruff and accusing tone.

“Yes, they are! They’re asking me the same questions over and over again, and they won’t leave me alone!” Mrs. Melen exclaimed as she dashed over to the man’s side.

“First of all, that’s a lie, and second of all, Norn, I understand that you want to protect your employee and friend, but I have one question that I want answered. All she has to do is say yes or no. That’s it.” Eugene explained as he approached the Flame Mage.

Sighing, Norn turned to Mrs. Melen and gestured toward Eugene.

“Just answer the question. Then we can all get back to work.” Norn said in the hopes of encouraging Mrs. Melen.

“To reiterate, have you been exchanging letters with your daughter? Yes or no.” Eugene asked once again.

For a second, Ezekiel had thought that Norn was on their side, and would further encourage Mrs. Melen to answer the question. However, focused as he was on Norn and Mrs. Melen, he was able to see something that Eugene missed, as he was standing behind Norn, rather than off to the side like Ezekiel was.

Norn’s eyes narrowed as soon as he heard Eugene’s question.

“He knows something. He might be the one protecting Sasha, not just her mother.” Ezekiel’s thoughts started racing as he realized that they were in a precarious predicament.

“Ezekiel! Behind you, and off to the side!” Shine’s voice echoed through Ezekiel’s mind with panic and haste.

Glancing out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel saw a couple of men standing at the edges of an alley. They weren’t obviously armed, but they were tense, and likely preparing to attack if Eugene and the rest of the guards pushed too far.

Taking a chance, Ezekiel turned to look over his shoulder, and saw that there was another group of about three or four people, spread throughout the street, that were watching the events with great interest.

However, something he noticed about this group of people was that each of them was wearing a Guild sash. One with a ship that was broken in half emblazoned on it.

“Now, that’s a question that’s a little bit different than the ones you were asking before. Mind if I ask why the change of pace?” Norn’s question brough Ezekiel's attention back to him.

Looking more closely at the man, he realized that Norn had a large hammer attached to a loop on his hip. Ezekiel realized that the smithing hammer would make for a very good weapon if things came to a fight.

Luckily, Eugene also seemed to notice, as he subtly waved at Ezekiel to call him off. Which was a good thing, as he was slowly reaching for Shine, and was more than prepared to draw weapons if needed.

“It was simply brought to our attention that the previous answers given by Mrs. Melen were very open to interpretation. We simply wished to ask a more specific question, per the suggestion of our Church granted assistant.” At this, Eugene nodded towards Ezekiel, who brought out and held up his official badge.

Norn winced and glared upon seeing the badge, having originally written off Ezekiel’s presence as an aid, rather than an official representative, who actually had the authority to bring matters directly to the Church.

Even the men off to the side and behind him seemed to be hesitating slightly. Drawing back a bit from their intense focus from before.

“I thought the Church didn’t interfere in the lives of civilians?” Norn mildly asked, attempting to throw Ezekiel and the guards off for a little while longer.

Realizing that acting like a kind and helpful person wasn’t going to be of any use right now, Ezekiel hid his emotions and acted like he didn’t care.

“We’re not interfering with anything. Merely providing assistance and suggestions to the legal authorities of Sanafalls.” Ezekiel said in an equally mild, but somewhat mocking tone.

“Ooh. Nice argument, Ezekiel. Now they can’t get angry at us for doing our job!” Shine ecstatically exclaimed.

“So, if we refuse to answer, then you won’t be doing anything?” Norn inquired, raising his eyebrow as if to challenge Ezekiel’s authority.

“These people are really asking for it.” Ezekiel thought to himself and Shine as he stared back with a neutral expression.

He had found that, after facing the bigotry and intent of the Scholars and Acolytes at the Cathedral these past six months, he was finding it easier and easier to school his expressions when facing those of higher Tiers.

“Of course. Although, all that I have seen and observed will be reported to the Church, including any and all efforts to dodge questions, as well as the presence of Guild members and outside parties that are actually interfering in an official investigation. Should things turn out for the worst, wanted posters and bounties may even be requested for any and all criminals involved.”

Mrs. Melen’s face grew fearful, while Norn’s grew angry.

“Was that a threat?” Norn asked as he rested his hand on his hammer.

“Norn.” Eugene raised his voice, warning Norn not to go too far. “Ezekiel, I think that’s enough.”

“What? I’m not threatening anybody. I’m stating a fact. If it turns out that the criminal, Sasha Melen, is apparently receiving outside assistance, or worse threatening her family with blackmail, then it only makes sense that such a vile monster would be given bounty, and her family would be given protection. To ensure that they are safe, of course.”

Norn grit his teeth while Mrs. Melen paled at the thought of her daughter getting an official bounty.

Hearing Ezekiel’s words, Eugene smirked. Threatening Sasha at this point was likely a better option, as she was an actual criminal, and Norn and the rest couldn’t help much more, since they had presented their intentions as those of helpers and protectors rather than interrogators.

“Mrs. Melen, our only desire is to find Sasha before any of the more, unreputable groups in the city get her first. We can’t do that if you keep hiding things from us.” Eugene said in an attempt to further coax her into answering.

Seemingly giving in, Mrs. Melen opened her mouth to answer.

“She sent me a letter.”

“Sandra!” Norn called out. Mrs. Melen ignored him.

“It wasn’t anything important. She just said she was sorry, and that she wouldn’t be coming home anytime soon. That she was going to be heading inland after she dealt with one or two more things in the docks. That was all.”

Norn looked to the side, and Ezekiel looked behind himself; they quickly noticed that the Guild members with the broken ship emblems had disappeared from the street. The two men at the alleyway across from the smithy were still there, but they seemed concerned.

“Up and to the side. There’s a couple of birds still watching us. Down and to the left, there’s a cat that’s staring too.” Shine pointed out a few of the remaining watchers that had stayed behind when the men had left.

Glancing in those directions, Ezekiel mentally cursed at the fact that they’d helped potential enemies.

“Ancients dammit!” Norn exclaimed, as he too noticed the Guild members had left. Eugene also had a concerned look on his face.

“What? What’s going on?” Sandra, Mrs. Melen looked around, confused.

“Those weren’t your men?” Eugene asked Norn.

“Of course not. Those were men that were looking for Sasha! I’ve been trying to keep Sandra safe myself for the past few weeks, they’re the ones that got Sasha making cons. They’re Hull Breakers.” Norn had a look of helplessness on his face as he moved to slump down onto the bench in front of his store. Sandra started to look faint, but her stubbornness forced her to stay standing.

“The Hull Breakers? That group of pirates!” Eugene nearly shouted in fury. “You’ve been dealing with those scumbags, and you haven’t brought this to the city guard of the Church?”

“They wear their sashes in the open. The city guard is aware of their presence, and so long as they don’t mess with Sanafalls’ ships the city doesn’t care.” Norn said in a deadpan voice.

Eugene looked like he wanted to dispute this, but he realized that Norn was right. The men that had been keeping watch were wearing their sashes in the open. He just hadn’t gotten a good look at their emblems since he’d been focusing on Sandra and Norn.

“Dammit! I’m assuming they came after her because Zeph made some deals before his final dive, right?” Eugene asked.

Hearing the new name, Ezekiel assumed they were talking about Sasha’s father.

“Yeah. Most of the debts have been paid off, but a few of them didn’t want money.” Norn didn’t go much further into details regarding what they wanted. But Ezekiel and the rest assumed the worst.

As Eugene and Norn started arguing, and Sandra grew more and more worried, Ezekiel was having a discussion of his own.

“Ezekiel, we have to help her!” Shine declared after hearing what Norn was saying.

“I don’t disagree, but that won’t be easy.” Ezekiel replied as he thought of a way to get more info from Sandra, without having it leaked to the Hull Breakers, or anyone else for that matter.

“Have her hold me!” Shine said. “I might be able to talk to her if she channels mana into me.”

“Where did that idea come from?”

“Well, it’s what happened when you channeled mana into me the first time, remember?”

“She has a completely different element than us! And I’m also bonded to you with my soul. She isn’t.”

“Well, yeah, but my body isn’t made of Mana like other Spirits, so the difference in mana type won’t destabilize me like it would with other Spirits.”

“That’s not how it works, or humans would also be able to absorb mana of different types.”

“Fine. Don’t have her channel mana, just let her hold me. I still think I can talk to her.”

“How?!”

“Instinct!”

Hearing Shine’s less than stellar reason and argument, Ezekiel desperately wanted to say no, but a part of him remembered what the Void Remnant said to him before. About how a Void Spirit, like other Spirits, would instinctively know how to use the Void, in ways that he simply wouldn’t.

“Fine. But you will not absorb her mana.” Ezekiel reluctantly agreed to have Sandra try to talk to Shine.

Drawing his sword, Ezekiel held Shine’s body horizontally in front of him and approached Sandra, who was standing in the doorway to the store of the smithy.

Eugene and Norn looked toward him, concerned, and wondering what he was going to do.

“Ezekiel-” “Kid!”

“Mrs. Melen!” Ezekiel’s exclamation cut off both Eugene and Norn from how intense his voice was. The air rippled as he allowed a bit of mana to leak out.

This was surprising to Eugene and Norn for several reasons. First, neither was actually aware of what Ezekiel's element was, but had no idea it was Void, as his eyes didn’t reflect it unless he was channeling his mana. Secondly, neither had felt the buildup of mana that would usually be needed to use magic. Given that Ezekiel channeled his mana entirely internally, this was understandable.

“Mrs. Melen. Please place your hand on this sword and answer any questions as truthfully as possible. Yes, we wish to apprehend your daughter for her crimes, but now we also wish to save her. Let us do that. Help us, do that.” Ezekiel’s voice was almost pleading as he spoke. Far different from the uncaring front he was projecting earlier.

Looking at Ezekiel’s face, and sensing the truth in his words, Sandra placed her hand on the sword.

“Hello there!”

“Ah!” She immediately drew back as Shine’s voice echoed through both her and Ezekiel’s mind.

“You can hear them. Good.” Ezekiel said as he felt relief that Shine’s ridiculous plan worked.

Sandra looked confused, as did Eugene and Norn, as they hadn’t heard anything.

“What did you do?” Norn demanded as he stood up from the bench.

“I’m talking to her using a means that cannot be overheard by Hunters with Spirits that are no doubt listening in. We need information, and we need it fast, if we want to get Sasha before they do.”

Norn and Eugene looked around, Ezekiel flicked a rock at the cat who was watching from the corner, channeling mana as he did. The flare of mana as it defended itself drew Norn and Eugene’s attention, but all they saw was the cat’s tail as it ran away.

“There’s more than just that one. But we won’t be able to chase them all away. Mrs. Melen, please talk to the sword.” Ezekiel insisted once again.

Sandra placed her hand on the sword once again, bracing herself for Shine’s voice.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t think it would surprise you that much.” Shine apologized for scaring her.

“Focus!”

“Mrs. Melen, can you tell us where Sasha might be hiding? Or better yet, can you tell us where she went?”

“Still hesitant, but more willing to answer now that she knew her daughter was in actual danger, Sandra was willing to answer the question, and told the two of them exactly what they needed to know.

“Outside the city, to the northeast, there’s a tunnel system that leads further inland. I used to go there when I was a child, and mapped a path to get away if things ever went bad for me. That’s what was in the last letter I sent her. The exit is beneath the maple tree grove outside the village of Oxren. It takes roughly three days to get there using the tunnels. I’m not certain where she’ll go after that.”

After giving the information, Ezekiel thought about some of the places that Murry had told him about. One of which was a cabin that Zeph, Sasha’s father, had taken them to that wasn’t far from Oxren, built not far from a waterfall that fed into a small lake.

It was a place that her father had been building as a surprise for her mother. One that Sasha, Murry, and Murry’s father were helping build as a surprise for Sasha and Murry’s mothers. Apparently, it still wasn’t finished, and likely never would be.

With those thoughts in mind, Ezekiel thanked Sandra for the info before turning to Eugene.

“Can we keep them safe?” He asked, gesturing to Sandra and Norn.

“Mort, Teri, Bruce!” Eugene called out.

“Sir!” Three of the guards, two men and one woman, saluted and approached.

“Stay here with Norn and Sandra. Keep them safe, and only allow people in who Norn says are okay to enter. He seems to know who to trust, as well as having his own little posse for protection.”

Norn snorted at Eugene’s words but looked thankful for the assistance.

“We’ll be returning to City Hall to regroup. Ezekiel!” Eugene called out, grabbing Ezekiel’s attention.

“Yes?”

Eugene paused for a minute, as if he couldn’t believe that Ezekiel had actually been of any help.

“... Thank you for the assistance. I assume that you have the information we need?”

“Yes. But we shouldn’t talk here.” Ezekiel said as he glanced at the birds that were still watching them closely.

“Agreed. We’ll talk when we get to City Hall. Let’s go.”

With those final words said, Ezekiel and the two remaining guards followed behind Eugene toward city hall. Their investigation was nearing its end.

            

    
        CH 67 (Book 2 Ch 5): Unexpected Helpers

    
    
    
    
                It took little time for Ezekiel and the guards to make their way back to City Hall where they immediately made their way to the guard’s barracks. Eugene tried to make his way to his superior’s office but given the number of people waiting for the same thing, they ended up waiting for nearly an hour.

As he sat with the rest of the guards, Ezekiel could only wish that there was a better way of communication for circumstances like this. That way they wouldn’t have to run back and forth to inform people of anything and everything.

Hunters had it easier, as they had Spirits that could help them carry messages back and forth. But outside of that, you either had to pay a high price for mail or have a messenger on call to help you whenever necessary. Neither of which Ezekiel had access to, and Shine wasn’t able to move around on their own, being bound to Ezekiel’s sword as they were.

“Sorry...” Shine said sadly in the back of Ezekiel’s head.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. You are a brand-new existence, and it only makes sense that there are things you can and cannot do. For instance, you and I can communicate over large distances without touching. Most Hunters need to be fairly close to one another in order to communicate directly like this.”

Ezekiel’s words, whilst entirely true, only partially helped to lift Shine’s spirits.

“Tell you what,” Ezekiel continued, “after this job is finished, we’ll start working on figuring out what you can do. I mean what abilities you have, not just how well quickly we can get you to a higher Step of Mana. Okay?”

“That sounds fun! Thank you!” Shine perked up considerably at the thought of doing more magic.

“You’re welcome.”

Just as Ezekiel finished speaking to Shine, Eugene popped his head out from the office he had entered while Ezekiel wasn’t paying attention.

“Ezekiel, you need to get in here.” Eugene said as he called out to Ezekiel. “The guard Chief wishes to speak with you.”

Ezekiel stood up, waving to the two guards that had come back with them.

Entering into the office, and allowing the door to close behind him, Ezekiel saw three people besides Eugene sitting in the office. One was behind the desk on the far side of the room. Ezekiel figured this was the Chief, and the name plate with ‘Chief Alfred Renning’ supported this assumption.

The Chief was an older bald man with bright brown eyes and stern countenance, and while he didn’t have any hair on his head, he knew that there was no way the guard Chief would be a lower Tier than a guard Captain, so he felt it was safe to assume that the Chief was also at least Tier three.

Seated at a small coffee table that was somewhat off to the side, on a couch that did not look comfortable, were two other people that Ezekiel was surprised to see.

One was a representative of the city, more specifically, from what Ezekiel could tell from the medal indicating her position that was on her uniform, she was the district leader of the dock district administration, the branch of Sanafalls’ government in charge of the dock district. The only person higher up than her in the government was the Ruler of Sanafalls.

Ezekiel didn’t know her name, but she was wearing a flattering dress that Ezekiel thought clashed with his idea of your stereotypical dock worker, even if she was a government administrator. Her hair was blue, which was extremely common for Sanafalls, indicating she was also at least Tier three.

Sitting next to her, however, was someone that Ezekiel was able to recognize right away.

“Grand Scholar Carrian!” Ezekiel found himself speaking in shock at the presence of the Tier four Grand Scholar. He had not been expecting to be seeing the Grand Scholar for at least another day or two, when he expected the mission would be finished.

Carrian didn’t say anything, merely sipping his tea as he raised an eyebrow at Ezekiel, glancing to the side, where Alfred, the guard Chief, was waiting patiently for him to approach. Sitting next to Carrian, the dock district administrator also sipped her tea, seemingly ignoring Ezekiel for now.

As Ezekiel approached the desk, the guard chief looked him over, and seemed to be distinctly unimpressed at what he saw.

“So, you’re the new exile. Well, you don’t look like much, but apparently, you’re somewhat useful, and no-one that gets kicked out from the Empire is ever sent here for a good reason. Now, Eugene here says you found information that would lead us to our current pain-in-the-ass miscreant. The one that’s been conning half the businesses in the dock district. What is it, and how did you get it?”

Ezekiel took a moment to explain what had happened, from his initial idea of Sasha’s mother using words that were true but were able to be interpreted in ways that sidestepped any questioning unless the question was more specific, all the way up to him asking Sandra to telepathically speak to him via his sword.

“You spoke to her with your sword! How did you do that?” Alfred asked incredulously.

To the side, the district leader and Carrian were now intently focusing on Ezekiel as well. Carrian with a bit of frustration, and the district leader with curiosity.

“I am a Void Mage, and the son of a Legendary Hunter who is also a Master Enchantress. Working with the Harkem Grand Cathedral also resulted in a breakthrough with Void Magic. Hence, my sword, when mixed with my own abilities, can let me speak to those who touch it much like I’ve been told how Hunters speak to their Spirits.”

A part of Ezekiel wanted to pat himself on the back for that explanation. It clearly expressed the truth, without telling a single lie, but also had enough details in it that he felt that no one would question his answer. All while not once mentioning that he had a Spirit of his own.

For their part, the other occupants of the room looked flabbergasted and relieved, with Carrian being the one to look relieved. The second Ezekiel mentioned using his sword to get answers, he was somewhat furious at the fact that Ezekiel had, seemingly, broken the Grand Scholars’ instructions to keep Shine a secret. He was happy to find out that that was not the case, and internally excited to find out more of Shine’s abilities moving forward.

Alfred, Eugene, and the district administrator couldn’t help but look toward Carrian for confirmation, to which he nodded his head.

“If that is indeed the case, then please tell us what Sandra told you.” Alfred requested.

Ezekiel complied, and a contemplative look crossed Alfred’s face.

“Things are becoming more complicated. The fact that the Hull Breakers are involved means that we may see more conflicts happening on the water soon.” The Chief couldn’t help muttering under his breath as he rubbed the sides of his head.

“I don’t see what the big deal is. Just let those pirates take her and be done with it.” The district leader said after she composed herself.

“We can’t do that, Milicent. We have specifically been requested by numerous businesses, and the Guilds with ties to the Depth Divers to bring her in. She’ll work off her debt to the city, not just die to a bunch of scumbags who need to be put down themselves.” Alfred’s voice was tired and exasperated.

Ezekiel felt like this was an ongoing argument with them.

“Well, I came here to tell you that the dock district will no longer be requesting your involvement. Especially if the little bitch has left the city. However, I would like to know a bit more about you, Mister Ezekiel. Perhaps we might be able to discuss your future in this city in more depth later on.”

Milicent’s reply and request were utterly ignored, and Ezekiel went so far as to roll his eyes at her, having no desire to involve himself with such a selfish and greedy woman. Not once since his explanation was finished had she taken her eyes off Ezekiel’s sword, and he wasn’t about to let such a woman anywhere near Shine’s body.

“As a ward of the Church of Ten, I will defer to their judgment regarding such matters. Currently, however, I believe that my time is best spent working at, and with, the Church’s Scholars.” Ezekiel said in a bland tone of voice.

“Yeah! You tell her! She’s not getting her hands anywhere near me!” Shine’s determined voice echoed in Ezekiel’s head.

For a moment, Milicent had an awful expression on her face. Like she wanted to strike Ezekiel down right then and there, but the look was gone so fast that Ezekiel started having second thoughts as to whether or not it was actually there.

“You saw it. That lady is scary.” Shine reassured Ezekiel. They had seen her awful look as well.

“Well, regardless of your decision, I need to be off. Alfred; anymore steps from here on out are on your head. The docks will not be involved any further than this.” Milicent said with a phony smile plastered on her face as she stood up and left the office.

The remaining occupants watched her leave, closing the door behind her and collectively sighing in relief that she was gone.

“Ezekiel.” Carrian called out to grab Ezekiel’s attention. “I don’t care what you have to do in the future, but no matter what, you must not agree to work for that woman at any point during your time here in Sanafalls. Understood?”

“Yes.” Ezekiel said in all seriousness.

Carrian nodded his head when he saw that Ezekiel fully understood what he was trying to get at.

“So, what happens now?” Ezekiel asked after a moment of silence.

“For you, nothing. Eugene and the guards he brought back will return to provide some discrete protection against anyone that might be coming after Sandra, but other than that, the wronged parties have rescinded their demands for the arrest of Sasha Melen, and the dock district administration will not support any additional manpower being put into this endeavor.” Alfred’s tone was flat and to the point.

Neither Ezekiel nor Shine agreed with what was being said, however, but they didn’t speak up, knowing that it wasn’t their place to dictate the way the city guards operated.

Carrian, noticing Ezekiel's frustrated emotion, decided to throw Ezekiel a bone.

“Ezekiel, perhaps you might want to take a few days off. Cool your head for a while. You’ve done quite a bit for your first official mission. Especially since it was thrown onto you out of nowhere.”

“Wait, what-”

“Maybe you could go find some people you could work with moving forward. Make some additional contacts in the city. As disgusting and stupid as they are, the Hull Breakers and other pirate Guilds won’t be willing to act against the Church of Ten. Not directly. So, you should be safe to wander the city on your own, maybe find some treasure chests to add to your nonexistent possessions. Just don’t stay out for too long. I’ll need to look for you myself if you do.”

Carrian continued speaking, acting as if he hadn’t heard Alfred’s quiet exclamation.

Ezekiel wasn’t certain of it, but he was starting to believe that Carrian wanted him to go save Sasha and get help doing so. But he didn’t know how he’d be able to do so. It was likely that the pirates looking for Sasha were at least Tier two, and there was no way he’d survive fighting them on his own.

“Chester! He’s telling us that we should look for help from Chester!” Shine exclaimed as they pondered with Ezekiel over Carrian’s words.

Ezekiel kept his face neutral as he replied to Carrian.

“If that is what you suggest I do, then I’ll do that. I’ll report back to you when I return to the Cathedral.”

“See that you do, but take your time, and do what you need to do first.” Carrian stated.

Ezekiel gave Eugene and Alfred a wave goodbye before leaving the office. He had transportation to arrange. One that hopefully wouldn’t get violent when they reached their destination.



It was midafternoon when Ezekiel arrived at Chester’s business, and he was surprised to see that the previously barren building was filled with a number of people who all seemed to be dressed in tidy uniforms with a pin shaped like a treasure chest on a dingy attached to their lapels.

Entering the building, Ezekiel caught the eye of Chester, who seemed to be talking to one of his subordinates. The man sighed before finishing up his conversation and gesturing for Ezekiel to follow him into his office.

Taking a seat when he entered the office, Chester got right to the point.

“Alright, kid, what do you want this time? Can’t you see I’ve got a business to try and run? I’m already in the red thanks to that little bitch, and you coming by and asking questions isn’t helping.”

Ezekiel could tell that Chester was growing exhausted, but he hoped that the man would still be willing to help him. As gruff and violent as he seemed to be, he hoped that he wouldn’t go too far when Ezekiel started talking.

“Milicent, the lady in charge of the dock district’s administration has called off the search for Sasha, citing that they will no longer be putting any efforts towards a pointless endeavor.”

“WHAT!?” Chester’s loud exclamation practically caused the walls to shake.

“Impressive.” Shine muttered in awe.

“Not now.” Ezekiel chided.

“Why the hell would she do that?! I know for a fact that the majority of the businesses in the docks still want Sasha caught so she can pay her debts properly!” Chester seemed to be on the edge of punching something as the veins in his neck started popping from anger.

“Apparently she decided that, since the Hull Breakers are after her, that there’s no need to continue hunting for her.” Ezekiel said as calmly as he could.

Chester stilled at Ezekiel’s explanation.

“The Hull Breakers? Those pirates are involved?”

“Yes. Apparently, they’ve been looking for her as well, but not for the same reasons as you and the other businesses. According to Norn, they’re the ones that got her into the conning business.”

Chester slumped into his chair, shocked at this revelation.

“... Well, at least I wasn’t conned by just some kid. If the Hull Breakers are involved, then that would explain where she got the resources to trick as many people as she did.”

There was a beat of silence as Chester and Ezekiel sat quietly, digesting the information.

“Why are you here, kid?” Chester finally asked.

“I found out where Sasha’s headed, and she should be arriving there sometime tomorrow. I’m hoping that you and your group might be able to help me catch her, since the guards can’t do anything.”

Chester raised a questioning eyebrow at Ezekiel’s request.

“What makes you think that we would help you with this? Why shouldn’t I just leave things be?” Chester asked in a disinterested tone. But Ezekiel and Shine could both tell that there seemed to be a hint of desire hidden beneath the surface.

“I have this, and besides, you still want Sasha to pay, don’t you? She can’t do that if she’s dead or conscripted by pirates.” Ezekiel said as he reached into his Void Pouch.

A small voucher was pulled out. The one that Chester had given him two days ago, guaranteeing one to and from transportation.

“This voucher guarantees transportation of myself and my cargo to and from one single location of my choice. However, if you’ll notice, it doesn’t specify that the transportation needs to be a boat. I want you, and a crew, to take me to a specific place, inland and help me return some cargo that will be there when we arrive. As it is, I need you to get me to Oxren by noon tomorrow.”

Ezekiel wasn’t sure that the time he had given was feasible, nor was he certain that he’d get there in time to catch Sasha, but he knew that, given the timeframe provided by Sandra, Sasha would likely be arriving at Oxren sometime in the afternoon tomorrow, given the time she would’ve gotten to the entrance to the caves outside of Sanafalls two days ago.

From what little he knew of the nearby geography; his request shouldn’t have been too extraordinary. It wasn’t like they were going to be traveling blind through a maze of caves and tunnels after all. From what he understood, traveling by horseback and cart should also be faster too.

Looking at the voucher held in Ezekiel’s hand, Chester couldn’t help but let out a loud belly shaking laugh. It was nearly as loud as his previous angry yell, but nowhere near as threatening.

“You’re not too bad, kid. If we take the few carts we have and travel at a faster pace, we should be able to get to Oxren within a few hours. It's the closest village to Sanafalls after all. But before I agree to this, anything else I should know?”

Ezekiel took a moment to think, and as he recalled his interaction in the chief’s office, he thought of something that he hoped was wrong.

“The Hull Breakers might have the information regarding the location already. They should only know where the caves Sasha ran to are located, but Milicent gave me some utterly awful feelings when I spoke to her. She might’ve let the information leak, so we should be prepared, just in case we meet some pirates.” Ezekiel explained with a look of worry on his face.

“Heh. The fact that you noticed something wrong with Milicent means you really are a smart one. But the thing about pirates is that they’re specialized at sea battles. Not only that, but since they only copy Guilds when it comes to symbols and groupings, not all of them are actually Hunters. I’ll get my guys, and a few others that I know I can trust, and we’ll set out in the morning.” Chester declared.

Ezekiel was happy to hear that Chester was going to help him, but he was worried that leaving in the morning would be too late.

“Is there any way we can head out tonight? The longer we wait, the more horrible the outcome is likely to be.” Ezekiel inquired with worry.

Chester pondered over things for a moment, but ultimately shook his head negatively.

“Sorry, kid, the earliest we can set out properly is at sunrise tomorrow. Even then, that’ll be pushing it. We’re not getting paid for this transport after all.” Chester threw a look at Ezekiel with a greedy glint in his eyes.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel didn’t have anything he was willing to provide as payment, or collateral. Not for something like this. He wanted to capture Sasha and save her from whatever fate the Hull Breakers had in store for her, but he knew he couldn’t let his current goal give him any more tunnel vision than it already had.

But it still stung to know that he was risking failure due to time constraints.

“... No. Sorry. I don’t have anything to pay you with right now.” Ezekiel said in a slightly morose tone. He couldn’t help but feel frustration at the situation. A feeling mirrored by Shine, who silently promised to themself that they would work on getting stronger with Ezekiel.

“In that case, you’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Meet here just before sunrise, and we’ll head out at first light. Now, if there’s nothing else, I got people to gather, and carts to get ready.” Chester said as he stood up, holding the door open to let Ezekiel out.

“Understood. I’ll see you tomorrow. Thank you.”

Ezekiel gave his thanks before leaving the building, he refused to let himself continue to be discouraged. Tomorrow he would set out to capture Sasha, and see some pirates were dealt with. He just had to be patient for now.



Even though it was only one night, Ezekiel found himself quite anxious, and was only able to get any sleep after spending some time meditating with Shine. It took some time, but they managed to get Shine to almost halfway to the next Step, though they knew that it was likely that all that work would be wasted if they ended up fighting later that day.

Regardless, the time they spent also gave them the opportunity to plan things out for themselves. As much as they wanted to complete this mission, even if it had ‘officially’ been canceled, they knew that throwing away their life for a stranger was pointless.

“No one’s going to die today! We’ll save and capture Sasha and prove that we deserve the responsibilities of being a Church affiliate!” 

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit more confident at Shine’s exclamation. A part of him shared in Shine’s enthusiasm, but another, larger, part also couldn’t help but pray that Shine wasn’t going to be disappointed. After all, if the Guilds and Church didn’t simply wipe out the various pirate groups, that meant that they were still dangerous, and possibly backed by powerful even more powerful people.

Arriving just before sunrise, Ezekiel saw that there were over a dozen men and women that were standing around outside of Chester’s business. Some wore pins that marked them as Chester’s subordinates, while others wore pins from other businesses and groups.

From what he could tell, there were even a couple of Tier threes, if the bright blue, violet, and green hair weren’t enough for him to tell. All three were speaking with Chester and seemed to be listening to him plan things out for them.

Ezekiel was somewhat surprised, as his experience in Harkem indicated that one’s Tier defines their authority. Something that clearly wasn’t the case in this situation.

“Ah, here comes the kid now!” Chester said as Ezekiel got closer. “Kid, these are some of the helpers that’ll be with us to make sure that things go according to plan when we get to Oxren. They should be enough to handle almost any adversaries we may run into.”

Ezekiel said nothing as he approached. Walking up to the three Tier threes, Ezekiel noticed that the three experts didn’t have any visible Spirits with them, but it seemed like one or two of the Tier twos did, if the brightly colored animals were any indication.

However, as he took a moment to get a better look at his surroundings, Ezekiel glanced up briefly, and after channeling some mana into his eyes, saw a few figures flying in circles well above the group of people.

Looking back at the Tier threes, they all seemed to be somewhat impressed as they realized that Ezekiel had noticed their Spirits flying some distance above them.

“Looks like the kid deserves to wear those robes after all.” The violet haired woman said with a cocky smirk on her face. “The name’s Casey. I’ll be running scout for this job. Nice to meet ya, little scholar.”

“Tori. I’ll be making sure none of us run into any complications to our health during this job.” The woman with green hair said in a quiet voice.

“Kurt. I’ll be the main guard for this job. So, stay behind me, and don’t get involved in the fight if you can help it. Understood?” Kurt was much less playful than Casey, and far more blunt than Tori. Ezekiel knew he wasn’t being specifically rude or dismissive, but he still bristled slightly at his treatment.

“We should teach that guy a lesson!” Shine exclaimed. “We aren’t helpless after all.”

“We can’t, and against him we most certainly are.” Ezekiel said, forcing himself to be the voice of reason. “We need to focus on the mission, not one upping our guards.”

Shine just grumbled at Ezekiel’s logic but didn’t bother disputing anything.

“Understood, sir. I’ll be relying on you to get me there and back with the cargo. I’m assuming that Chester has explained everything?” Ezekiel said, as if Kurt’s words hadn’t affected him.

A raised eyebrow from each of the Tier threes, and a look back at Chester, showed that they weren’t expecting the kind of behavior Ezekiel was displaying.

“It’s good you know that; and yes, Chester told us everything. We’ll be taking you to Oxren, where we will hopefully be able to catch that little pain in the ass, Sasha, and bring her back so she can serve a proper sentence for her crimes.”

Ezekiel nodded in affirmation at Kurt’s words.

“Then, if you’re ready to go, we’ll head out right now. There shouldn’t be too much for us to worry about on the road, what with the island being mostly tamed, but there are a few Wild Spirits here and there that might be trouble. Same with the possibility of there being less than pleasant people.” Kurt said with a nod of his head.

“Please, lead the way.” Ezekiel said, deferring to the more experienced Hunters’ guidance.

Nothing more was said, but the Tier threes looked even more relieved at Ezekiel’s behavior. They had been expecting an arrogant child that would try to take control of everything and end up giving them useless or detrimental orders.

Luckily this was not the case, and the three figured that the job would be relatively easy for them. So long as no unexpected issues popped up later on.

Sitting in the cart he was assigned. Ezekiel sighed to himself, and mentally prepared himself for all the difficulties he was likely going to face on this supposedly simple job.

            

    
        CH 68 (Book 2 Ch 6): Conflict With Criminals

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel had hoped that the time that it took to get to Oxren would be both fast and uninterrupted. As the party was forced to force back a second group of Wild Spirits, he realized that he should’ve known better.

“Get lost already!” Casey screamed.

A bolt of lightning was shot at a large canine Spirit that had dashed out of the tree line. The Spirit yelped in pain and its pack quickly formed up beside it. Flames were spewing from its mouth in anger.

Casey frowned in frustration. She had originally been a couple hundred meters ahead of the group but had been called back when the party found themselves facing a pack of Spirits with two Tier threes.

Ezekiel was also frustrated, but for a different reason. Within the pack were several Tier one Spirits, and he had hoped that he would be able to fight some himself. Unfortunately, Kurt had ordered him to remain in the cart while the workers fought the Spirits off.

“Cheer up, kid, even with the delays, we’re still on track to arrive on time.” Chester said with a grin as he sat in the driver's seat of the cart.

Holding up his hand in the shape of a finger gun, Chester shot multiple beams of light into the eyes of several of the Spirits, temporarily blinding them, and allowing the guards to get a few good hits in.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but look on in envy at the fact that Chester could get involved in the fight without having to leave his seat.

“Sorry...” Shine said in a morose tone.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m certain we’ll figure something out for ranged attacks in the future.” Ezekiel said back.

Ezekiel followed up his statement by mentally sending Shine images of swords being swung and cutting things in half at range. Imitating the images, he’d seen in different cartoons and comic books from his past life. Shine immediately perked up, before their thoughts seemed to halt.

The shift was so sudden that Ezekiel was able to notice the change right away.

“Shine? Are you okay?” Ezekiel tried to gently nudge Shine with his soul, but there wasn’t any immediate reply. He wanted to nudge harder, but he recognized the feeling of deep thinking that he himself had entered a few times.

“Let me know what you figured out when you’re done.” He said with a hint of worry as Shine did not reply.

The slight poke he felt from Shine reassured him somewhat, and he turned his attention back to the fight.

Throwing himself to the bottom of the cart as an avian Spirit dive bombed him, escaping Chester and the other guard’s notice. The near miss caused his heart to race, though it quickly calmed down. That attack would’ve severely injured him if it had connected. Luckily, ever since he had started experimenting with Shine, he had figured out a couple of sensory techniques that were proving very useful.

“SHIT! Kurt! We got fliers!” Chester called out as he started firing beams at the small red bird that was flying far enough away to build up speed for another shot.

“Casey, take care of it!” Kurt called out.

He didn’t once shift his attention from the Tier three Spirit he was fighting, but even as blades of water chipped away at wooden armor, he still managed to let loose a high-pressured torrent of water that knocked the tier Three Flame Spirit to the side for a moment.

Casey used the brief reprieve to take the time to aim a shot at the bird Spirit. Three bolts of lightning shot out, branching outwards as the Spirit dodged the first bolt, but was struck by the following two in succession. It dissolved into motes of mana before it even hit the ground.

Seeing their flying companion die, the Tier three Spirits let out a low howl and a shrill screech. The lower Tier Spirits began running from the battle as fast as they could, while the Tier three Spirits took pot shots with their elemental attacks while covering the rear.

The attacks didn’t end until the Spirits were all well beyond the tree line, and mostly out of sight.

However, even though the Spirits were no longer visible, Kurt, Casey, and Tori retained their focus. Just in case the Spirits came back to continue the fight. Kurt quickly gestured to Chester, who directed the mounts to start pulling the cart once again.

As the group got further and further away, they still remained on guard, not once lowering it until nearly twenty minutes passed. By then, the landscape had somewhat changed as they entered the territory of a different pack of Spirits.

Looking around, Ezekiel still found it shocking how easily the environment was influenced by the mana of Spirits when they were left to gather in greater amounts.

The Spirits lands in Harkem were regularly maintained, so the changes in the colors and auras of the various flora and fauna weren’t significant. Similarly, the areas outside of Harkem were not settled by groups of Wild Spirits claiming territories due to the proximity to the Desolate Lands.

When he had first noticed the changes, he was annoyed to find out that these things were common knowledge for those that live in or near the less civilized areas of the world.

The Empire was actually a much more tyrannical place to live than he realized, with the areas where the Spirits were given free reign actually being strictly controlled by the military and Guilds to ensure that few to no Wild Spirits above Tier two were able to grow.

While almost the entirety of Humanity honored the Bond between Spirits and Humans, the existence of Wild Spirits meant that, if they were allowed to run rampant, humanity might have two species that they needed to contend with, not just one.

“Hey, kid! You alright back there? That was quite the close call, wasn’t it?” Chester said with a hint of concern in his voice. He knew it would be bad if a Church affiliate harmed under his watch.

“I’m fine. I’ve suffered far worse than this.” Ezekiel said with a wave of his hand.

Chester didn’t look convinced but wasn’t going to raise a fuss about it.

“Alright. But just so you know, you don’t got to put up a brave face in front of us. No offense, but you are just a kid.” Chester said before focusing once again on the road.

Ezekiel paused for a second, running Chester’s comments through his head. He then pulled his mana back into himself, and the frustration at being treated like a kid assaulted his mind, as did the panic he felt at nearly taking a blow to the head.

“Dammit! I need to get a hold of this emotional nullification before it becomes a problem again.” Ezekiel thought to himself.

He hadn’t realized it at the time, but the moment he sensed the attack coming, he subconsciously channeled mana to his mind, causing his emotions to be suppressed, just like they were in the Ruins of Senera.

“How far out are we?” Ezekiel called out when he calmed down naturally.

“Still a couple hours.” Chester said.

By this point, the various members of the group had returned to their positions and were either riding their mounts or sitting in the cart.

“Understood.” Ezekiel said back before closing his eyes.

He couldn’t risk taking a nap at this time, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t let himself relax at least a little bit. Best to be prepared for whatever came next after all.



The party arrived at Oxren a little bit before noon, having run into only one more pack of Wild Spirits on their way. This one was slightly smaller than the second, so it was dealt with quickly.

Seeing the relatively small and quaint village, Ezekiel and Shine took a moment to admire the view. Shine had finished figuring things out a little bit after the last battle. Apparently, he had something he wanted to show Ezekiel, but it was a bit destructive, so now wasn’t the time.

“How on earth do merchants get by on that road on a regular basis?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask as he disembarked from the cart as they arrived at the village.

“Oh, they don’t. That was not the trade road.” Chester said.

“Is there a different road for trade then?”

“Yeah, that first crossroad we passed leads to the trade road. It goes around the various territories with Spirit packs. But it takes about a day and a half to get here by cart. There’s a way station that makes travel somewhat safer, but if you need to move fast, that’s not the road you take.” Chester further explained.

“Then why was the road we took so well maintained?” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, not all of the Guilds like taking the long way between towns, so one of the regular jobs that they have is to maintain the fast roads every couple of weeks. It’s a good way to make coin when you got a group that needs things moved fast.”

Ezekiel nodded at Chester’s words. He could definitely see the appeal, and necessity, of having a shorter road, even if it was significantly more dangerous. A thirty-six-hour trip cut down to less than six was invaluable in an emergency after all.

“How much would a trip like this cost regularly, with the team we have right now?”

Chester took a moment to think about it, counting on his fingers as he did some mental math.

“Well, for the trade road you usually wouldn’t outsource Mages for help, so you’d only get charged for taking the fast roads. A team like ours is the minimum you’d want to have, and Mages are paid by the job, rather than the hour, since you could screw over your employer if you did things that way...”

Chester mumbled to himself as he figured out the general rates that such a trip would usually cost. His expression grew more and more weary as he did.

Ezekiel, meanwhile, was feeling incredibly guilty at having apparently tricked Chester into such an expensive venture. All without even knowing it.

With his head held in his hands, Chester managed to whisper an answer.

“It’d be roughly a hundred and fifty gold for the three Tier three Hunters, and about a hundred and twenty gold total for the dozen guards, me included. Plus, another twenty gold for the cart rental, due to dangers and such, so, this job should have been two hundred and ninety gold coins for this trip. With a similar price for the return trip.”

Ezekiel was flabbergasted at the price of this, relatively, short trip.

“Five... hundred... and eighty gold... For a one-day trip!?” Ezekiel nearly screamed as the total price for the amount of money that this venture should’ve cost was presented to him.

From what he knew, a similar trip back in Harkem would’ve cost half as much when hiring via the Guilds. But then he thought about it and realized that the number of high Tier Mages and Hunters were much lower in the Archipelago, or at least much more spread out. Thus, the demand was higher, but the supply was lower, hence the increased costs.

“That’s a lot.” Shine couldn’t help but squeak as they compared Ezekiel’s knowledge of gold and cost of most mundane items.

“Yeah. Needless to say, you’re lucky I wanted to capture Sasha just as much as you did.” Chester grumbled as he started walking over to Kurt and the other Tier threes.

“That, and the fact that you wouldn’t know where to look if it wasn’t for my information.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath. “I need to figure out how to pay these guys back, asap.”

Ezekiel still barely believed that a job like this would be so expensive. How could Chester have just given him a free voucher for transportation if it was this costly.

Too curious to let things lie, he voiced his thoughts on the matter.

“The simple answer is that the Glacial Spirits in the waters around Sanafalls Island have made deals with the Church. We get peaceful trade lanes in the water, they get a certain amount of tribute, as well as help in fending off the Cruor who manage to get too close.” Chester told him.

As he thought about it, Ezekiel realized that that made quite a bit of sense. Similarly, if Ezekiel had asked for transportation via the trade road, the trip might cost less than a hundred gold, due to the lack of danger and the only real cost being the rental fee for the cart.

As well, he would need maybe half a dozen guards, rather than the more than a dozen he had now, and the cost for them would likely be half as much due to the significantly lower chance of danger occurring.

“Alright, kid, where to next?” Chester asked. Kurt, Casey, and Tori also turned to him to hear his answer.

Recalling the information Murry had given him, Ezekiel told them about the cabin being made near the small lake close to Oxren, one that was fed by a waterfall. As well as the information regarding the maze of caves and the approximate location of the exit.

“The Hull Breakers shouldn’t be aware of the cabin, so long as Milicent or the guards told them.” Ezekiel said.

Chester and the three Tier three Hunters took a minute to think things over.

“Our best bet is probably to set up a trap at the cabin. That way we can get Sasha when she’s too far away from the caves to run to. Looking for a Cavern Mage in a cavern and tunnel system wouldn’t be easy after all.” Tori suggested.

“Well, that sounds good to me. Unless anyone has any better ideas.” Casey said.

No one had any, so the group set out to the location of the small lake with the waterfall. After finding more specific information from the proprietor of the inn they had left the cart and horses at.



Arriving at the cabin was quick and easy when compared to the trip to get to this point, but it seemed like Ezekiel’s fears were well founded, because they weren’t more than a couple kilometers away when Casey came back after scouting the easiest path there.

“There’s a group of Hull Breakers waiting in the cabin. It seems like the kid’s worries were spot on. Someone leaked the information. Luckily, it seems like there’s only a handful of them. A group of five Hunters, that’s it.” Casey reported when the group came to a stop.

“Do you know how many Adepts they have?” Kurt asked.

“At least two, a Death and Glacial Mage, but since Kiri couldn’t get close enough to sense them without being sensed in return, I don’t know if a couple of them were Tier three. At least not from just their hair color.” Casey explained. The other three were a Tempest, Cavern, and Radiant Mage.

“Then it looks like we’ll need to take a risk. Hopefully they aren’t all Tier three. If it’s only two or three, then we can take them easily enough, but four will be difficult, and if there’s five, we’ll retreat.” Kurt declared. “Any good sensory elements?”

Casey confirmed that there was a Cavern Mage and Tempest Mage, both of whom were likely able to sense them coming, if they hadn’t already figured it out, since Kiri, Casey’s Spirit, had seen a flying Tempest Spirit nearby. She had confirmed that said Spirit had been sitting on one of the Hull Breaker’s shoulders.

“Maybe I’ll get to show you what I figured out!” Shine chimed in after hearing that there would be a fight.

“Can you tell me anything more about it?” Ezekiel asked.

“I want it to be a surprise.” Shine said.

Ezekiel continued to try and get Shine to explain, but they refused. Wanting to show off during the fight. He really felt that Shine needed to tell him what their new trick was but gave up before it could turn into an argument. But there was one thing he needed to know.

“Will it be helpful against Tier threes?”

“... Maybe?” Shine didn’t sound too sure of themself.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything else as he and Shine followed behind the party to get closer to the cabin.

“Casey.” Kurt said.

Casey flashed forwards as she and Kiri shot lighting at the cabin, forcing each of the five Hunters to jump outside. As they flew out of the now destroyed building, Kurt and Tori cursed as they sensed the power of the Hull Breakers.

“Well, well, well. Looks like the boss was right. The little brat didn’t let things lie as he should’ve.” One of the Hull Breakers, the Death Mages Casey had mentioned earlier, said as he looked over Ezekiel and his group.

“There’s more than we expected. Do you think we’ll have a problem with this?” The Adept Hunter of the Glacial element asked.

“No. Their Tier twos are strong enough to be a concern if we focus on whittling them away first. The girl likely won’t be here for a little bit longer as well, so we have time to finish this if they chose to fight.” The Death Mage said.

For their part, Kurt, Tori, and Casey were deliberating their chances in a fight.

“Four Adepts, and it looks like the fifth is a porter if the number of bags he’s holding are any indication.” Kurt said under his breath.

“Should we risk it?” Tori asked.

“Ezekiel, now!” Shine exclaimed as they sent a large amount of information into Ezekiel’s mind.

Surprised by the sudden influx of information and instincts that were innately a part of Shine’s existence, it took Ezekiel everything he had to not be knocked on his ass as his vision briefly spun.

But, as quickly as he was struck by dizziness, his vision focused as he and Shine channeled their mana in unison, dashing forward to the front of the group, Ezekiel drew Shine from their sheath and made a diagonal slash at Adept Death Mage and his Spirit, a snake coiling around his torso, hoping that something would happen.

“Kid! Get back here!” Kurt yelled as he grabbed Ezekiel by the scruff of his neck and threw him backwards. Having used up nearly all his and Shine’s mana, they weren’t able to do anything as he was thrown and caught by one of the other guards.

Seeing Ezekiel’s actions, and the lack of anything happening, four of the Hull Breakers, including their porter started laughing. But the Death Mage didn’t say anything back as he stared down at his Spirit and chest.

“Hah! I don’t know why we were told to watch out for that brat, but it seems like all the warnings we received were pointless, weren’t they, boss?” The Cavern Mage, a stout man with a mustache, called out to the Death Mage.

The Death Mage was silent, and the lack of reply made everyone's attention focus on him.

Holding a hand up to his chest, he pulled it away, seeing that there was blood on his hand from an inch deep cut that was slowly opening up.

“Reek?” The Death Mage whispered, lightly touching his Spirit with a listless tone of voice.

The moment that his hand made contact with his Spirit’s body, it fell into several pieces, splitting apart due to cuts forming along the same line as the cut that had appeared on his chest. The small size of his Spirit being thin enough to have been cut nearly all the way through due to Ezekiel’s slash.

Everyone stared in shock at the sudden development. A Tier one Mage had single handedly slain a Tier three Spirit. Never mind the fact that the Spirit was in its shrunken form, and therefore had a much weaker defensive ability. The fact that none of them were aware of how Ezekiel had even done it was the most terrifying part.

“Shine... What was that?” Ezekiel asked, his thoughts reflecting his exhaustion.

“A ranged cut! You cut the space between here and there, but it could only go so deep. We didn’t have enough mana to go much further. Luckily, they weren’t channeling mana to defend themselves, or it wouldn’t have worked.” Shine explained, having received enlightenment from the images that Ezekiel had shown them earlier in the day.

Ezekiel thought about the information Shine had given him before they made that attack. He realized that doing so again wouldn’t be easy to do in the future, as it was easily blocked by other people’s mana, and the only reason they managed to kill the Spirit was because it was so small. Most other Spirits that shrank down like that weren’t so thin as to be cut in half from an inch deep cut.

Nonetheless, however, it was also an untraceable attack that was also impossible to sense. So, Ezekiel knew that he and Shine would be working on using it as much as possible when they returned to the Cathedral.

“YOU LITTLE BASTARD!!!” The Death Mage screamed as he blindly ran forward, intent on killing Ezekiel in the most horrifying manner he could.

“Boss, don’t!” The Glacial Mage screamed as she dashed forward to try and support her boss.

Everyone snapped out of their stupor, the Hunters in Ezekiel’s group immediately attacked the tunnel visioned Death Mage. He was so focused on killing Ezekiel, that he barely paid attention to the lightning, icicles, and thorny tree branch lethally attacking him.

The Death Mage’s body was thrown to the side as the attacks pierced his body. Killing him well before he got close enough to harm Ezekiel. From there, a free-for-all battle broke out between Ezekiel’s group and the Hull Breakers that were there. The only exception to this was the porter, who immediately ran away as the fighting broke out, leaving his companions outnumbered.

Kurt fought the other Glacial Mage, Casey fought the Tempest Mage, and Tori fought the Cavern Mage. Each of them was supported by a group of Tier twos that took shots from a distance.

Casey quickly overcame the challenge that the Tempest Mage presented due to the help from a couple of the Tier two Tempest Mages interfering with some of the Adept’s spells. It was ultimately a burst of flame that managed to get past his defenses, distracting him in the process, that provided an opening for Casey to strike him down with a bolt of lightning to the head.

The sudden shock of losing their partner shocked the Tempest Mage’s Spirit enough for Kiri to land a lethal hit to the Tempest Spirit’s back.

The moment that Casey’s battle ended was the moment that the other Hunters fully dedicated themselves to retreating, but Casey was too fast, and was able to quickly double team the Cavern Mage with Tori. Casey struck from above with a dual lightning strike from her and her familiar, and Tori struck from below, causing branches to break the ground beneath the Cavern Mage and his Spirit. They were quickly skewered by the branches coming from below.

As this was having, the Glacial Mage that Kurt was fighting was fully panicking at this point. But he she had managed to break away from Kurt and the Tier twos attacking her and was making her way across the lake not too far away, with Kurt hot on her heels.

They were nearly halfway across the lake when Casey and Tori finished up. Casey, seeing where they were going, and being able to move much faster than Tori, flashed across the sky with Kiri, and shot a bolt of lightning directly at the fleeing Hull Breaker. A viscous smirk stretched across her face as she did so. Kurt paused in his chase, knowing what was about to happen.

The Glacial Mage threw up a shield to block the attack but was shocked when the lightning arced to the side, striking the water of the lake instead. Her eyes widened, as the water she was hoping to use to escape instead channeled the lightning directly into her and her Spirit’s body.

The two figures violently convulsed as they were filled with electricity. As Casey’s attack lessened, Kurt dashed forward, a hammer of ice forming in his hand. He slammed it into the Hull Breaker’s head, knocking her unconscious, and covered in the electrical scars Casey had given her. Her Spirit, however, wasn’t spared, and Kurt’s Spirit quickly tore it apart.

On the shore of the lake, Ezekiel watched this happen in amazement, excited at having witnessed an actual battle between Adept Hunters. Rather than the back-alley brawls that he had been in, and the one life threatening fight he’d been in with Aldor.

As Kurt and Casey made their way back to the shore, they used some branches grown and shaped by Tori to bind and secure their prisoner. Tori also fed a concoction that was supposed to keep her asleep for at least eight hours. Then they started directing the rest of the group. They didn’t think that they had too much time left before Sasha was likely to show up.

Tori took some time to fix up the cabin to as close to what it originally looked like, before Casey attacked it, as she could. The rest of the group spread out, just in case Sasha had good sensing capabilities, and Kurt and Chester decided to remain inside the cabin, with Tori and Casey spreading out to encircle Sasha just in case.

Ezekiel, having little to no mana left, was also left inside the cabin, where Kurt and Chester could watch him, just in case. As it was, the two were filled with mixed feelings about him right now. On the one hand, he had killed one of their enemies, and created an opening to take down another almost immediately. On the other hand, if things went poorly, they could’ve died had the battle been less even.

Luckily for Ezekiel, other than a short berating, and some orders not to cause more trouble, he didn’t suffer too much at the hands of his watchers.

“Aren’t you curious as to how I did that?” Ezekiel did ask when no one asked him anything.

Chester and Kurt exchanged wary glances before replying.

“Would the Church allow you to tell us?” Kurt asked quietly.

“... They’d probably rather I didn’t. I’m likely to get in trouble when I return. Or at least admonished more than I already have been.” Ezekiel said.

“Then I consider it to be Church business, and we don’t need to know more than that.” Kurt said with a final nod before falling silent to wait.

The group ended up waiting for several hours, and the sun was nearly setting when a sharp cry pierced the sky. Just as they were thinking that Sasha wasn’t going to show up, Kiri had spotted her, and she was headed straight to the cabin.

She got within a few dozen meters of the cabin, trudging along heavily, when the cracking of countless branches and trees echoed through the foliage. Sasha had noticed something and was moving to run away. Tori had obviously seen this, and threw up a wall of thick thorny branches to box her in.

A loud crack soon followed as Casey landed in a flash of lightning. Kurt moved outside, seeing Sasha standing a fair distance from the cabin, facing away from it. A groundhog was held in her hands as she frantically looked around, backing away from the Tier threes slowly, but towards the wall of branches.

Tori waved her hand, causing the branches to reach out and wrap around Sasha’s body and limbs, pulling her hands apart. The groundhog in her arms fell to the ground, and was also wrapped up in branches, hysterically squeaking and snorting as it was.

Seeing that their target was caught and secured, Chester strode out with a confident swagger. Ezekiel followed out behind him, much less confident, and somewhat concerned.

“Well, look at what we have here!” Chester exclaimed with a clap of his hands. “Hello, Sasha. I suppose you’re surprised to see me?”

Sasha just looked on in fear. Her mouth shut and eyes watering as she was finally forced to face the consequences of her actions.
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                Ezekiel didn’t say anything for a moment. He felt that interrupting the moment wouldn’t be a good thing, as it seemed like everyone here had issues to settle with Sasha.

However, before things could go too much further, Sasha finally seemed to work up the nerve to speak.

“I can pay you all back!” She exclaimed in a shrill voice as tears started running down her face.

That brought everyone to a pause, even the other helpers that had approached from where they were originally waiting.

Tori, at a gesture from Kurt, waved her hand, and the branches holding Sasha still extended from the wall of thorns. They turned, flipping the girl upside down, and bringing her face to eye level with Kurt and Chester.

“What do you mean by that?” Kurt asked quietly.

Chester was more suspicious than curious, however, and wasn’t as interested in what she had to say.

“I don’t think we should be letting her run her mouth right now. She got me a couple times already. I’d rather not get one pulled over on me again right after finding her.” Chester suggested cautiously as he waved a hand at Tori.

Sasha tried to speak up to defend herself, but found her mouth covered by several vines.

“To be honest, I agree, but the amount of money she’s cheated us out of, and the other businesses as well, isn’t small. If her words are a lie, then it’ll be entertaining before we punish her, but if they’re true then that’s at least a thousand gold that she somehow managed to find.” Kurt was utterly emotionless as he spoke, but his words were met with approval by most of the party.

“Excuse me,” Ezekiel found himself speaking up, “while I admit that getting paid what you all are owed is a good thing, you’re not going to go too far with punishing her, right? The job was supposed to be bringing her in, not killing her.”

The other party members frowned, but none of them seemed to be too angry at Ezekiel’s words. If anything, they seemed more annoyed and tired of something.

“Where’d you say you were from again?” Kurt suddenly asked.

“I was exiled from the Empire on trumped up charges and greedy Inquisitors.” Ezekiel bluntly stated.

A look of realization crossed the faces of the various party members, including Chester.

“That explains it. I’m assuming that you had a bad interaction with a couple Guilds?” Kurt inquired.

“A Tier four Guild joined forces with a Cult to kill me for being a Void Mage. Specifically, one that contributed to the development of Void Magic.” Ezekiel stated. This wasn’t too much of a secret, and the fact that he was exiled was known to the government of Sanafalls, the guards in particular. He figured these people would be able to find this out easily enough if they asked around back at the city.

“... That’s... worse than I had expected but explains a lot. Regardless, killing kids isn’t something we do here. Regardless of whatever the Empire or other world factions might say on the matter. The Church would not allow it to happen. Such people are usually only pirates or other outlaws.” Kurt explained.

“Yeah! Like these morons.” Casey chimed in, pointing to the corpses of the Hull Breakers that they’d killed, and the one that they’d captured. “All Tier three pirates have a standing bounty on their heads. The bounty is higher if they’re alive, so we try to do that when we can. But that porter who ran away wouldn’t have one, or at least, wouldn’t have one for being dead anyway. Also, since we’re at a higher Tier than he was, we might’ve been fined for killing a Tier below us if we did that.”

As he listened to the explanation, Ezekiel found himself becoming more and more surprised. A part of him had been operating on the very little information he had managed to get from the Empire regarding the Archipelago. The rest was partially influenced by the history and movies he recalled in his past life. Neither painted good pictures of what life would be like.

The confusion and enlightenment must’ve shown on his face, however, because Kurt spoke up once again, clarifying things further.

“That’s not to say that all the islands have these policies. Just the ones that are under the influence of the Church. There’s a lot of islands that have decried the influence and administration of the Church. Usually, ones ruled by people from factions that only ever had the Church as advisors, or lesser roles of teaching and research. Like the Empire.” Kurt explained.

Ezekiel was now starting to rethink his living situation up until this point. He knew he had it good in his life in the Empire, but now it seemed like life outside the Empire was much more mixed than he’d expected.

Kurt, having had enough of the distractions, turned back to Sasha, who had somewhat calmed down, but was still fidgeting nervously.

“Let her talk. I want to hear what she has to say. As well as where she got her Spirit. From what I know, she didn’t have one before she left the city.” Kurt said with a nod to Tori.

Tori once again waved her hands, and the vines wrapped around Sasha’s mouth loosened and retracted. She took a deep breath before speaking.

“In my bag! It’s not booby trapped! I swear!” She said as quickly as she could.

Kurt and Chester exchanged glances.

“She hasn’t booby trapped her bags before. Usually, the little knick-knacks she’d use were smoke bombs and other things that she needed to throw and such.” Chester said, having the most experience with directly dealing with her.

Kurt, being of a higher Tier, and having a Spirit to support him, walked over to where Sasha had thrown her bag to the side when she’d tried to make her escape. Just to be safe, he formed a few water tendrils and turned the bag upside down.

Much to everyone’s shock, a small pile of unrefined and misshapen gemstones fell out of the bag.

“Holy shit!”

“By the Ancients...”

“How the hells-”

Multiple exclamations broke out through the group at the sight of the rock encrusted gemstones lying on the ground. Even Kurt and Chester had wide eyes, and Tori nearly released her grip on Sasha as she saw the amount of wealth that was lying in front of them.

Ezekiel, having some knowledge of the market price for such things, due to his relationship with Shari and the Alkena auction house, moved closer to take a better look.

Bending down to examine the uncut gems, he mentally tallied what he knew of the process of getting the gems cut, and then selling off the final products. He found he wasn’t able to get accurate numbers, since there were too many variables to take into account, as well as the difference in values and businesses in the Archipelago, compared to the Empire. But he was able to form a rough estimate.

“Anything interesting there, kid?” Chester called out, having little knowledge of gemstones himself.

Turning to the rest of the group, Ezekiel realized that everyone seemed to be waiting for him to reply. For a second, he was confused, but then he remembered that he was an official affiliate of the Church of Ten. Even if he wasn’t as knowledgeable as he was, just the uniform implied a certain level of education.

“Well, I’m using my knowledge from the Empire, so it might be different here, but there is potentially twenty-five hundred gold here. Maybe more if you can find a good gem cutter and jewelry for fittings. Even if you can’t, the gemstone dust can be used in certain enchantments. The Church alone would be willing to pay a few hundred gold for the more broken pieces. If these things are real.” Ezekiel explained.

“What do you mean if they’re real?” Chester asked, his business sense kicking in, and his suspicions regarding Sasha coming back.

“Some gemstones are really nice to look at but aren’t formed right. A Cavern Mage who knows what they’re doing can usually tell right away, but there’s a small trick I learned that should be able to prove if these are worth as much as they seem to be.” Ezekiel told him.

“Those are real! I swear they are!” Sasha nearly screamed as she tried to allay their concerns.

“There’s also the issue of where she even got them.” Kurt said.

“I found them in the caves!” Sasha cried. “I didn’t steal them! Tuff helped me find them!”

The new name grabbed their attention. The four hunters, Ezekiel, Kurt, Casey, and Tori all looked over to the wrapped-up groundhog. Seeing the attention falling on him, Tuff snorted in disdain and looked away. Ezekiel couldn’t help but think this little groundhog was too sassy for its size.

“Regardless, let's check if these are worth as much as I think they are.” Ezekiel said.

He gestured for Chester to come over, and using the Radiant Mage’s magic, lights were formed inside the gemstones. As beams of light flew out of the stones, Ezekiel examined the patterns in the light, to determine their purity, as shadows would be cast if the gemstones weren’t clear.

From the results he could see, it seemed like the stones were of a fairly good quality. At least as good as valuable as he had mentioned before.

“They’re good. I can’t say how much more they’re worth compared to my estimates, but it should be pretty close to what I mentioned before.” Ezekiel said with certainty.

Much of the group broke out in glee at the thought of getting their money’s worth back, as well as a bonus since this was technically worth more than what they were owed, even after the parties that weren’t here were paid back.

The only one that looked unhappy at the situation was Sasha, but that was expected given her situation.

“Alright people, it looks like we made some good money today. Especially for a trip that would’ve put us in the red otherwise!” Kurt called out.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but duck his head in embarrassment, now knowing just how much this job was actually worth. He felt incredibly lucky that it had turned out to be so profitable.

“Best of all, now that we know there’s an untapped gemstone mine, we might be able to get a finder’s fee when we report back to the city.” Kurt’s words were met with more cheers as the party thought of the possibility of more money.

“Alright then. For now, since it’s getting late, we’ll head back to Oxren. Take a few turns keeping watch on the prisoners, and then head back to Sanafalls first thing in the morning. Agreed?” Chester declared to the party.

No objections were made, and they quickly made their way back to the village.

On the way there. Ezekiel couldn’t help but pull back to where Sasha was being held. Now wrapped in enchanted ropes provided by Casey, who apparently had them on hand, just in case, due to past experiences on prior jobs.

“If you don’t mind me asking. Why did you give up so fast?” He asked her quietly.

This was something that had been bothering him since they’d captured her. From what he understood, Sasha was someone who was fairly headstrong, and was more than capable of convincing others to see things her way. He had expected her to give them a verbal runaround, not just give them a bag full of gemstones right off the bat.

His own first interaction with her had also implied that she was willing to get others in trouble to keep herself safe. So why hadn’t she done so this time?

For a moment, Sasha didn’t seem like she was going to reply, but just as Ezekiel was going to walk away, she quietly spoke up.

“I only did what I did because the Hull Breakers came after me. I always intended on paying back what I owed. I just couldn’t when I had a noose around my neck.” Sasha stated. “Now that I’ve been caught, it doesn’t really matter anymore.”

Her tone wasn’t frustrated like he thought it would be. Instead, she just sounded tired.

For a second, Ezekiel felt like he could relate to her more than expected. He knew exactly what it was like to have a group of people want to kill you. That tiredness was something he easily recognized.

With that in mind, when they arrived at the inn, he went to bed with the hopes that things would end up better for her. But that would have to wait until they got to the city.



Ezekiel and his party ended up returning to the city much more quickly than expected, though they still ran into some complications given they had decided to take the fast road back.

It had briefly been debated as to whether or not using the trade road would be better, given that they didn’t have a set deadline like they did before. However, given that the Hull Breakers would find out what happened to their team, Kurt and Chester decided that it would be best to take the risk.

Luckily, it seemed like the Wild Spirits realized that their party was just passing through, and they only had to fend them off twice this time and returned to Sanafalls city well before noon.

Seeing the walls of the city in the distance, Ezekiel realized that there was a possible issue that needed to be addressed. So, he took the chance to speak with Chester and Kurt while they were still a ways out.

“I think we need to report this to the Church before we report it to the guards.” Ezekiel said as they stopped for a short break.

Kurt and Chester looked confused for a moment. Not entirely certain why Ezekiel was suggesting this, so he took a moment to explain.

He went over the fact that there were only four people who would’ve had the information regarding the cabin, as not even Sasha’s mother was aware of it. One of those people was a Grand Scholar from the Church, the other three were either guards or a district administrator.

Chester and Kurt quickly realized what Ezekiel was getting at.

“You think that there’s a traitor in the city government?” Kurt inquired for confirmation.

“It makes more sense than a member of the Church, especially one so high ranking. Given that we know that the Hull Breakers can wear their symbols freely as well, means that someone has been looking the other way.” Ezekiel explained.

“The only reason they can walk around is because they’re only Tier two. If they were Tier three, they’d be apprehended or killed on sight.” Chester muttered under his breath.

He didn’t like the fact that the Hull Breakers could walk around the city with little issues when they displayed their symbols, but technically they could only go after those with bounties on them. This was a method that the Church and governments in the archipelago kept things in balance.

If the various sides didn’t have certain restrictions and allowances, then there’d be no means of safe communications between the various groups. The ultimate enemy were the Cruor after all.

“Even so, if the Hull Breakers were willing to send four Adept Hunters after Sasha, then that means that they were ready for someone to come after her, and they really wanted her dead. She knows something that could bring someone down, either in the Hull Breakers, or in Sanafalls itself.” Ezekiel argued.

Chester and Kurt shared a look. Chester just shrugged, but Kurt looked conflicted.

“I’m not comfortable with going to the Church first. It was the city that demanded her arrest first.” He stated.

“Yes, but it was also the city that rescinded their investigation. Milicent specifically stated that the docks wouldn’t be pursuing Sasha anymore. The guards don’t technically have a reason to even take her out of our hands. Look, if you have an issue with this, or feel that the city is owed something, give them the Hull Breaker. I’m sure that they’ll appreciate that.” Ezekiel said.

“You also have the potential gemstone mine that you can get rewarded for, right? The Church won’t have the workers or the means to make use of that information right now. Even if they did, they’d likely outsource to the city anyways.”

Kurt was looking more convinced as Ezekiel continued to argue his point.

“Fine. I’ll have Casey send Kiri with a message.” Kurt finally agreed to alert the Church.

“Can you also send her personally, in a separate route?” Ezekiel asked.

Kurt looked exasperated, and Chester looked amused at Ezekiel’s methodical preparations. Neither expected there to be any issues with sending the message, but they were so close to the city that there wasn’t any problem with sending Casey ahead with a message.

With that said, the party prepared for the final stretch, and after preparing letters for Casey to carry to the cathedral, they set out, expecting to arrive at the gates within a half hour or so.

At which point, Chester and Kurt found themselves quite happy that Ezekiel was being so meticulous in his preparations.



Kurt, Tori, Chester, and Ezekiel were surrounded on all sides by their Tier two party group members. Between them was the, once again, unconscious Hull Breaker Adept, and a bound and gagged Sasha and Tuff, who were looking around in frantic worry.

The entire party, sans Casey and Kiri, was surrounded by dozens of guards from Sanafalls. This included Eugene and his team, as well as Alfred and numerous other Tier three guards.

“What the hell is going on, Alfred!” Kurt yelled out.

All of the party had pulled out their weapons, fully intent on either defending themselves, or breaking through to run away if possible. The guards did not look like they were willing to play games or take them in nicely.

Looking over at Eugene and his team, Ezekiel did notice that he seemed to regret being there. Upon seeing Ezekiel’s gaze, he couldn’t help but look away, in what Ezekiel assumed was shame, or at least a little bit of guilt.

“Kurt, I’m sorry, but we’ve received information from the dock administration that you and your friends were seen working with Hull Breakers. You know what that means for you.” Alfred tried to explain. His voice was tight as he nervously held his weapons handle. He hadn’t drawn it yet but was prepared to do so.

“Working with-! We just fought and killed three Hull Breakers yesterday! I have their heads in a sack, and one more alive for you to check for bounties! Who the hells even told you such a stupid lie!” Kurt was furious, and Ezekiel nervously glanced back at them. He hadn’t thought the generally strict man was capable of showing such fury.

“If such claims are indeed lies, then just come with us quietly, and I assure you that you’ll all receive fair treatment, and the matter will be fully investigated.” Alfred said as he tried to calm Kurt down.

“If I may.” Ezekiel said as he pulled his badge from where it rested on the front of his robe.

Kurt started to relax when he saw this, remembering that Ezekiel had him send Casey out earlier. If they stalled for long enough, then they’d get help from the Church soon.

“I think that there’s been a major misunderstanding. I know for a fact that you, and Captain Eugene over there were a part of the meeting regarding my assistance in the matter of the investigation and capture of Sasha Melen. As you can see, we have her in captivity, and were hoping to report to the Church regarding this matter.” Ezekiel explained. “Perhaps you can go to them and see what they have to say first? We have no problem waiting here until they arrive.”

Alfred looked nervous as he saw the badge, as did the rest of the Guards. The Church was too important for the safety and general running of the City to just ignore. But the Guards didn’t work for the city.

“I’m sorry, but according to the orders given by the district’s council and the ruler of Sanafalls, we need to take you in first, then we can bring the Church in on this.” Alfred stated.

“I see. May I ask what will happen to our prisoners?” Ezekiel asked. “If I remember correctly, the order for the investigation and capture of Sasha Melen was rescinded two days ago.”

“They’ll be kept separate from you so as to be questioned individually. They will both be put under arrest for the duration of their time here. Your information did include a statement about how Sasha Melen was colluding with pirates.” Alfred said.

“Against her will.” Ezekiel clarified. “Well, if you do this, I can say this for a fact; if you take Sasha away, without providing sufficient protection, she is going to die.”

Alfred looked nervous at that statement. He and the rest of the guards began to tense up.

“What do you mean by that?” Alfred asked.

“Someone leaked the information I gave you, Eugene, Carrian and Milicent, to the Hull Breakers. That’s why we have their corpses. They were waiting to ambush Sasha in a cabin that only the five of us knew about before yesterday. I didn’t even tell my team anything outside of the village name until we actually got there. So, it couldn’t have been them. Only you, Eugene, or Milicent.” Ezekiel said.

“But, Mili said-” Alfred quietly began muttering before cutting himself off. He briefly shook his head before looking back up towards Ezekiel and his party. Ezekiel made a note of his slip up and prepared for a fight. It looked like his stall tactics were at an end.

“It doesn’t matter what you say. We have our orders. Guards! Arrest them all. Take them prisoner, if possible, but do not hold ba-”

Everyone standing in front of the gates suddenly found themselves drowning from the air as the immense pressure of two Legendary Glacial Mages weighed down on them.

“I’m sorry. Did I just hear ye say you were taking one of our affiliated apprentices prisoner? Without holding back at that!” A loud feminine voice called out from the city.

Grand Scholars Carrian and Scarlet Rayness calmly strode out of the wide-open gates leading into Sanafalls. Carrian looked calm and composed, but the majority of the pressure seemed to be coming from him. Scarlet, on the other hand, was openly glaring at Alfred and the other Tier three guards.

Coming to a stop beside the frozen still Alfred, Carrian looked directly at the man who he had spoken to quite cordially just a couple days ago. He held up a hand to hold Scarlet back from proceeding too much further.

“... Alfred. Who told you to do this?” Carrian asked.

For a moment, Alfred didn’t say anything. Even as Carrian let up the pressure to let the man move freely. He just looked at the ground. Staying quiet.

“Alfred. Just to be sure, I checked on Milicent before coming here, given the information we all received two days ago. She’s left the city. She’s been gone for hours now.” Carrian told him.

Alfred looked up in shock before his face settled into a pained grimace.

“Milicent came to my office this morning with a signed document attesting to the witnessing of Chester and Kurt dealing with Tier three Hull Breakers within city limits roughly two nights ago. She also gave me an arrest warrant signed by all the district administrators declaring a bounty on Kurt and Chester, as well as any Tier threes associated with them.” Alfred explained in a low tone. “I was a bit suspicious, but Mili and I worked together for years.

A moment passed in silence as everyone ran those words through their heads.

“I suppose this means that I’ll need to request a bounty be placed on Milicent’s head. We’ll also have to call an election for a new district administrator.” Carrian said.

“Yeah. I know for a fact that the tanner district, construction district, and merchant district didn’t sign nothing in the past few days.” Scarlet exclaimed with certainty. “That’s forgery on three counts right there.”

Alfred looked even more upset at Scarlet’s words.

“I’ll pass the documents on to you for inspection as soon as we return to City Hall.” He stated.

“That’s a good start. Scarlet, can you take these fine vigilantes back to the Cathedral? I think they could use some additional rest and relaxation, given their harried appearance.” Carrian requested.

“Sure, thing boss! This means I get to inspect the youngest one, right? I got letters for him from his family back home. Might want to let him take a looksee soon.” Scarlet declared.

For his part, Ezekiel perked up at the mention of letters from his family. He hadn't heard anything from them in the past six months, and what’s worse is that he couldn’t even be mad. He hadn’t tried reaching out to them via letters or anything else either.

“Ooooh. Maybe that's something we can work on too!” Shine said excitedly.

“What?” Ezekiel asked.

“A way to talk over a distance! The Remnant said that all the Temples were aware of each other and the things that happen to them, right? Doesn’t that mean that Void Magic can send information to far places?” Shine said.

“I’ve never seen any artifacts or Relics that allow that, but you might just be right. We’ll mark that down as another thing to work on.” Ezekiel replied. His mind began to wander as different concepts and ideas began running through his head. He’d need to start refreshing his enchanting knowledge soon.

Ezekiel was then snapped out of his thoughts and conversation by Scarlet as she nudged his shoulder.

“Hey, kid, are you okay? You’ve been standing around for about a minute not saying anything.” Scarlet asked as she bent down to get a closer look at Ezekiel to make sure he was alright.

“Ah! Yeah. I was just thinking about stuff.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit embarrassed at his lousy excuse. “Like what’s going to happen to Milicent.”

Scarlet frowned at hearing Milicent brought up again.

“She’ll likely be blacklisted from Sanafalls and its subsidiary islands. Probably join up with the Hull Breakers directly if she can. I never liked that bitch. Always too lenient on the less than pleasant Guilds. Not much to do when she was elected by a district though.” Scarlet said.

“Anyways. You can figure out how you want to deal with that later. We got to get you to the Cathedral. You need to make an official report.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but grimace as he thought about the paperwork he was going to have to do. He also wondered what she meant by how he’d ‘want to deal with that...’ Deal with what? It wasn’t like he intended to ever see Milicent again.

With those thoughts in mind. Ezekiel followed along with the group back to the Cathedral. Besides the little hiccups here and there from a traitorous pirate, he felt like things had gone quite well.
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                Several days after Sasha was taken in by the Church of Ten.

Far from Sanafalls, roughly a week of travel by boat, a small group of people were meeting in a hastily constructed, but still sturdy, town hall. The island they were on was nearly silent as the recently installed curfew was in effect, and no one was willing to go against it.

The group was composed of numerous Hunters and a few Mages here and there. At the head of the group, looking over maps and trade routes, were two familiar figures.

Kameira and Meryn, new residents and rulers of the island they now found themselves on, were discussing several plots and plans that they hoped to enact in their new territories. Off to the side, their Spirits were shrunken down and relaxing.

Meryn was meticulous in his review of the information he had been receiving, while Kameira had found herself taking a liking to the various liquors that she’d found throughout the island.

All around them, a handful of Followers of Radiance, and the remains of the Reaching Spires, were all going through different bits and pieces of paperwork regarding how the island and the various ships and crews were running.

When they had first arrived on this island several months ago, they knew that they would need to establish some sort of order. Specifically, and order with themselves at the top when it came to authority.

Unfortunately for the residents of this island that meant it was easy for the Cult of Light to take over without word spreading, since it was not a primary hub for trade and travel, being fairly distant from the primary trade routes and other more populated islands.

This island in particular didn’t even have any representatives of the Church of Ten, having originally had a small religion that worshiped and paid tribute to a local Legendary Glacial Spirit and its pack. A Spirit that Kameira and Meryn had teamed up against to take down.

Now, without their protector keeping them safe, the residents of this island were now forced to follow the commands of the two Legendary Hunters that held them at their mercy. The previous rulers of this island, for instance, were now relegated to being transporters and enforcers, rather than commanders in charge of those at lower Tiers.

“Is there any word from your agents in Sanafalls? You mentioned something about having a girl start sowing chaos in their dock district?” Meryn asked one of the Hunters that had arrived to give him a report. The Hunter in question was quick to take a knee in front of his new superiors.

He was only Tier two, but he and his Spirit had once held fairly good positions as members of the island’s raiding crews. A familiar sash with the emblem of a ship with a broken hull was wrapped around his arm.

A couple of the Reaching Spires Hunters looked at him in disdain, knowing that their own Guild was far more powerful than these ragtag fools that merely imitated the Guilds, without having any of the dignity and authority that an actual Guild had in a given area.

Not a single member of the Reaching Spires respected the Hull Breakers. Calling them out for being pirates that were playing at being a Guild, rather than calling them anything else.

“Our last report indicated that the girl’s usefulness was used up. Our contact in their government was making moves to tie up the loose ends. We should be getting word back regarding the results sometime today, if not by tomorrow.” The Hunter from the Hull Breakers said with his head bowed low.

“Hmm. We’ll need to accelerate our plans if we want to start taking more overt actions in Sanafalls. It’s far too peaceful there for our purposes. But I guess it is the technical capital of the Archipelago for a reason.” Meryn muttered in frustration.

“It’s also the biggest island not totally controlled by Spirits or Cruor. Also, I thought you said we couldn’t take any overt actions, since our level of support here is too low for that?” Kameira said from her place at the table.

A half empty bottle was in her hand, and while she wasn’t obviously drunk in her words or actions, the flush across her face was a clear indicator of her current state.

“I only said we need to be more careful because I believed that it would be difficult to spread the true faith to the people here. But it seems like there are many smaller islands that we can bring the Light to without having to spread ourselves too thin. Just look at this island.” Meryn said as he gestured out a large window to the side.

“Other than having an idiotic name like ‘Breaker’s Bay,’ this island is of medium size, and showed little to no resistance when we arrived. The faith is beginning to spread, and the previous Guild Leaders for the Hull Breakers have all fallen in line.” Meryn said proudly as he waved to the still kneeling Hull Breaker in the room.

The Cult members in the room also stood more proudly. Happy that their faith was spreading, while the Reaching Spire’s Guild members looked conflicted. Some had started converting, while others still looked down on the Cult as nothing more than mindless fanatics, yet they still had to work together.

“First of all, those so-called Guild Leaders can barely be considered as such. There were several dozen of them, and they were more like a ragtag group of Hunters that were calling themselves a Guild. They’re pirates, nothing more.” Kameira said, much to Meryn’s growing frustration.

“Secondly, just because they’re bound by Spirit Covenants doesn’t mean they’ll stay loyal. The fact that these peasants and porters are even partially useful is only thanks to my Guild’s contributions. Really, other than acting as travel guides, I fail to see how these simpletons are in any way needed.”

Kameira’s tone was filled with disdain as she sneered at the Hull Breaker on the far end of the room. She truly hated being here, and dearly wished to return to the mainland, but due to her own Spirit Covenant that was not an option. Not until Ezekiel was killed at least.

“You can go now. Send another messenger when word from Sanafalls arrives.” Meryn spoke to the Hull Breaker Hunter. The man left with nothing more than a nod in Meryn’s direction, and a poorly concealed glare in Kameira’s.

He got several glares in return. Some of the Reaching Spires were likely to look for him later.

“If you are going to continue antagonizing the help in such a manner, then perhaps we should start putting you to good use.” Meryn said after the Hull Breaker had left.

“Considering neither of us wants to be here, let alone deserves to be here, I fail to see why we have to treat our lessers with any sort of politeness. Maybe if they prove their worth, then I’ll be nice.” Kameira said with disdain.

“Considering the only worth that you care about is that of nobility, and no such thing exists in the Archipelago, it seems like you’ll continue to be rude for a while now.” Meryn said back.

Kameira took a swig of her drink, much to Meryn’s disgust. He had tried the drinks available on this island, and he found them utterly disgusting.

“I don’t understand how you can possibly drink that swill. I thought you were more dignified than that.” Meryn’s face twisted in disgust as the scent of the drink burned the inside of his nose.

Kameira just smirked in his direction.

“Well, for one thing, I can numb my tongue. For another, now that I realized just how low I’ve sunk, there’s no need to keep up appearances. Especially in front of you.” She scathingly retorted.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Meryn asked.

“It means that you and I have the same rank now, oh disgraced regent. You’re not my superior anymore. Not when we’re so far from your little Cult. It’d take several weeks for any messages to reach the mainland, so I don’t have to fear you nearly as much as before. Just as much as any other Legendary Hunter.” Kameira told him with a confident smirk on her face.

Meryn, for his part, could only frown at Kameira’s words. As much as he hated to admit it, she technically had a point. He had originally been a stand in for the Cavern Light of the Followers of Radiance’s Seven Lights.

While he was primarily removed from his position because an appropriate Cavern Hunter had been found to take the position, that didn’t mean that the implications and timing hadn’t stained his record.

There were many in their faith that had doubts about his capabilities due to his loss at the hands of Gerome back in the Ruins. His utter failure to ensure the death of a Tier one child who had never left his home city before was something that many thought their leaders were punishing him for. Hence his new placement in the Archipelago.

He knew better, of course. Better to have a man who had already failed once, and would’ve learned from that mistake, than to have a new person on the job that might fall for the same tricks as he had previously.

“I’ll admit that we do indeed hold the same rank among the Cult right now. But that doesn’t mean that this disrespect is at all warranted. Drink if you wish, but do not let it interfere with your duties.” Meryn said, ending the topic of the conversation for now.

He had to admit, though, a part of him dearly wished for a good drink of his own. Just not the pig swill that was so common and popular on this island. A nicely aged wine was what he dearly hoped for.

“Perhaps I can set aside some time to set up a vineyard? They’re rare, but the island does have a few Life Mages.” Meryn couldn’t help thinking to himself, before shaking his head and internally berating himself for having such self-indulging thoughts.

The Life Mages they had were of better use serving their goals, rather than their personal whims.

As he finished his idle thoughts and turned back to the maps and letters on the table, Meryn heard a knock on the door. Gesturing to one of the Cult members to open it, he was surprised to see a handful of people, rather than just a messenger giving a report.

Even more surprising was the woman that was part of the group. She was dressed much more reasonably than the various sailors and citizens of this island. They all tended to dress in whatever rags they could put together from the goods their ships managed to steal from traders and small islands.

The woman was also a Tier three Glacial Mage. One that he hadn’t seen on this island before. Which shouldn’t have been possible, since all the Adepts on the island were required to sign Covenants that bound them to the Followers of Radiance.

“Who might you be?” Meryn asked in a low tone.

Kameira, noticing the same problems that Meryn had, sat up straight, with just the slightest of wobbles, and placed her remaining drink on the table as she focused on the new person in the room.

“My name is Milicent Seryll. I am the previous contact for the Hull Breakers in Sanafalls.” Milicent said to Meryn.

Her voice was tinted with frustration and anger but was held back by no small amount of fear. Her fellow Hull Breakers had informed her of some of the recent happenings when they had landed on the island. Something that she wished she had been made aware of beforehand.

Unfortunately, for her, due to the Spirit Covenants on all Hull Breakers that left the island, they couldn’t warn her about the problems with their home base without losing their Spirits. Else she wouldn’t have demanded that she return here to speak with the Hull Breaker’s leaders.

“And why exactly are you here, rather than in Sanafalls?”

Milicent took a moment to compose herself as she answered.

“There was an incident, and my ties to the Hull Breakers were, unfortunately, put at risk in my attempts to ensure that our loose end was put down.” Milicent explained.

Meryn glared at her as she finished speaking. Something in his gut was telling him that there was more to the story than just that.

“I’m assuming that your loose end is still alive, then? What exactly was this girl aware of that was so dangerous for her to know?”

“She was made aware of several safehouse locations on Sanafalls’ sister islands, as well as the names of several Hull Breaker contacts, including myself.”

Meryn tapped his hand on the table as he thought things over.

“How exactly did you fuck up so badly?” Kameira blurted out before Meryn could speak up.

Milicent winced at Kameira’s harsh tone.

“It wasn’t entirely my fault! If it wasn’t for that little brat that the Church took in then nothing would’ve gone wrong!” Milicent exclaimed.

Meryn and Kameira immediately perked up at the mention of who had thwarted Milicent’s plans.

“What little brat?” Meryn asked. “And how, exactly, did he mess up your plans?”

Milicent was confused for a moment, thinking that the two Legendary figures in front of her wouldn’t be concerned with a child. She had honestly thought they wouldn’t believe her words. Seeing a chance to save herself, she started to explain.

“It was some Void Mage kid that was wearing a robe and badge marking him as an official affiliate of the Church. Somehow, he managed to undo all my work at sabotaging the investigation for the girl.” Milicent explained.

She went into detail regarding the work she put into making sure that the guards doing the investigation were not the best at finding clues and information.

“But, somehow, that kid managed to find more information than any of the guards previously managed to find, combined! Luckily a few of our Tier two Hunters had their Spirits watching, or we would’ve been in trouble even sooner.”

Milicent went on to explain how the Hull Breakers had watchers that informed her of Ezekiel finding information. Which led to her falsifying some documents to get the investigation called off before they could dig any deeper, or worse, send an official team to capture Sasha before they could.

Meryn and Kameira were closely following along with the story. Milicent hadn’t given them a name, but they knew that there was no way there could be another Void Mage Child that was this capable. As such, as far as they were concerned, it had to be Ezekiel, and they were furious at Ezekiel’s interference in their plans, however accidental and indirect it was.

“From there, I informed the Adepts near the city what was happening, and they set an ambush at the girl’s apparent destination. But that stupid brat managed to get a full guard team with three Adept Hunters of his own to fight them off. I only got this information because a Hull Breaker porter was there, and he ran as soon as one of our Adepts was killed.”

Milicent pointed directly at one of the Tier two Hunters that was in the room with them. It was the porter that was waiting with the four Adepts in Sasha’s father’s cabin.

“My last plan was to have the Guards arrest the girl and the kid’s team under false pretenses. However, I knew that I’d be using up the last of my favors, and would soon be investigated myself, due to the orders I was forging, but I needed to make one last shot at tying up that loose end. I don’t actually know what happened after I sent the order for the arrest. If it worked, then the girl is dead, at the hands of another Hull Breaker. If not, then that means the Church of Ten stepped in before things could get messy.”

Meryn and Kameira were silent as they went over the information Milicent had provided them. Kameira was internally seething at the thought of Ezekiel getting in their way again.

You said that you were the porter for the Hull Breaker Adepts that faced the Anathema and his guards?” Meryn addressed the porter that had accompanied Milicent.

At the mention of Anathema, the Followers of Radiance in the room all bristled in anger and hatred. The Reaching Spires members also showed a degree of frustration and anger. While the residents of the island, and the Hull Breakers, displayed confusion at Meryn’s words.

“Anathema?” The porter questioned.

“The Void Mage child! What did he do during this encounter?” Meryn nearly shouted in frustration and impatience.

The porter was startled by the sudden change in Meryn’s demeanor.

“Ah! The kid did something with his sword! Killed the boss’ Spirit and gave him a relatively deep cut across his chest.” The porter explained.

“He did what?! He’s a Void Mage! He shouldn’t be able to do anything besides strengthening his body!” Meryn stood up in anger, his chair flying out from behind him, and slammed his hands on the table, nearly cracking it from the strength he used.

Everyone in the room jumped slightly in surprise and fear. Meryn’s proud and overbearing figure was now replaced by a man who looked like he was ready to kill anyone who looked at him wrong.

“I-I-I d-don’t know how he did it. Just that he seemed to focus his mana into his sword. When he swung it at the boss, nothing seemed to happen. But as soon as the boss moved, cuts appeared that managed to go nearly all the way through his Spirit’s smaller body. I don’t know how it happened, but he really got lucky, because if the boss’ Spirit wasn’t in its small form, it would’ve barely been injured.” The porter spoke quickly, trying to get as much information out as possible.

“Ancients dammit!” Meryn slammed his hand on the table again.

Milicent and the porter watched nervously, while the rest of the people in the room were somewhat wary of what was going to happen. Meryn had never shown this side of himself before.

“I assume that your boss went into a rage due to the shock of losing his Spirit. So he charged forward before the other Adepts, and ended up getting killed immediately because it was three on one, correct?” Meryn assumed but wanted confirmation.

“Yessir!” The porter exclaimed. “At that point, the other three charged forward, and I ran as fast as I could, to make sure this information was passed on.”

“Tch... Coward.” Kameira muttered under her breath.

The porter looked put out by her statement but wasn’t willing to speak up about it. No one else in the room seemed eager to say anything either.

Meryn sat down heavily. It looked like he wanted to sigh in frustration but held himself back from doing so in front of the others in the room.

“Thank you for bringing this to our attention. My orders now are simple. Get more eyes in Sanafalls, specifically on the Anathema. Also, you two.” Meryn spoke, addressing the two people from Sanafalls. “You both will be signing Covenants. You, a Spirit Covenant, and you, a Mana Binding.”

He spoke to the porter and Milicent separately regarding their contracts. Meryn wasn’t about to let these newcomers get the opportunity to leave their services anytime soon. As much as he was thankful for the information, he wasn’t very happy with what had happened either.

Milicent and the porter were quick to sign their respective contracts, binding their services to him and Kameira. He then ordered Milicent to make a record of all her contacts in Sanafalls, as well as a list of all the safehouses and other facilities that belonged to the Hull Breakers on Sanafalls’ islands.

He then ordered the room to be emptied so that he and Kameira could talk privately.

The moment the room was emptied of everyone but their Spirits, Meryn channeled some mana, activating the privacy seals around the room.

He then proceeded to flip the large table in front of himself, throwing all the paperwork he had been working on into the air and scattering it throughout the room. His and Kameira’s familiars looked at him. The former in disappointment and exasperation, the latter in frustration and disdain.

Kameira took a swig from her bottle.

“The Anathema is growing stronger. To be able to kill an Adept Spirit in one swing... Even if it was only due to luck and circumstances, that’s a power that no one can be permitted to have!” Meryn exclaimed in fury.

“You mean, ‘no one that’s a Void Mage or against us,’ don’t you.” Kameira snidely retorted.

“This is not the time! We need to start accelerating our plans. The ease in which we conquered this island means we have a sustainable base of operations, but we will need to do something that can draw the Anathema out from Sanafalls.” Meryn started muttering to himself as tried to think of what they could do.

“Just use the Hull Breakers.” Kameira carelessly threw out a reply.

“How would we do that?” Meryn asked mockingly.

“They’re already known to be after the girl that the kid saved, right? Just use silencing her as revenge as an excuse. The folks in Sanafalls killed some of their members, so just call this revenge. That way, the Hull Breakers can take the fall, and no one in the city has to know that we were involved.” Kameira explained.

A gleam of enlightenment appeared in Meryn’s eye.

“Yes... We can do that, and while the Church of Ten is dealing with pirates, we can spread the faith to some of the smaller islands. Increase our numbers for when we go for our full powered attack.” Meryn quietly planned out.

“If we can start exploring some of the more relatively distant islands, we might even be able to find some Ruins, or other resources that we can use to draw people in. I’m sure the Seven Lights will also not be against sending more assistance, seeing as the Anathema is growing stronger.”

Kameira couldn’t help but roll her eyes at Meryn’s final words. She didn’t care about spreading the faith, or the Cult of Light’s fanatical need to kill Ezekiel. But she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Especially since more help meant that Ezekiel was likely to die sooner, which meant that she could return to the mainland sooner as well.

“Right then. Well, it’ll take at least two weeks, at the fastest speed, before we get word back from the mainland. What should we, specifically we, do in the meantime? It’s not like your and my followers can afford to go out and get caught right now.” Kameira asked.

“For now, we’ll finish solidifying our control over Breakers Bay. Then we can get our own people to start exploring and traveling to some of the smaller islands that are further off the official routes. Finding a couple of small pirate cove towns would be a great boon.” Meryn said as he rubbed his chin in thought.

“For you, in particular, I have a special job. One I think that you’ll like.”

Kameira perked up, interested in what Meryn had to say.

“This island, while nowhere near as large as Sanafalls, is still big enough that most of it isn’t fully explored, nor is it entirely under human control. How do you feel about living up to your title, and hunting down the Wild Spirits that haven’t been willing to submit to the island’s new rulers.?”

Kameira’s face split into a wide toothy grin. One her Spirit was imitating as best she could with a beak. Both stood up from their respective chair and perch.

“I think that that’s exactly what I need right now. So, which part of the island should I start with?” Kameira asked as the thought of actively hunting down something for stress relief got her blood boiling.

“Take a team and head to the southernmost point of the island. Then work your way up in a zigzag pattern. It’ll take a few months, but by the time you get back up here, I should be finished with my part, and reinforcements should’ve arrived.” Meryn said.

“One more thing!” He called out just before Kameira could open the door and deactivate the privacy enchantments.

“While the woman, Milicent, still has useful information, and is a bit too high profile, the porter is not. So, deal with him, for any coward that will run rather than face the Anathema is not needed in the faith. Don’t let anything be traced back to you.”

Kameira smirked at Meryn’s words. She didn’t care about his claims regarding the faith, but she was happy to have a reason and a target to get herself warmed up before her hunt later on. Nodding her head, she left the room with a happy smile on her face.

Meryn then turned to the very messy room and sighed. He then got to work tidying up the various papers and items in the room. His thoughts wandered to the various plans he had to spread the Light to the people and Spirits of the Archipelago.

At the forefront of these thoughts, was the death of a Void Mage who had been a thorn in their side for barely a year. But one that seemed intent on digging deeper and deeper.
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                It had been several weeks since Ezekiel had last seen Sasha, or Chester, Kurt, Casey, Tori, or any of the other people he had met during his first assignment.

At first he was confused, as he thought that he’d either continue to be involved, at least until the Hull Breaker they’d captured had been interrogated, or he’d have some additional missions assigned to him to keep him busy. More so than the paperwork he’d had to do, did, anyway.

However, after a talk with Scarlet, who was apparently on shore leave with her crew for a few days, Ezekiel found out that the mission they’d assigned him was a test to see how well he worked with the city guard. Apparently, when Carrian said it wasn’t a test, he wasn’t aware that the other Grand Scholars were worried about his ability to work with officials, given what had happened to him.

Ezekiel explained that his father was a guard, so he knew they weren’t all bad. Thus, he knew to await further information before judging people, and summarily telling them off if they were dicks.

As such, Carrian, Scarlet, and a couple of other Scholars were going to continue watching him for now. Something that Ezekiel didn’t mind, as the lack of missions meant that he could continue his training.

He managed to further refine his mana sharing methods with Shine, and the Void Spirit had risen by a full Step, thus getting closer to Ezekiel’s own. This was fortunate, since Shine’s progress had dropped from the amount of mana he’d managed to gather before their mission.

Ezekiel really hated the method of progress when it came to magic. It was good in how simple it was, but the fact that people had to take large amounts of time off if they wanted to increase their Step in their Tier was so frustrating.

He realized now why it was so difficult for those without a Spirit to make progress. Spirits could passively become stronger so long as they were in environments where their element mana was abundant. So, they could share and boost their partners, if given the right methods to do so.

But for Mages, the only way to progress with any sort of speed was to strengthen their Souls. Thus, allowing them to reach further when they meditated, as well as refine and sharpen their visualization techniques. Both of these things increased the speed at which a person could gather mana.

Were anyone else to hear Ezekiel’s complaints regarding the methods of gathering mana that existed, they’d likely slap him in the face. Given his own progress, when compared to others his age, and many of his seniors as well, he was progressing at phenomenal speed. Something that others were noticing.

As such, it was on his way to one of the Church training areas that Ezekiel was stopped by one of the supervising Scholars, and he was directed once again to Carrian’s office. A place he’d only been to once and had no desire to visit again so soon.

Yet, here he stood, once again in front of Carrian’s desk.

“So. I’ve noticed that you’ve been using the training rooms more often than not these past few weeks. Have you finally figured out what exactly it was that you did against that Hull Breaker?” Carrian asked after they had exchanged greetings.

“Only somewhat. But I have figured out the limitations of that spell.” Ezekiel said.

“And those are?”

“Well... First is distance. It seems that, at Tier one, ten feet per one hundred motes of mana is the hard cost. Second, it can be blocked simply by dodging the path of my blade, or by putting something in the way, this includes mana. Finally, it only cuts a maximum of one inch deep.” Ezekiel explained after taking a moment to gather his thoughts. “But it cuts anything and everything the exact same. No exceptions.”

“Hmm. That is both surprisingly powerful, but also quite limited. The length of the cut is limited to the distance your sword travels?’ Carrian inquired.

Ezekiel didn’t answer right away, taking several seconds to think before answering Carrian’s question.

“I don’t think we thought to test that.” Shine chimed in from the back of his mind.

“No, we didn’t.” Ezekiel confirmed. Apparently, his thoughts reflected on his face as well, because Carrian couldn’t help but chuckle at his expense.

“Heheheh... You might be quite smart, but it looks like you’re still a way away from being a true Scholar.” Carrian stated.

“It seems so.” Ezekiel agreed. Age alone meant that Carrian and many of the other Scholars knew more than him. Let alone their different personal experiences.

“Well, that actually brings me to my next point. Your actions have caught the interests of some of our Scholars. They’d like to begin working with you to further your research into Void Magic. While they haven’t been sworn in regarding little Shine’s existence. Should you agree to start working with a team once more, then we’ll ensure that they are bound by the proper oaths before things proceed.” Carrian said as he explained why Ezekiel was called in.

For his part, Ezekiel was only partially surprised. He knew full well that the Church of Ten was extremely interested in furthering the advancements of Void Magic. But it seemed like they had previously been content with working on the meditation techniques for now.

Which made sense if you thought about it. Making more Void Mages meant that there’d be more people that could contribute to the study of Void Magic, which would also increase the rate at which said studies proceeded.

There was only one problem with this plan that Ezekiel could think of.

“Grand Scholar... You do know that the majority of what I do is instinctual, right? I can study the effects of what I do, but the actual act is mostly instinctual.” Ezekiel said.

Carrian looked somewhat amused at his worries.

“While that is a possible issue, the monitoring devices that we’ve created and acquired over the years can sense things that Mages and Spirits cannot. Or at least, non-Void Mages and Spirits cannot.”

Carrian sounded fairly confident in his reassurances. They might not be able to sense Void mana when it entered the environment, due to its nature changing right away, but by studying its effects, his hope was to back track, and one day discover some of the secrets of Void Mana.

“I believe that, with the expanded knowledge that we have acquired since the time of the Ancients, we should be able to make some accurate guesses, and proceed from there. Your own enchanting research seems to revolve around a similar idea, does it not?” Carrian inquired teasingly.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but bow his head. He knew he hadn’t been very subtle with his inquiries into enchanting materials and long-distance communication, but he hadn’t expected to be called out like that.

“... I’m working with some... esoteric knowledge, that I can barely make heads or tails of.” Ezekiel admitted quietly.

He was indirectly confirming, for Carrian, that he had knowledge of things in this world that the Church didn’t know. Carrian assumed that it was from the Void Relics and other messages left by the Ancient Void. Ezekiel and Shine knew that it was just relatively general knowledge that came from having passed high school in his previous life.

Most people had at least a basic idea of how a cell phone worked. Same with a radio transmitter and receiver. The problem mainly stemmed from the fact that knowing that a cell phone and radio send and receive signals via waves of some sort is very different from having an in-depth understanding of what those waves are, as well as how they are used to send and receive messages.

Shine seemed to be close to having some sort of insight when they meditated on the topic several nights ago, but it seemed like they either weren’t a high enough Tier or weren’t making the right connections to gain any instinctive insight.

The fact that they didn’t even know if all the rules of physics applied to this world was also a factor holding them back. The existence of Magic alone was already enough for Ezekiel to question just how many extra rules this world seemed to be working on. As well as how many were missing from his old one. If there even were any.

“‘Esoteric knowledge,’ eh? Well at least your subtle enough to not just come out any say, ‘the Ancient Void told me.’” Carrian said in a blunt and sarcastic tone.

Ezekiel dearly wished to roll his eyes, but he figured a bit of respect was owed given the situation.

“I don’t suppose I can get more information regarding this team you want me to be a part of?” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, if you’re agreeing to it, then all you really need to do is report to this workshop by noon tomorrow. We’ll be getting the oaths and contracts formed today, and most of the prep should be finished in the morning.” Carrian said.

“Given that there are oaths and contracts, does this mean that there will be full disclosure on my part? There weren’t any back in Harkem, and, well, we know how that turned out.” Ezekiel was referencing the number of traitors that had sold secrets to the Cult of Light.

Carrian’s eye twitched at the reminder of the Church of Ten’s greatest embarrassment in recent history. Ezekiel also felt that there was a bit of annoyance at his subtle implication when Carrian glared at him.

“I can assure you that such a thing will not happen here. But I can understand your worry. Just know this. At least in Sanafalls, the Cult of Light will not be permitted to exist.” Carrian’s voice had taken on a darker tone as he mentioned the Cult of Light.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver as the sheer intent in Carrian’s voice made him feel just how serious the Grand Scholar was regarding this topic.

“Well, it’s nice to know that those fanatic monsters won’t be bothering us. They sounded really mean from what you said.” Shine said in relief.

“So long as you’re sure. I will get my notes and research organized and ready for distribution to whomever is on my team. Was there anything else that you wanted to address?” Ezekiel asked.

“For the moment, no. Was there anything on your part?” Carrian asked in return.

Ezekiel thought for a moment before speaking.

“What happened to Sasha? I... don’t actually know the procedures for legal punishments in Sanafalls... Actually, now that I think about it, other than being taken in by the guards, I don’t know what most punishments usually are.” Ezekiel said as his tone drifted off in thought.

“HA! Well, for Sasha, since she technically paid back everything that she cost the various businesses in the docks, as well as having been coerced by pirates, she’s been contracted to work as part of public service. In part because of her age. If she were an adult, or a Tier three Mage or Hunter, the punishment would be far worse.” Carrian informed Ezekiel.

“No death penalty?” Ezekiel prodded cautiously.

Carrian looked shocked and affronted at Ezekiel’s question.

“Of course not! She only cost some businesses some money, and it was money that was easily paid back. Had she not paid it back, and provided the city with new income, then she’d be working for a very long time. But as it is, she’ll only be working for a couple years, for punishment, not debt.” Carrian explained. “The death penalty is only enacted with the most heinous of crimes. Murder, destruction of ecosystems on a large scale, and the causation of casualties due to purposeful catastrophic spell discharges. Attempting to overthrow an island's ruling body is also sometimes included in that.”

“Where do pirates sit on that?” Ezekiel asked.

“Usually, one of all four. But even then, if we can take them in, to sentence them first, that is preferable. But due to the dangers involved in doing so for Tier threes or higher, such options are not a requirement.” Carrian said.

Ezekiel nodded his head in understanding. He figured things would be different depending on the severity of the crime, and the power of the person involved. Plus, magic contracts and oaths meant that it was possible to inflict punishments without having to keep people imprisoned for great lengths of time.

“Thank you for clarifying things for me.” Ezekiel bowed his head and turned to leave.

“Ezekiel!” Carrian called out.

Ezekiel turned back to look over his shoulder in response.

“The Empire... It is governed differently due to the power involved in said governing. You will not find such biases in the Archipelago. Not on the islands with a Church presence, at least.” Carrian told him.

Ezekiel wasn’t sure what exactly Carrian was trying to tell him. Was he warning him to be careful on islands without the Church? Was he saying that only the Church was trustworthy and unbiased? Was he saying that only power could determine one’s fate and freedoms?

There were several meanings to Carrian’s statement. Ezekiel wasn’t sure which one he should focus on. Maybe all of them?

Ezekiel decided that, for now, he would get ready for tomorrow. So, without another word, he nodded to Carrian, and left the office.



It was with a stack of folders and notes that Ezekiel found himself walking into the workshop area of Sanafalls’ Cathedral. He had only been here a few times. Mostly when he was given cleaning assignments during his first six months here.

At those times, he was only given the most basic of access to the facilities, purely so he could clean the grounds or on occasion act as a gopher, bringing things here and there for the Scholars. This time was different, since he now had a workshop dedicated specifically to himself and his new team.

It wasn’t his personal workshop, as only official Scholars got those, and he was merely an affiliate ward, but it was still much more than he had before.

Walking through the sector of the Cathedral, Ezekiel finally came to a stop in front of a door with a unique symbol on it. The primary rune for Void was engraved on the door, with a sword piercing through it vertically. Beneath it were five name plates, including his own.

George Leaf. Fiana Fare. Ally Ren. Marc Stone. The first two names had three bars in the color of their respective element engraved on the sides of their name plates, while the latter ones had two bars. Ezekiel’s name plate had just one bar, Indicating their individual Tiers.

Ezekiel stood in front of the door for a moment before reaching to open it. However, a loud ‘SLAM’ from inside brought back instincts he’d developed from his time working with the team at the Harkem Cathedral. Thus, he threw himself to the side, expecting the door to be blasted off its hinges, much like it often was when Quentin let things run without supervision.

Needless to say, Ezekiel found himself the target of a few strange looks as he flew nearly five meters away from the door in an instant. His papers went flying, and the folders he’d painstakingly prepared were made a mess of as his notes went scattering across the floor.

Hands over his head for protection, Ezekiel lay on the floor for a few seconds before he peeked back at the door he’d just been standing in front of. His face started turning red from embarrassment as he realized that there were a few acolytes staring at him.

Pushing up from the floor, Ezekiel began gathering the papers he’d thrown about during his unnecessary dodge.

“Wow! That was impressive. Don’t think I’ve seen anyone else that jumpy in a long time.” A somewhat rough female voice said to him as he grabbed a few papers.

Ezekiel turned to look at who was speaking to him. He saw that she was a Scholar with bright red eyes and hair. Her robes denoted her as a Scholar and given the rarity of Tier three or higher Flame Mages in the Archipelago, Ezekiel felt somewhat confident that this was Fiana.

“Well, the last time I heard a loud noise from behind a closed workshop the door blew up. Given the frequency of those events, you acquire certain instincts.” Ezekiel explained as he picked up the last of his papers. “Are you Fiana?”

The woman smirked at him, somewhat amused by his behavior.

“Yes, I am. I guess that makes you Ezekiel?” She said as her eyes glanced over him and his robes that had the markings of a Void Mage.

“Given that there haven’t been any other Void Mages around, especially ones as young as me, that guess would be correct.” Ezekiel snarked, under the impression she was teasing him.

He immediately regretted it, as he had wanted to make a good first impression on the Scholar’s he’d be working with. It seemed like he was still rattled from before.

“It’s not that big a problem, is it?” Shine asked as they felt Ezekiel’s regret.

“It might be. We’ll need to wait to find out.” Ezekiel replied.

They didn’t have to wait long, however, as Fiana let out a barking laugh as she spoke to Ezekiel.

“HAH! You’ve got spunk, kid. I think we might just get along.” Fiana held out a hand with a large smile stretching across her face.

Ezekiel looked at the offered hand in confusion but reached forward to shake it all the same. He figured that this might be a good time to make new friends. He’d had really bad luck with Flame Mages, and it took some time and meditation when he was in solitary back in Harkem before he managed to get over the fear of being burned again. He still didn’t like standing too close to fires though.

As his thoughts wandered to Aldor and his lost friend, Riley, his eyes couldn’t help but droop downward as he frowned in melancholy. Something that Fiana noticed right away.

“You alright, kid? You’re looking a little down. I didn’t mean to make fun of you, if that’s what you thought.” Fiana said.

Ezekiel shook himself out of his thoughts. He tried to make himself look forward instead. There was no use dwelling on the past, after all. Better to look forward and prepare for whatever comes next.

“I’m fine. I’ve just been on the receiving end of a crazy Flame Mage’s anger before. If it wasn’t for a lifesaving treasure, I’m certain I’d be dead right now.” Ezekiel said in apology.

Fiana winced at the thought of what he’d must’ve been through, as she knew full well the damage that an angry Flame Mage could do.

“Well, I won’t be attacking you anytime soon, and I hope the Mage in question paid for it.” Fiana said back.

“He did.” Ezekiel said. He didn’t feel like elaborating, and bringing up Riley hurt more, so he was hoping the conversation would end there.

Fiana, sensing that Ezekiel was wanting to move on from this topic, quickly gestured to the door. Though, she was somewhat confused as to why Ezekiel was making her so uncomfortable. She thought it might be because he doesn’t act like a kid his age should act but wasn’t certain yet.

“Why don’t we get into the workshop for now. We can see what facilities our team has been provided. Also, if you don’t mind me asking, what exactly happened to you that you obtained such instincts?” Fiana asked as she walked to the door.

“There was a, somewhat... quirky Scholar who I worked with at the Harkem Cathedral. If something didn’t blow up at least once a week, most of our team would start to get paranoid.” Ezekiel explained.

“The Harkem Cathedral? You know, I was an apprentice there, before I reached Tier three and went on my pilgrimage. I decided that Sanafalls was the best place for me to go to, given the proximity to several volcanic islands, and the empires' lack of volcanoes besides Mount Hurst. Are you talking about Quentin Rudy?” Fiana inquired.

“Yes. Yes, I am.” Ezekiel stated.

“Then you have my condolences. I never worked with the man myself, but my mentor often complained about him. Unfortunately, it seems like we’ll be working with ‘Quentin the lesser’ when it comes to this team.” Fiana said.

Ezekiel just raised an eyebrow in question, but Fiana stayed silent as they entered the room.

“Ah! Finally! What on earth took you so long to get here? You didn’t keep the kid held up by getting lost or something, did you Fiana?” A loud and rude voice called out to Ezekiel and Fiana.

Looking to the center of the room, there stood a man with green hair and eyes in front of what looked to be a chalkboard with numerous formulae and Runic scripts on it. In front of him were two more Mages. Apprentices, Ally and Marc, by the look of things.

One was a young woman with blue eyes, and the other was a young man with brown eyes, though they both looked like they weren’t too much older than Ezekiel was. Early twenties at the latest, but more likely late teens. The young man’s eyes seemed to brighten as he caught sight of Fiana.

“Shut it George! I haven’t gotten lost since my first year here, and that was nearly a decade ago. Besides, we’re both on time anyways.” Fiana shouted back.

“You were the last ones to arrive. I’ll call you later if I want to. Besides, unlike you, I know the importance of arriving early to a meeting. It gives you time to organize your thoughts and double check your preparations before meeting everyone. It lets you be extra prepared, while you look like you haven’t prepared anything at all.” The green haired man, George said in a somewhat rude tone.

One thing Ezekiel noticed as George spoke, it seemed like he was actually disappointed with Fiana. Like he wasn’t actually trying to be rude, but instead trying to help her be better at her job. Like his words just now were meant to be advice, not insults and beratements.

Fiana didn’t say anything in response. Instead, she just walked to the side of the room, reached behind a table, and brought out a briefcase with her name engraved on it.

“Ah... It seems you actually are prepared. Wait! How did you know that this was the room we would be meeting in? I only got the letter just this morning.” George asked.

“Unlike you, I actually stayed to ask Grand Scholar Carrian for more details. Rather than just jump for joy and dash out of the room the moment you signed your Mana Binding Covenant after finding out you were on this team.”

By this point, Ezekiel had made his way over to Ally and Marc. The latter of whom was snickering into his sleeve as he watched Fiana and George argue.

“Are these two usually like this?” He couldn’t help but ask.

“Unfortunately, yes. But when the actual research begins, they tend to tone things down to snips and snipes, rather than yells and rants.” Ally said in a deadpan voice. “I’m Ally, by the way.”

“I think it’s entertaining, honestly. Especially since Fiana usually wins their arguments.” Marc said. “Oh, and the name’s Marc. You must be Ezekiel, right?”

Ezekiel nodded his head as Ally spoke up.

“It’s just a shame that George seems incapable of learning his lesson. No matter how many times he loses to her. Perhaps then he’d get a little bit more work done on his own, rather than me being his keeper for most things.” Ally couldn’t help but agree and sigh in exasperation.

Ezekiel figured there were stories there but didn’t think now was the time to get into it.

Before he could say anything else. The door to the room once again opened, and this time, it was Grand Scholar Carrian who walked in. He stopped briefly to activate some Runic enchantments that were hidden in the room. From what little Ezekiel caught a glimpse of, he assumed they were for privacy.

Fiana and George immediately fell silent and gave a slight bow to Carrian as he approached.

“It appears you’re all on time. Good. I was worried that George might have a legitimate reason to have grievances this time.” Carrian said as he gave George and Fiana a side-eyed glance.

“Since you’re all here, Ezekiel, I can confirm without a shadow of a doubt that none of these people can willingly tell your secrets to anyone outside this room, nor can they discuss said secrets unless under the protection of privacy wards that they are certain are activated and working. So, with that in mind, can you please introduce your bonded Spirit, and allow us to get started.” Carrian got straight to the point, not holding anything back, and immediately put Ezekiel under the spotlight.

At the mention of Ezekiel having a Spirit, all eyes turned to Ezekiel, who couldn’t help but feel a bit of pressure from the intensity.

“A Spirit?! You have a Spirit! That must mean it’s a Void Spirit. Where on earth did you find a Void Spirit!” George exclaimed as he immediately started firing question after question at Ezekiel, trying to find out more right away.

“Calm down, you Spirit fanatic! Let the kid talk.” Fiana said as she slapped George up the backside of his head to make him shut up.

George glared at her but fell silent under Carrian’s expectant gaze.

Ezekiel took a moment to breathe, thinking about how he should word this.

“Just have them talk to me. We know it works, and maybe they can help us work on that one project we thought of. You know. The one that might let me talk to people.” Shine offered up as a possible way of doing things.

“That’s actually a good idea. So long as you’re okay with it.” Ezekiel said back.

“I offered, didn’t I?” Shine said.

“That you did.” Ezekiel said silently as he drew Shine from their sheath.

“Alright, everyone, it would be simpler to explain things this way, so sit down, and put your hand on the sword.” Ezekiel crossed his legs and sat down on the ground, laying Shine across his lap, as if they were meditating together.

The group shared glances, but Carrian, curious to experience this for himself, rather than just reading about it in a report, marched forward and sat on the ground. Placing his hand on Shine’s vessel.

The others, seeing Carrian taking the lead, followed suit.

For a moment, there was nothing, but then, they all heard a happy, but also very shy, voice calling out to them.

“Hi! My name’s Shine! I hope we can be friends and find out more about the Void together!”

Everyone but Carrian flinched backwards, not used to hearing voices in the back of their heads like that. Carrian, for his part, actually let out a melancholic smile. He’d not heard a voice in this manner since his own Spirit had died saving him from a Deep one several decades ago.

Slowly, the others placed their hands back onto the sword currently holding Shine inside it. Then, they spoke, and discussed what they knew so far, about Shine, the Mana, the Void, and more.
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                Ezekiel and Shine ended up spending nearly an hour answering questions and going into some relatively extensive explanations and theories regarding Shine’s existence and their understanding of the Void. Some of the questions were fairly mundane.

“How old are you?”

“What kind of senses do you have?”

Can you see things without eyes?”

“Are you male or female?”

“Can you move?”

And many more. Each of which, Shine did their best to answer.

“I’m nearly seven months old.”

“I can hear things just fine and know where things are if they’re close enough to me.”

“I can see things that Ezekiel sees, when he lets me, but otherwise I can just feel presence.”

“I’m a sword, so... neither!”

“I can rattle a little bit. Does that count?”

Some other questions were a bit difficult for Shine to answer, so Ezekiel took over when they popped up. Questions like, how was Shine created? Or what did Shine know about the Void? As all Spirits had some level of innate understanding of their elements. Said understanding was actually how most of the more recent advancements in magic and spell casting were developed.

There was a slight lull in the questions when Ezekiel explained that Shine was born from a literal strip of Ezekiel’s soul that was torn off by the Void Remnant that he’d met nearly a year ago.

The fact that Ezekiel was able to survive such an event at Tier one meant that his soul was at least as powerful as a Tier three Mage. Something that was very uncommon, as the soul grew most when a person Tiered up.

Luckily, the Scholars in the room, and the apprentices, were bound by oaths and contracts, so the knowledge of Void Relics granting strange knowledge to Void Mages was provided to them. This got Ezekiel a couple of looks as they seemed to connect the pieces of a puzzle.

Moving on, George and Fiana were greatly interested in Ezekiel’s spell, and after they finished their introduction and explained most of Shine’s origin, they moved onto looking through Ezekiel and Shine’s notes regarding the effects of Ezekiel’s new spell, as well as the possible implications and applications regarding Void mana and enchanting.

The Void duo then went into a description of their desire to see if it was possible to create an artifact that had enchantments to allow for long distance communications. Similar to the cellphones from Earth. Ezekiel wasn’t sure that they would have too much support, since he wasn’t certain it was replicable via magic, but he hoped that they would be able to see the uses that such a Relic had.

Surprisingly enough, it was actually Carrian who threw his full support behind this direction of research. He also proved that the thing Ezekiel and Shine wanted to achieve was most definitely possible, as he himself had one such Relic that was found in a long-lost ancient Ruin.

Carrian went so far as to explain that such Relics, whilst rare, were not so uncommon as to be unheard of by the Guilds and the Church. Even some nobles and large clans in the different World Factions were aware of such things, or even had access to them.

Ezekiel was shocked to learn that Harolt, the leading Grand Scholar of the Harkem Grand Cathedral, was in possession of such a Relic. But as he thought about it, he realized that this explained how he was able to get a message to Duke Harken so quickly. The Duke was probably made aware of the situation well before Naeri was even given the mission to bring him a message.

It wasn’t just Ezekiel that was surprised by this information, however, the other four were also surprised. At this point, everyone agreed that this was an avenue of research that they wanted to explore. Not only because it had a destination they knew existed, but also because it was something that would be greatly useful if they could figure out how to reproduce such Relics as artifacts.

Ezekiel was even willing to share some of his past life information regarding radio waves, to see if Eldramir had anything similar, or could replicate any effects via magic.

Carrian, after hearing about these invisible waves and signals that weren’t visible to any of their senses, looked as though he wanted to remain, and involve himself in the research personally. Unfortunately, he was far too conscious of his role and responsibilities in the Church. So, it was with a heavy heart that he left the room as the team began going over their notes.

From that point on, the team began working together with surprising ease, with only a few hiccups here and there when Fiana and George were arguing. But such instances were settled relatively quickly, and the two Scholars only had to be separated by their juniors a few times.

At first, there was little progress in how they moved forward. Mainly due to the fact that the team couldn’t figure out what the best method for sending a message would be.

George suggested that they immediately start by trying to send full images and sounds, to allow for total visual and verbal communications.

Fiana suggested that they go with a written form that could be read, as it was much simpler, and most who could use these items would be literate anyway.

Ally and Mac had some ideas that were simpler. Such as using purely audio communications, since that might be simpler than either, as both George and Fiana’s methods would require the artifacts to display something.

As the four continued bouncing ideas off one another, Ezekiel realized that none of them actually had any idea of how to make something happen to an artifact by dining something to a separate artifact that wasn’t physically connected to it.

When he raised this point, he was met with silence as his teammates all realized the same thing.

“Why don’t we keep things simple for now. Let’s first figure out how to connect two artifacts, so that one of them reacts when something is done to the other. Agreed?” Ezekiel asked after no one presented any good ideas right away.

“Agreed.” The others said after a few moments of thought.

From there, the group worked for several weeks on both enchanting, and studying Ezekiel and Shine’s new spell. For which, one of the first things they studied was whether or not the length of the cut was determined by the distance between Ezekiel and his target.

By using a large wall that they had Marc assist in creating, Ezekiel was able to test to see if the cut grew longer the further away from the target he was, as the arc of the blade would be longer if his sword was actually that long.

From there, they realized that yes, the cut grew longer, but only so long as enough mana was used to fuel the spell. However, that also allowed them to discover something new.

If Ezekiel and Shine released all the mana they were using in the spell in shorter bursts, then it was possible to create cuts that did not extend the length of their swing, but instead cut deeper. This meant that he could alternate between long shallow cuts, or short deeper cuts.

It also served to act as a springboard into their studies for their communication device.

By using several of the relics and devices they had access to in the workshop, they managed to figure out that the release of mana when they used their spell wasn’t actually traveling through the air. If it was, then it would’ve just created an uncontrollable maelstrom as the Tempest mana in the atmosphere went haywire.

Instead, it seemed like the mana was instead sending out some sort of line outward in the direction of the swing of the sword. This line was apparently a total vacuum that only appeared when Ezekiel channeled mana for the spell.

The artifacts they had were also able to read the mana in the atmosphere, and it seemed like, briefly, all mana within a certain distance was drawn inwards, towards Shine’s body, as the various motes of mana tried to fill that vacuum.

However, the strangest thing was that, while this vacuum appeared in the path that Shine was swung in when this spell was used, excess mass appeared on the wall in the place where the cuts appeared, but instantly disappeared as the line of the cut moved on.

From this they figured out that Ezekiel and Shine’s spell didn’t just send a line outwards in tandem with their cutting motion. As if they were throwing a knife or something similar.

Instead, it was more accurate to say that the distance between the sword and the wall was warped, so that the edge of the sword itself was actually stretched outwards, so that it physically made contact with the wall as it was cutting through it.

Ezekiel likened it to a portal that formed on the edge of the blade, but the exit only appeared on the first physical, non-gaseous, matter that stood in front of the cut.

With this information, Ezekiel started thinking up ideas that could be used to create a device that connected two objects, just like how his sword was ‘connecting’ with objects at a distance.

However, no matter what they tried, they just couldn’t figure out how to connect two totally separate objects.

They tried countless methods of enchanting, and mirrored several Runic patterns, and even had Ezekiel charge several test artifacts with Void mana, as it was known that using void mana as fuel for artifacts was sometimes the only method of using said artifacts. Ezekiel’s boots were one such example.

At one point, Shine actually asked whether or not the boots that Quentin had made for Ezekiel were conjoined objects, as they worked at the same time, but weren’t physically connected. Ezekiel explained that, no, they weren’t, they just had identical specifications that used Void mana, and since those specifications were one speed only, it’s not like it was difficult to use them at the same time.

Though they were used as a good model for enchantments that fully utilized the properties of Void mana. Something that they weren’t lacking, but Quentin, being the only other Scholar with direct work experience with Ezekiel, had more insight regarding this topic than many others.

It took countless hours in the labs and workshops, as well as many, many days of exhaustion, and there were several things that they had to test purely through trial and error. But finally, after more than a couple months of researching, and testing, and retesting, and reworking their theories and ideas, they finally figured out something that could be used to send messages, at distances that spanned at least the diameter of Sanafalls.



It was mid-morning, and Ezekiel and his team were at the entrance of the Cathedral alongside Carrian, and another Grand Scholar, one who had refused to introduce himself, and did not look pleased to be there. His gray eyes and hair depicted him as a Tempest Mage.

Ezekiel stood in front of his team with a table between themselves and the two Grand Scholars. On the table were several pairs of carved crystal stones. Each one was embedded into a card shaped plate, with the sizes ranging from small enough to fit on a watch, to the dimensions of a fairly large book.

The larger ones had smaller gemstones of different colors in it, surrounding a center stone that acted as the focal point of the artifact.

“What exactly are we looking at?” Carrian asked with a hint of curiosity in his voice.

“You mean these aren’t just a pile of uselessly decorated rocks? All I see are a bunch of depleted Pure Mana Crystals. One’s that aren’t even being used to properly power an artifact.” The unnamed Grand Scholar stated.

“Now, now, Leonard, there’s no need to be rude. I’m sure that you’ll be surprised by whatever this project is.” Carrian said back to his colleague. Leonard just huffed in doubt.

Turning back to Ezekiel who was given the dubious privilege of presenting their project, Carrian motioned for him to proceed. Ezekiel, not totally certain of what exactly the procedure was for such a display, decided to get straight to the point.

“We’ve managed to crack connectionless communication devices.” Ezekiel blurted out.

Behind him, he could hear Marc face palming, while Fiana let out an amused sigh. George didn’t say anything, but Ezekiel imagined that the man was practically steaming from his ears at the blunt and inelegant delivery Ezekiel just gave. Ally just stood there. Expressionlessly, but an unseen quirk of her lips showed that she was still somewhat amused.

Carrian and Leonard, on the other hand, fully turned their focus onto Ezekiel and the devices on the table.

“This had better not be a prank, young man.” Leonard said in a stern voice.

“I assure you sir, it is not. If you wish to inspect the devices yourself, then you may do so. The instructions are quite simple and are right there for you to review.” Ezekiel said as he pointed to the small booklets that he had written up the night before for this presentation.

Leonard and Carrian both took one, briefly looking through it and noticing that the booklet didn’t actually explain anything regarding the process of creating these items. The two Grand Scholars begrudgingly admitted that this was smart of the team, as such a discovery would need to be carefully studied, tested, and refined before being distributed to the world as a whole.

As they finished looking through the instructions, Leonard went first, impatiently grabbing the smallest pair of communication devices. After looking over them extensively, but still quite quickly, he placed one of the devices back on the table, before backing away and channeling his mana to activate the device on his wrist.

Immediately the device on the table lit up with a bright flash briefly appearing. This flash then started appearing in a rhythmic pattern as the Grand Scholar channeled his mana in different intervals and for different lengths of time.

“What is the range for these items?” Leonard asked as Carrian took his own turn trying out the devices.

“We don’t actually know the limits just yet. We’ve only been able to confirm that they still react at a distance equal to the diameter of Sanafalls, but we decided that, for the moment, that testing it beyond that was unnecessary. At least for now.” Ezekiel explained.

“Hmm. Unfortunately, but smart. Better to present definite findings with the possibility of going further than to overreach and mess something up. What are the larger ones for? If there’s no difference in the distance related to the size, then I assume there must be a reason as to why you created these much larger and much gaudier versions.” Leonard asked.

“Well, although we created a simple pattern system to measure the length of the flashes to correlate to different letters to spell different words, we felt that adding in some additional options for quick messages and responses would be a good idea to test. Each of the gemstones on these artifacts can shine, just like the depleted pure crystals, when mana is channeled through them.” Ezekiel explained.

Leonard and Carrian then went over to the larger artifacts. Testing them and retesting them over and over again to make sure they worked as Ezekiel said they did.

“I guess there’s only one more thing to test. Carrian!” Leonard called over to his fellow Grand Scholar. “I’m going to test the distance. Mark down what pattern I cause my gemstones to light up in. Then send me a pattern back that I will also mark down.”

With nothing more to be said, Leonard then flew off, getting further and further away from the Cathedral. Ezekiel and the rest saw him pause after a few moments, at which point the paired book sized artifact glowed in a specific pattern.

This proceeded for nearly an hour, as Leonard apparently got further and further away from Sanafalls’ Cathedral. Eventually, he did come back, and when he did, he looked a little bit worse for wear.

“How far did you get? Carrian asked after he saw just how tired Leonard seemed to be.

“As far as I could go, before I used up half my mana. I needed to retain enough to get me back here after all.” Leonard told them.

Carrian was somewhat shocked when he heard this, as he knew that, at full speed, Leonard could get a couple hundred kilometers away if he were to use that much mana to travel.

“It seems like it would potentially take days to test the full range of these items.” Leonard said after he and Carrian compared notes on their patterns. Each of them was a match, so there were no errors in how the messages were sent.

“How, exactly, did you manage to get this to work?” Carrian asked as they all entered into the team’s workshop.

“Well, in part it has to do with some creative use of Runic vocabulary, as well as cracking mana crystals in half.” Ezekiel said.

From there the team went into an in-depth explanation regarding the ways in which they enchanted depleted Pure mana crystals in order to create a singularly enchanted artifact, which they then split into two crystals, whilst still retaining identical enchantments.

This acted to essentially ‘pair’ the devices, to allow for whatever happened to one artifact to happen to the other. There were still limitations to this, of course, as there weren’t able to do much more than create flashing lights. But they were hopeful to eventually create something that would be able to send and receive either written or vocal messages in the future.

However, since no such enchantments currently existed, that meant that such a thing would be several years in development. Especially since they didn’t have any examples to base their research off of like with Shine.

There was also the issue of sending a message that was so obvious and eye catching.

Ezekiel, having knowledge of cellphones and other recording devices, knew full well how embarrassing, or dangerous, it could be if suddenly a flash of light just suddenly appeared on one’s person, or worse, a message with private information was suddenly blared out for all to hear.

Indeed, he hoped to create a recording device that could record verbal messages for later review as soon as possible.

There was also the issue of only being able to send messages to a paired device. Currently, all of the known Relics with these enchantments were limited in the same manner. But Ezekiel hoped to be able to extend such limitations in the future. To one day allow proper communication between multiple people separated by long distances.

The use of depleted mana crystals wasn’t cheap, after all, and having over a dozen different devices just so you could contact a dozen different people was bound to get messy.

When Carrian and Ezekiel’s team heard this, they couldn’t help but give him a slightly pitying look. Knowing that other than a few short letters that Scarlet was able to pick up for him during her few trips to Harkem, Ezekiel had no means of contacting his family.

Fiana, in particular, was empathetic, as she too had some distant family members that she hadn’t spoken to in years. Not since completing her pilgrimage to Sanafalls.

The topic of the communication artifacts continued for some time, taking up the rest of the day and going into the evening. The two Grand Scholars grilled Ezekiel and his team on the specifics of the creation and abilities for their artifacts. As well as inquiring as to what the reasonings were behind the various enchantments and crafting methods used in the creation of their brand-new artifacts.

The discussion brought to light a few different things that they had overlooked during their research, as well as providing them with some insight into how to develop newer devices that would be able to do more for their communication.

Eventually, as they went further and further into the night, it was decided by the Grand Scholars that their findings would be added to the Cathedral’s archive and spread to the other branches of the Church of Ten around the world. The hope was that other Scholars would be able to contribute to the creation of more accessible communication devices.

For now, Ezekiel allowed himself to feel a great deal of pride in his and his team's accomplishments, as it meant that he was still contributing to the development of Void Mages. Something that would take yet another leap as he and Shine continued to grow stronger and become more in tune with the Void.



It was several weeks after their demonstration when it happened. Ezekiel and Shine were meditating, hoping to further refine their method of sharing mana, so as to get Shine to the same Step of Tier one as Ezekiel, when it happened.

Ezekiel had, for the most part, been neglecting his own progress since reaching Step four, as he had focused almost entirely on getting Shine to Step two. This had been difficult, as the amount of testing that they had to do had slowed their progress, but after the large amount of initial testing, the number of times they needed to have him perform his new spell had dropped significantly.

This meant that, for the majority of the time during their development of their prototypes used in the demonstration, Ezekiel and Shine hadn’t actually been using their mana. They had just continued to gather more and more of it, until finally, Ezekiel and Shine’s mana, had reached a point where, even with the loss of some of the mana they were sharing, Shine had reached the pinnacle of Tier one, Step one.

So, it was with one final push, months after they had had to start Shine off from scratch, that Shine broke through to the second Step.

At which point Ezekiel immediately fell unconscious, and Shine began glowing as subtle changes began happening to the sword their soul inhabited.

It was in this unconscious state that Ezekiel found himself in a starry void. But this time there was no Ancient there to speak with him.

For a moment, he freaked out, but as nothing seemed to happen, he allowed himself to relax as best he could. He had been in such circumstances a few times before, so he felt confident that nothing terrible was happening to him. Especially since he figured this had happened since Shine had broken through to a new level. Though he wondered if this wouldn’t happen every time Shine broke through.

As he floated in that void with countless stars shining in the distance, each one immeasurably far away from him, he couldn’t help but reach out to one of the stars, as if to touch one of them.

It was just at a whim, and he had not expected anything to happen, so Ezekiel was immediately shocked when, for the briefest of instances, he felt a resistance on his finger. This was followed by a sensation like popping a bubble, before his mind was immediately assaulted by information he couldn’t process.

Ezekiel felt like his mind was tearing itself apart as images of stars being formed, blackholes collapsing and shattering. Planets forming and life developing. Light warping and twisting, while shadows grew corporeal and manifested into different shapes.

Countless worlds appeared before his eyes, and he saw magic being used in different ways. Some were physical, some were ethereal. Some used the elements. Some only used objects. Others called forth great demons. While even more revolved around making and forming a core within oneself, to act as an anchor and power source for one’s abilities.

As his mind was continually assaulted by images that he had no context for, and no means of stopping as they flooded into his head, Ezekiel eventually passed out.

His consciousness became dead to the world, and the new knowledge he had received slowly drained from his mind. His memories of said knowledge were now entirely forgotten, and the star that had popped reformed as the conceptual information from an alien source coalesced back into its original form.

It was only upon waking up that Ezekiel even realized that any changes had even occurred.

The first thing he’d noticed was the fact that he was in the infirmary, not his personal quarters in the dorms. The second, was the fact that he could now sense Shine’s presence, even though the sword that Shine inhabited had been left in his room. A much further distance away than they had ever had between them before.
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                Upon alerting the staff at the infirmary that he was awake; Ezekiel was informed that he would have to wait until Carrian arrived to ask him what had happened. There was some concern that Ezekiel had been doing unsanctioned experiments with his soul, as his own underwent several changes, and seemed to grow immensely over the course of the week he’d been in the infirmary.

Ezekiel agreed to this, as he also wanted to find out what happened, but he requested that Carrian be given a letter before he was alerted, so that the Grand Scholar could grab something on his way to see him.

So, it was nearly twenty minutes later that Carrian walked through the doors to Ezekiel’s room, with the sword that Shine inhabited in his hands.

“I believe that this is what you were referring to in your message?” Carrian said sarcastically as he handed Shine over to Ezekiel. “I honestly don’t think you could’ve been less direct in your request. I am not sure whether or not I find that impressive.”

“I just figured that I shouldn’t directly refer to Shine unless there was a certain level of security, and a letter like that one isn’t exactly secure.” Ezekiel said in self-defense.

“Hmm. What happened?” Carrian asked, getting straight to the point.

Ezekiel didn’t answer for a moment, instead focusing on conversing with Shine to see what had happened on their end of things.

From what Shine could tell, their soul had also undergone a surprising amount of growth, and it was somewhat overwhelming for them. It was to the point where Shine was having difficulty reigning in their mana, rather than just letting it leak out. Shine explained it as feeling too full, when they compared it to sensations Ezekiel had experienced.

Not certain what was happening, Ezekiel turned to Carrian and explained what happened, as well as what Shine was feeling.

Carrian closed his eyes in thought before answering. His face was set into a grim demeanor as he spoke.

“I believe that you will need to hold off on having Shine progress to the next Step.” Carrian said.

“Why? I thought there weren’t any issues with progressing through the Steps within a Tier. Only with Tiering up, and even then, such situations are rare, or are entirely to do with how difficult many find Tiering up to be.” Ezekiel asked.

“That’s not exactly the case. You see, rising to a higher Step, or Tier, usually requires one’s Soul to be at an appropriate level of development in order for said increase in power to occur. Said increase in power is also paired with a small increase in the size of one’s soul, but the amount is fairly minor.” Carrian explained. “You see, it is not a commonly known fact, but it is possible to damage the soul by forcing it to grow too much, too quickly. Which is what I believe happened in this instance. Shine is less than a year old, correct?”

Ezekiel nodded his head at the question.

“Even if they are incredibly intelligent, let us compare such growth to a human child. What do you think would happen if a less than one-year-old child were to forcibly grow to the size of a two-year-old overnight?” Carrian asked.

Ezekiel winced at that thought. The sheer amount of pain that growing at such a rate caused was unimaginable. Similarly, the lack of nutrients and overall available mass would mean that such growth would fail due to malnourishment and lack of resources to build upon.

“Exactly. You see, our pools of mana are tied to the size and strength of our souls. Usually, when done naturally, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to increase one’s Step before the soul has grown enough to withstand the growth of one’s mana. The exceptions to this are using mana crystals to accelerate such growth, but usually, by the time a child has reached the age where they can do that, using mana crystals to reach as high as Step five of Tier one, is not dangerous.” Carrian said.

As Ezekiel thought about Carrian’s words, he realized that it made a lot of sense, when looking at it from a perspective that didn’t take himself into account. If this wasn’t an issue, then nobles and other rich families would be forcing their children to grow at ridiculous rates, so long as they had the money and resources, which weren’t so common as to be totally viable, but even so, it was a possibility.

“Will this be an issue when we try to reach Tier two in the future?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. He noticed that Carrian had only mentioned the Steps of a Tier when he was talking about the dangers.

“No. But that is simply because it is impossible to Tier up if one’s Soul has not grown enough. If your soul is not big enough, you will simply not have developed your second Chakra, so you won’t be able to find it, no matter how much you search for it, even with a Spirit’s help.” Carrian told him.

This was surprising to Ezekiel. He had heard of the theory of Chakras even back on Earth, but there was always the idea that they were an intrinsic part of a person’s soul. Not something that you grew as your soul got bigger.

Suddenly, Carrian let out a sigh and stood up, looking down at Ezekiel and Shine with a look of frustration in his eyes. Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder what they’d done wrong this time.

“I had hoped to keep you out of trouble for a little while. Have you and your team continue to work on your project and see what other wonders you could make for the world, but it seems like I’ll be giving you another mission. This time one that expects there to be combat.” Carrian said with an exasperated tone.

Ezekiel just looked confused. Carrian, seeing his look, explained.

“The soul grows through a number of things, time being the most easily accessible one. But I don’t think you’ll be able to wait for too long. Not with the pace you’re going, not with the dangers you’ve got hanging over your head.” Carrian told him.

“Your soul is plenty grown. For reasons I’m certain we’re both aware of.” Carrian gave Ezekiel a half-lidded glare. “I’d go so far as to bet that you’d be able to reach Tier four right now, if you had the resources. But Shine cannot. As you well know now. Yet, without them you will not be able to reach Tier four, unless you invent a new method for that too.”

Ezekiel knew Carrian was speaking in jest, but he couldn’t help but wonder if that would one day be possible.

“As such, we’ll have to use other methods to help Shine’s soul grow stronger. Namely, exercising mana, and feeling a sense of urgency.” Carrian said.

“How will those things help? Shine and I have been using mana fairly regularly, doing our best to practice our Spells as often as possible. Well, we were, before we dedicated our time to sharing mana and growing Shine’s mana pool.”

Carrian scoffed.

“Yes, you were using your mana, but what were you feeling while you were using your mana?” Carian asked. Ezekiel didn’t reply. They really hadn’t been feeling anything at the time.

“Exactly. To grow one’s soul, they need to learn new and unexpected things. They need to experience things on a spiritual level. Specifically, when it comes to emotions and feelings. From what little I know of the event, I'm certain you know full well what happens when we feel things, aren’t you?” Carrian asked.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver as he was reminded of his first time in a Ruin. The emotional backlash was horrifying, and for a time, he couldn’t help but wonder if he was still under the effects.

“Would you say you obtained a better understanding of the world after your experience?” Carrian asked.

Ezekiel could only nod in confirmation. Much to Carrian’s satisfaction.

“I’m not saying we need to traumatize Shine to make their soul experience growth, but when a person undergoes a great change in who they are, their souls can experience great growth, or great loss.”

“Which is why your soul is so strong, but also why the Void Mages in the past have sometimes gone mad. Too much pressure on a soul collapses it. There is a balance that must be found for the best growth to occur.”

“Rest, and stress. It’s why Mages and Hunters alike don’t just spend all their time meditating, and will often go out and see the world, or spend time at the bottom of their current Step testing different spells, just to stress their mana, before spending time meditating to relax their mana.”

“Shine has not experienced enough stress, has not exercised their mana under enough harsh conditions, to truly experience growth. I don’t know if Shine’s soul will ever be as strong as yours, the difference is just that great, but if they don’t grow stronger, then you’ll start to be held down, rather than raised up.” Carrian’s voice had a much graver tone than it had when he had first started speaking.

For a little while, the room fell into an uncomfortable silence as Ezekiel and Shine digested what Carrian had told them.

“... I’m sorry for holding you back.” Shine quietly whispered in the back of Ezekiel’s mind.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. Neither of us knew, and if I need to slow down in order for you to catch up, so be it.” Ezekiel said back.

He refused to let his bonded Spirit fall into despair. Shine had helped him grow immensely in his understanding of the Void. Without Shine, he wouldn’t even have any spelling to use. Just physical reinforcement and enchantments. Not only that, but Shine was born from Ezekiel’s own soul. He couldn’t imagine being angry at them for something like this.

“You said something about missions?” Ezekiel finally said, turning to face Carrian.

“Indeed. As much as I hate to admit it, combat, struggles against impossible odds, and a general sense of helplessness, and overcoming those feelings is one of the best means by which a person’s soul can grow stronger. Pain works as well. Unspeakable pain that hurts the soul, but such methods are barbaric, and far too dangerous to be used on a soul as young and weak as Shine’s is.” Carrian stated with certainty.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. The few times he’d felt pain in his soul were horrific, and he doubted he’d wish such an experience on the likes of Aldor, let alone his bonded Spirit.

“For now, use the rest of the day to rest. Have Shine expend some of their mana. While it’s not a perfect solution, it will lessen the feeling of tight bloating that they are feeling.” Carrian pulled out a few items from his robe. It was a pair of the communications artifacts that they had made previously.

“Just place this on top of Shine and have them channel their mana into it. Physical contact should be all they need to make it work. That way you won’t be risking agitating the ambient motes of mana in the infirmary.” Carrian said as he handed the set of artifacts over to them.

Ezekiel accepted them with thankfulness and set them on top of Shine, who immediately got to work sending mana into the artifacts. Ezekiel heard a faint sigh from the back of his mind as the artifacts began lighting up in a mind-boggling strobe like effect.

“Report to my office tomorrow morning. You both should have recovered enough for me to get you started tomorrow. Scarlet will also be returning tonight, so you’ll likely see her when you see me. Until then, rest well.” Carrian said before turning to leave the room.

Ezekiel muttered a light farewell as the Grand Scholar left the room. He once again felt like there was so much that he still had to learn of the world. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that increasing one’s Step was dangerous. A part of him knew it was just because his and Shine’s positions were very unique.

Most people his age would barely be capable of reaching Tier two, let alone Tier four, like Carrian currently assumed Ezekiel could reach.

Shine was also in a special situation, as most Spirits weren’t as young as they were when they bonded with a human, and unbonded Spirits grew naturally according to the available resources, and occasionally from consuming the mana of other Spirits.

They were wild, after all, and such scenarios would mean that their souls were quite strong, as the stress of such a life would certainly promote their growth. Otherwise, Ezekiel guessed that one of the reasons Wild Spirits didn’t just continually grow stronger was because a Spirit’s ability to naturally absorb mana was also likely tied to the strength of their soul.

Since Shine couldn’t absorb ambient mana, this wasn’t an issue, but it seemed like they would need to be careful regarding how much time Shine spent meditating in the future.

For now, Ezekiel tried his best to stop worrying. He leaned back in his bed and tried to ignore the shining lights beside him. There would be plenty of time for worrying tomorrow, when they actually found out what exactly their mission would be.



Ezekiel once again found himself inside Carrian’s office, this time with Scarlet also inside the room. He was dressed in the enchanted clothing his mother had made for him, rather than the Church’s official robes, and was seated with Shine laid out across his lap. Atop the sword were two communication artifacts softly blinking back and forth as Shine continued to expend their mana as much as possible.

“I don’t like this Carrian. I’ll admit that kid’s a smart one, but he’s still only middle Step o’ Tier one. I don’t usually take anyone on my crew unless they’re Tier two. You know that.” Scarlet said after being given the explanation regarding Ezekiel’s situation.

“Can you think of a better way, that’s just as safe, relative to the situation, that will help Shine and Ezekiel grow more efficiently? You know that he’s in danger, and at least for now, we need to do our best to protect him.” Carrian said.

The two had been going back and forth regarding this topic for a while. Scarlet was against taking Ezekiel with her, since her usual jobs revolved around taking care of rowdy Wild Spirits and clearing out the closest islands of any pirates or their dens.

She had actually been extremely busy the past few months, given the fact that Sasha had a fairly extensive list of locations and people that she’d given to the Church. Scarlet had been hunting pirates left and right for a while now and had still only managed to get through roughly two thirds of the list.

This had put a bit of a strain on the Church, as it meant that one of their Grand Scholars was constantly busy. It had gotten to the point where her duties at the Cathedral were being covered by a team of regular Scholars.

There was also the fact that she wasn’t able to perform her duties as security for Church officials and affiliates that needed safe passage to other islands. She was meant to have gone back to Harkem at least once over the past couple months since her previous trip, but it had been delayed, and didn’t look to be happening anytime soon.

Given the number of issues that kept popping up, it was little wonder that she was frustrated, and had no desire to take Ezekiel with her on her next mission.

“Carrian, we got a lead on another Hull Breaker hideout. One that might lead us to their main island. But it’s certain that there’s going to be a number of Adepts there for us to face, and the location means that there’s at least one Legendary Spirit nearby.” Scarlet said.

She was confident that her crew would be able to take care of the Adepts just fine, even if they didn’t have Spirits themselves, as they were going to be taking a Tier two Guild along with them to help.

The guild in question, the Island Hoppers, was a guild that specialized in major transportation of goods, as well as security accompaniment for the Church and other major merchant houses. It was different from Chester’s business, as that was a small shipping company that only dealt in the transport of small end goods and individuals to and from the Sanafalls’ other port towns and satellite islands.

The Island Hoppers had a veritable armada, one that had hundreds of Apprentice level Hunters on call. Also, they had nearly a dozen Adept Hunters in charge, to run things smoothly.

Scarlet had been working with this Guild for years, and they had never let her down. Back when she was a Hunter herself, she had actually managed to raise the Island Hoppers to a Tier three Guild. They would’ve been the highest-ranking Guild in Sanafalls, had she not lost her Spirit and lost her right to be a Hunter.

“I can’t afford to have him babysat. Especially if you want him to get actual life and death experiences. This is just too high a level for that.” Scarlet said in finality.

From his seat off to the side, Ezekiel couldn’t help but slightly nod in agreement with her. While it rankled him to know that he was still being held back, he understood and accepted the fact that she would know better than him in this circumstance.

As much as he wanted to deny it, there was no way that he and Shine were ready to take on pirates at a higher Tier than themselves. But Given Shine’s age, they simply had no other way of expanding his soul enough to safely grow stronger. Not quickly enough for it to matter, at least.

“Enough, Scarlet. I have already made my decision. If the Island Hoppers aren’t happy about it, then here. Hire another team.” Carrian said as he tossed her a small pouch containing a few hundred gold coins.

Scarlet and Ezekiel both looked on in shock. Neither had expected Carrian to be this adamant about sending Ezekiel on this mission.

Carrian himself wasn’t so certain this was a good idea, given the danger that Scarlet had informed them of, but he knew that Shine needed to experience true battles, sooner, rather than later. Otherwise, Ezekiel’s soul might become stagnant while waiting for Shine to grow.

“Consider this a test as well. If he does well on this mission, then maybe you can take him on a few more. We’ll also see about getting him included in some of our joint training with the Island Hoppers when you get back.” Carrian told them.

Scarlet still looked like she was unwilling to take him.

“It’s still too dangerous.” She said with certainty.

“Take him. Or I’ll go, in your place, and take him myself.” Carrian stated.

Scarlet just clenched her fists and bit her lip before turning around without another word and storming towards the door.

“Well, what are you waiting for? You hear the Grand Scholar’s orders!” Scarlet yelled at Ezekiel as she held the door open.

Ezekiel leapt to his feet, rushing out the door and wincing as Scarlet slammed it behind her.

“I don’t think she likes us right now.” Shine mumbled.

“I think it’s more the situation that she doesn’t like.” Ezekiel replied.

No words were said aloud as Scarlet marched off towards the exit of the Cathedral. Ezekiel and Shine followed along like a little duckling as they exited the Church. Meeting up with the Scholars that had accompanied Scarlet to the Cathedral.

Ezekiel got some strange looks as they continued outside and towards the docks. However, no one said anything, as they could tell that their captain was in an incredibly bad mood. It wasn’t until they were fully outside the Cathedral’s grounds that Scarlet finally spoke up.

“Ezekiel!” Scarlet barked out as they slowly got closer to where their boat was docked.

“Yes!” Ezekiel nearly yelled in shock at the sudden attention.

“When we get to the ship, you will accompany me to my cabin so I can go over exactly what you will and won’t be doing on this mission. Am I understood?” Scarlet asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” Ezekiel replied.

“I think I like her more when she isn’t angry.” Shine seemed to almost whimper as Scarlet’s drill sergeant behavior was scaring them.

“Me too, Shine. Me too.” Ezekiel said back.

“Tommy! You’ll be in charge of setting us off. I want us to be at the Island Hopper’s main headquarters as soon as possible. We’ll be hiring another team due to Carrian’s scheming.” Scarlet ordered her first mate.

“Well, shit...” Tommy muttered in frustration as he realized what Ezekiel was still doing here with them. “Babysitting duty?”

“Yes. Into a battlefield no less.” Scarlet said with a grumble.

Tommy and the other Scholars started cursing as they realized just how much more difficult their jobs had become.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but stare at his feet as they walked. A sense of guilt and sorrow started to well up inside of him. This didn’t last long though, as suddenly there was a hand slapping him on the shoulder that snapped him out of his mood. Tommy wrapped an arm around him and put him in a headlock.

“Chin up, kid. We’re not mad at you, we’re mad at Carrian, and worried for you. If this was one of our regular run-of-the-mill patrols, or pirate hunting, then there wouldn’t be as much issue. But this is taking on a pirate stronghold.” Tommy told him as he tried to keep Ezekiel from being too hard on himself.

“We’re expecting several ships worth of Hunters, and fortified defenses that will certainly be trapped in some way or another. Not to mention the chances of the Captain being taken out by a Wild Spirit. She’ll have her own team backing her up just for that possibility.” Tommy explained in an attempt to lift Ezekiel’s spirits.

It partially succeeded, and Ezekiel was happy to know that it wasn’t him they were upset with. A part of him still felt guilty, however, as he knew his presence was still making things difficult for them.

Seeing that Ezekiel looked a little bit better, Tommy let him go and the group marched on in silence until they reached Scarlet’s ship. After doing one last check to ensure that everything was in order, and that they had enough supplies to get everywhere, Scarlet and Ezekiel headed onto the ship as Tommy started yelling orders left and right.

Reaching the captain’s cabin, Scarlet sat down behind a large desk that looked to have been grown out of the wood of the ship. Obviously, it was a Life Mage’s work, but Ezekiel couldn’t help but be impressed by the details all the same.

“Naeri made it for me. If you were wondering.” Scarlet said quietly after she noticed his staring.

Startled out of his thoughts, Ezekiel turned his attention to her as soon as she finished speaking.

“I’m going to be quite simple with my instructions, simply because there’s no need for overly complicated ones. While we’re traveling through safer waters, you will be training with Tommy or one of the other Scholars. The sooner we can get Shine up to strength the better.” Scarlet said.

Ezekiel only nodded in agreement.

“Other than that, you will be a chore boy on this ship, and you will do whatever I or the other Scholars tell you to do. They are basically the officers on this ship, so they have command after me. Other than that, we will go into detail regarding who you answer to in the Island Hoppers when we reach their headquarters and speak with one of their leaders.” Scarlet continued to explain.

“Now, the Guild in the Archipelago are a bit different from the one’s in the mainland. Tier three and four Guilds are a bit rarer than you would think, and usually such Guilds rule their own little island fiefs off the main trade routes. The Island Hoppers used to be a Tier three Guild but fell to Tier two because of reasons.” Scarlet didn’t like explaining her shame and loss to most people, but Ezekiel knew that she was talking about the loss of her bonded Spirit all the same.

“That said, they still have over a dozen Tier three Adepts that run things, with four elected leaders that take charge. With the positions changing every five years. We’ll probably be assigned at least four of their Adepts for this mission. Originally it was going to be three, plus a number of Apprentices, but with you here that’s changing. Most likely, we’ll just place you with the Tier twos, and leave you to survive.”

Ezekiel was less than enthused by Scarlet’s intentions regarding his place in this mission.

“Don’t give me that look. Do you really believe that you’ll be able to actually kill anyone with your power right now?” Scarlet asked him.

The memory of Aldor and his Spirit dying at his hands briefly flashed through his mind, as did the death of the Tier three Death snake Spirit. Each one was a lucky shot, but he figured they should still count for something. But he knew better than to pick a fight on this.

“Try to survive. Understood.” Ezekiel calmly stated.

Scarlet let out a sigh in response to Ezekiel’s words. Her face took on a gentler appearance than the serious expression she had before.

“I’m not trying to belittle your past achievements. But luck can only get you so far. Even if all you do is focus on protecting yourself, and getting out alive, even if you have to run, that will help but you and Shine grow stronger. It is your experiences that will help you grow your souls. Not your successes.” Scarlet explained.

Ezekiel nodded once again. This time more certain than before. He didn’t like it, but he knew that she was right. For now, he and Shine just needed to survive, and accumulate as much experience for Shine as possible.

Ezekiel gave a slight bow towards Scarlet, but she waved him off, sending him out of the room. He needed to report to Tommy. He was going to begin his work and training right away, so there was little time to waste.
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                It hadn’t taken too long to get to the headquarters of the Island Hoppers’ Guild. Roughly a day of sailing got them to their destination. As they pulled into the docks of the second largest city on Sanafalls, the crew disembarked as Scarlet went to the Guild to finalize their new deal and arrange for additional forces to be added to their own.

Ezekiel was told to stay with the ship, as he wouldn’t be needed for anything anytime soon. So he continued to train with Shine, having the Void Spirit continue to expend their mana in regular and consistent intervals. The constantly shining light from the communication artifacts was a bit annoying, but it was a necessary aspect of this training.

Much of the crew was curious about what he was doing, so he explained it as best he could, and there was a surprising amount of interest when they learned that it was a communication device. Some of them wondered how a sword was channeling mana to activate them, but Ezekiel just told them that it was thanks to his weird Void mana, and no one really questioned it.

Of course, this was only for the basic crew members, and not the actual Scholars, who made notes to speak with Scarlet about it later.

Ezekiel was likely to get a lecture later on, but he wasn’t too worried. He was doing as Carrian had told him to do, after all.

This state of things continued for a couple of hours, with Ezekiel talking about things, and Shine slowly channeling mana and letting it recover.

Eventually, Ezekiel realized that there was still more that he could be doing for himself, and so he requested Tommy allow him to do some sparring with the apprentice crewmates. He explained what Scarlet had told him about when it came to what he would be doing, and if there weren’t any chores for him to be focused on right now, he might as well put himself to work. Hopefully he’d learn a thing or two that would let him make a little bit of progress.

Shine was somewhat nervous, as this would be their first serious spar, outside the martial forms and stances that Ezekiel practiced with them. However, Ezekiel knew that it was time to get Shine some real training, and for himself to freshen up as well, as it had been months since his own sparring was taken seriously. He’d been spending most of his time researching and experimenting with Void magic, so he wanted to make sure he wasn’t losing his touch.

Looking at the eager faces of some of the crew, Tommy agreed, but required that Shine remain sheathed at all times during their sparring. Usually, the crew members that were sparring would be required to switch to practice blades, or mop handles, but in this situation it was better to use their reinforced sheaths on their actual swords. In part because of Shine’s need to be a part of this to help their soul grow stronger, and also because Ezekiel’s much stronger reinforcement of any other weapons would make fighting another person with wooden or weaker weapons much more dangerous for them.

Thus, it was set up for him and Shine to spar with an apprentice crew member. A man with a Glacial affinity who had been working on this ship for nearly a decade. He was almost twenty years senior to Ezekiel and was at the peak of Tier two. He was hoping to break through to Tier three within the next few years, after his next major shore leave and vacation from work.

It was decided that he would be Ezekiel’s sparring partner for this since Tommy believed that this would be a good test for Ezekiel, as the Glacial apprentice would be able to better control himself than some of the other crewmates. That, and the ship was meant for facing harsh waters. Not fires, lighting, or other destructive elements. Cavern mages were also a bad idea since they sank fairly easily when they ran out of mana to keep the stones that they had on hand from sinking.

“Shine. My impact in this spar will be minimal. Other than refilling your reserves, I won’t be channeling my mana through you. Everything that revolves around you, other than some movements, will depend on you.” Ezekiel mentally informed his Spirit as he took a readied stance.

“Okay...” Shine replied in a somewhat subdued voice.

The spar started out fairly simply. Ezekiel actually held back from using most of his own mana, to force himself to rely on Shine for most of the spar. Shine quickly found themself overwhelmed and frightened when their sparring partner attacked. While Shine was naturally tougher than other swords, they were still quite weak when it came to mana, being only the second Step of Tier one.

Ezekiel didn’t open the spar by doing any attacking. Instead, he requested the crewmate to attack him, under the excuse that he was trying to enhance his survivability since it would be hard for him to take a major offensive role in the upcoming battles. This was met with a round of approval by the crew, as it showed that Ezekiel was aware of his own capabilities.

The Glacial mage opened with a blade of ice which he used to swing down on Ezekiel with his full might. While it was more difficult, and less effective, for mages of other elements to enhance their physical abilities than it was for Void mages, this Glacial mage was proficient at using their elemental manipulation to reinforce the velocity of their attacks. Thus, the swing was much faster than Ezekiel was expecting.

Throwing up a quick block, Ezekiel winced as Shine cried out in pain. He hadn’t done anything to help Shine block that strike, just like he said he would. Shine, not accustomed to the flow of an actual battle like this, having mostly worked on different spells for Void magic, wasn’t able to channel their magic in time to reinforce themself against the attack. The result was a loud ringing chime and a slight grinding sound as the reinforced ice blade dragged across Shine’s sheathed surface. Small cracks started to appear on the sheath as Shine failed to properly reinforce it.

This was followed by Ezekiel back stepping until he was well outside of the other mage’s reach. He followed up by taking several steps to dodge the follow up attacks. His own mana usage was fairly minimal, but he needed to use a bit to move quickly enough to not be struck by the opposing mage’s blade. This became more difficult when the Glacial mage began changing the length and form of his weapon in the middle of his attacks.

One moment Ezekiel was dodging out of the way of a cutlass, the next he was swinging Shine up and across his chest to deflect the thrust of a spear. In another second, he had to leap towards his sparring partner, immediately after backing away, in order to avoid having Shine ripped from his hands as a jelly-like whip wrapped around them and pulled. All the while, Shine failed to properly channel their mana, and was beginning to cry from the stresses of the fight.

Ezekiel ended up having to use more mana to dodge instead of block in order to calm Shine down. This was somewhat difficult as there were just too many attacks that Shine was unprepared for. A part of him felt guilty for forcing Shine to go through with this training. He quite enjoyed Shine’s inquisitive and innocent nature when it came to mana and research. So, to hear them fearfully panicking in the back of his mind was heartbreaking. Yet, if Shine wanted to be able to further interact with the world, they would need to get stronger to do so and survive, so Ezekiel continued to push Shine to their limits.

After Ezekiel managed to calm them down, Shine started to do well, for the most part. They started to complain as they fought and panicked a few times when Ezekiel didn’t reply when they asked for help, but the stress forced them to grow. Especially when they accepted that Ezekiel wasn’t going to risk himself every time Shine did something wrong.

Eventually, Ezekiel and Shine were able to start pushing back, no longer dodging away and backpedaling. They still played on the defensive side, as this was not training to make them better at fighting their enemies, but to make them better at surviving them. Though they did manage to get a few good hits here and there when their sparring partner pushed too far too fast a few times.

However, by this point, the sheath was looking worse for wear. Shine was still failing to properly channel the correct amount of mana to properly reinforce it without wasting mana. There was even one instance where Ezekiel had to step in and forcefully use his own mana to essentially make Shine’s mana change where it was channeled, else the accumulated mana makes the sheath explode.

The spar continued for nearly half an hour, until Ezekiel ran out of mana. He could’ve gone on for longer if he was the one fully controlling his mana. But he had been feeding his mana to Shine, so that the Spirit could directly control their part of the battle for a longer period of time.

Of course, this was only the case where the amount of effort he put into the fight slowly escalated like it did in this spar. Had he been forced to go all out from the beginning, then it might’ve been more difficult. Of course, Ezekiel still had a few artifacts that he could rely on to get out of a bad situation. The boots Quentin had made him were securely strapped to his feet after all.

However, the back-and-forth nature of the spar was somewhat frustrating for Ezekiel, who knew they could fight better if he was the one leading. Apparently, the crewmember they were fighting also knew, or had expected, Ezekiel was better than he was showing. As the spar ended with the Glacial mage sending out a wave of icicles, something that Ezekiel had to use the last burst of mana he had to get out of the way. Even then, he still had to swing Shine in order to block a few of them. An action that destroyed the Shine’s sheath as they collapsed onto the ground.

“I thought this kid was supposed to be some kind of prodigy? I may not know much about Void mana, but even I could tell that there was some major wastage happening during that fight.” Ezekiel’s sparring partner called out to Tommy as he looked down on Ezekiel’s panting form. “Are we sure that this kid is going to survive?”

Tommy himself looked a bit confused. During their initial trip to Sanafalls nearly a year ago, he’d seen Ezekiel sparring with a few other crew members. Some of which are here right now. None of them had had an easy time sparring with Ezekiel. Even if it wasn’t being done seriously at the time. Yet this spar made Ezekiel look like he didn’t even know how to properly channel his mana into his weapon. Something that Tommy knew that he was quite proficient at.

“Ezekiel, what the hell was that?” Tommy asked.

Ezekiel took a moment to catch his breath before answering. He figured that an abridged answer with slightly omitted information would be best right now. He’d talk with Scarlet about things when she got back later on, but for now, he needed to answer Tommy and the crew’s questions.

“There was a breakthrough with my magic, but because of soul size stuff, there’s a bit of difficulty with how much mana I have access to. Carrian wanted me to include me on this job for experience, since stress and danger apparently help with the growth of a soul.” Ezekiel explained.

He knew he couldn’t tell anyone that it was Shine’s soul that needed to grow, so he made it seem like there was an issue with his own. He knew that, just from the fact that he had been alive for more than ten years, meant that his soul was strong enough to reach Tier two, which everyone knew he was not. But he figured that if souls can be damaged, then it would be possible that they might think that was what had happened to him. It really had happened when he had first broken through to Tier one after all.

Given the looks of concern and pity that he was getting from most of the crew, he knew that several of them had assumed that his soul had been damaged in some way. Such that he couldn’t get it fully healed from a Life, or Death, mage. Tommy still looked suspicious, but the mage he’d been fighting looked satisfied with the answer. As if it explained why Ezekiel was having difficulties in their spar.

“The Grand Scholar isn’t wrong. But usually, the best thing for stuff like this is to just wait. Time alone is enough for most souls to grow. So, it’s a bit weird that he wants you to get experience like this.” the apprentice Glacial mage said.

“He doesn’t want this back fall to impact my future growth, so he hopes that the current issue can be settled with this. Hopefully the stress from this mission will be enough to remove the immediate problems. Then things might start to settle down.” Ezekiel said in a nonchalant manner. If he was being entirely honest, rather than the partial honesty he was projecting, he’d love to keep going on missions like this for now. He dearly wanted Shine to catch up to him but knew that that was likely to take a while.

That said, Ezekiel knew that there wasn’t much to do now. Shine was mentally exhausted, and while he knew that this spar wasn’t going to solve their current problems with Shine having nearly too much mana to handle, he hoped that it might relieve some of the uncomfortable pressure Shine was feeling.

For now, Tommy instructed Ezekiel to hand over his broken sheath to one of the other apprentices. They’d get it fixed by one of the Life mages, who would grow a new one with the same dimensions. It would be ready in the morning, and since it was getting pretty late right now, Tommy figured that it would be a good time to get dinner properly prepared for when Scarlet came back.

After cleaning up the deck with a few of the apprentices, not including the senior apprentice who he’d sparred with, Ezekiel was sent to work in the relatively cramped kitchen. Something that frustrated him a little bit, but he knew better than to complain. These were the people he was somewhat entrusting his life to after all.



It was to the disappointment of the crew that Scarlet did not, in fact, return for dinner that night, and didn’t actually return until after they had breakfast the following morning. But, it seemed that, while not exactly pleasant, the meeting and arrangements she made with the Island Hoppers was successful. If the scowl on her face and the extra teams of Hunters following her and the Scholars she’s brought with her were any indication.

This wasn’t too good for Ezekiel, however, as Scarlet’s already sour mood was further brought down when she was informed of the results of the sparring match the previous night. She immediately handed several papers to Tommy before calling Ezekiel to meet her in her cabin once again.

Ezekiel, who was going through some sword forms with Shine, was somewhat nervous as he entered the belly of the ship to meet with the captain. He had hoped that they’d parted ways in a good manner yesterday, but it seemed like things were about to take a turn for the worse for him.

“You don’t think she’s going to punish us for making the Scholars question things, do you?” Shine asked with a bit of worry in their voices.

“I don’t know, but if we are, I’m sure it won’t be too bad.” Ezekiel said. This was also totally true, as he knew that there wasn’t really any way that Scarlet was actually able to punish Shine without harming them. Ezekiel, on the other hand, was more than punishable. But he expected it would mostly be through additional chores and other mundane tasks.

As he nervously entered the Scarlet’s cabin with a false projection of confidence, Ezekiel was surprised to see Scarlet sitting with her hand covering her face as she reclined in her chair. He had never seen a Scholar take on such a relaxed and placid appearance, as frustrated as she seemed to be.

Knowing that she had heard him come in, but not wanting to interrupt whatever thoughts were running through her mind, Ezekiel decided to stand in front of the desk and wait for her to address him. This might not have been the best idea, as he ended up standing there for several minutes waiting for Scarlet to speak up. Finally, after no words came from the Grand Scholar at all, even after nearly ten minutes had passed, Ezekiel spoke up.

“Um... you wanted to see me, Grand Scholar...” Ezekiel trailed off as Scarlet lifted her hands and semi-glared at him through half-lidded eyes. Ezekiel felt his nervousness spike once again and knew that something unexpected was going to be happening to him. Probably something that wasn’t even going to be an actual punishment, but an inconvenience, nonetheless.

“First of all, from now on, call me captain when we’re on my ship. Whilst I will always be proud to be a Grand Scholar, I am a ship’s captain first and foremost.” Scarlet said.

“Secondly, I managed to come to an agreement with the Island Hoppers regarding your presence on this mission. Since we are on a tight schedule, I needed to not only give them the money that Carrian had provided for an extra team, but also provide a few concessions that I’d rather not have.” Scarlet explained as she sat up and leaned forward onto her desk.

“Care to take a guess as to what those concessions might have been?” Scarlet inquired.

“... Something related to me?” Ezekiel assumed. If that was indeed the case, that meant that he had indirectly caused yet another problem for the Church. Especially Scarlet in particular. He only hoped that whatever she gave up wasn’t going to be too troublesome for them.

“Correct. Specifically, I’ve been asked to hand you over to the Island Hoppers to have you work on one of their ships, under the Guild leader that’ll be accompanying us on this mission. So, pack your things and meet me on the deck. It seems like you’ve been poached for the remainder of this mission.” Scarlet explained. “I’m ensured that they are all bound by contract to ensure your safety as best they can while having you participate in the fight, but you’ll be on their ship until the Hull Breaker’s hideout is destroyed.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, he just nodded his head, emotionlessly, before heading out of the captain’s quarters and going to his room to pack his things. He had expected that he’d have to do something for the Island Hoppers to make them agree to his inclusion in the mission, but to go and work for them directly was a bit unexpected. He didn’t even know how he’d be considered useful to them.

It didn’t take him long to pack his things, as he’d had no reason to unpack everything anyways. So, it was barely a few minutes later that Ezekiel had returned to the deck with most of his things. Scarlet was standing there, having just finished explaining things to Tommy, who was looking frustrated himself.

“Are you sure we can trust them with this?” Tommy asked his captain.

“Whilst an annoying request, I've made sure that the Guild leader who is coming with us is not the stupid bitch you’re thinking about. It’s Riker who is captaining that ship. So, we shouldn’t have to worry about any unexpected behaviors.” Scarlet said.

Tommy nodded in understanding and a bit of relief. He knew that he could trust Riker with this mission, even if he was going to be spending time watching over Ezekiel as well. Suddenly, an idea passed through Tommy’s head as he thought about Riker in particular.

“Do you think he’s hoping too... you know?” Tommy asked.

“He is. He told me so himself. But what can you expect from a man who loves his family as much as he does.” Scarlet confirmed.

Tommy nodded before giving Ezekiel a wave and heading in to the ship to make sure things were properly stowed before they set off. Scarlet called Ezekiel over and brought him off the ship, where they then headed to another portion of the dock, where a much smaller, but much sleeker looking, ship was moored.

On the sail and flag of the ship was an emblem depicting a ship hopping from one island to another. These items did not follow the same conventions as the Guild sashes when it came to the Guild’s rank. But Ezekiel figured that this had to do with the fact that it was more efficient to just use existing sails and add the emblem than to commission a custom sail for every ship they had.

“Ahoy there!” A voice called out from the top of the crow’s nest. “Is that you Scarlet?”

“Of course it is, Riker, no lower the plank, I have the boy with me, and we need to set off as soon as possible.” Scarlet called back.

Ezekiel was once again somewhat annoyed at being referred to as ‘the boy’ once again, but figured he’d need time to grow out of that unfortunate title. For now, he focused on the man in the crow’s nest. Gray hair and eyes were his primary features, and a winged snake was wrapped around his torso. The man, Riker, jumped off the crow’s nest, landing on the dock itself, rather than the ship, and addressed Scarlet and Ezekiel directly.

“No need for a plank, my dear. I can just take the young man up myself. Isn’t that right, Ezekiel.” Riker said. “Oh, by the way, this is Quay, my Spirit. He’s a bit of a prankster, but I’m sure he’ll be happy to have your back while we’re on this mission. I know you’ll be happy about it when we get into the heat of things in a few days.”

Ezekiel just nodded and quietly said hello. He was a bit weirded out by Riker’s incredibly friendly behavior but knew from Tommy’s words on Scarlet’s ship that he wanted something from Ezekiel, so he figured a bit of wariness was warranted.

“Alright then, Scarlet, we’ll head out as soon as we get on the ship, so best you make your way back to your own, lest we start to leave you behind.” Riker said. With those words done, he grabbed Ezekiel by the scruff of his neck and leapt into the air. A large gust of wind accompanied him as he flew up over a dozen feet before landing on the deck with barely a sound.

“Alright, you lot! Time to be off! Untie us from the docks and set sail! We’ll be getting a way out from port before we get into formation around the Scarlet Glacier!” Riker called out to the crew that were milling about on the deck. At his words they immediately went into motion to fulfill his orders.

“The Scarlet Glacier?” Ezekiel asked.

“Ah, you mean they never told you the name of Scarlet’s ship?” Riker replied.

Ezekiel just shook his head. He figured the ship likely had a name but hadn’t bothered looking into it when people hadn’t told him anything. The fact that it was also a Church ship meant that he didn’t think it was given an individual name. But he really didn’t know much about nautical culture, so that was a simple mistake to make.

“Oh, our ship’s named the Gust Lord, just so you’re aware.” Riker finished saying. “Anyway, you’ll be acting as a cabin boy for us. Cleaning the deck and learning the ropes. We’ll also keep you involved in any sparring and training to make sure that you’re up to snuff when it comes to a fight.”

Ezekiel nodded his head. He figured that Riker wasn’t going to bring up whatever it was he was waiting to ask Ezekiel about right away. He figured that he might try to breach the subject later that afternoon or evening if things didn’t progress in a couple hours.

Riker looked a little down as Ezekiel just accepted his words at face value, but quickly explained a few things to both Ezekiel and the rest of the crew. Most of the crew was indifferent towards Ezekiel, but some had a knowing look in their eyes when Riker mentioned that he was a Void mage. To Ezekiel, this meant that a lot of people were aware of whatever it was that Riker wasn’t talking about. So, Ezekiel decided that it wasn’t something that he needed to be concerned with.

The ship itself ran quite smoothly, so there wasn’t much for Ezekiel to do besides learn as much as he could. His primary focus right now was actually learning a little bit about navigation. There wasn’t much to focus on when it came to examples, since they were still well within eyesight of Sanafalls island, but it was an interesting topic, nonetheless. It also helped with getting their ship in line with the half-a-dozen or so other ones that were going together with them on this mission.

Ezekiel did wonder if all the Guilds in the Archipelago operated like this though, as it seemed to be quite relaxed when compared to the somewhat strict teams and procedures that were apparently much more common in the Empire. What’s more, if the Archipelago Guilds operated differently due to their environment and culture, did that mean that the Guilds in other areas of the world also operated differently? Or was this something that was unique to individual Guilds?

Ezekiel wondered about this for a while as he continued to fulfill several tasks through the day. Until finally, it was during dinner that Riker called Ezekiel to speak with him. They did not go to the captain’s cabin, but instead they headed to the stern of the ship.

“Are you finally going to tell me what everyone else seems to know about? Regarding why you wanted me on your ship so bad.” Ezekiel said in a blunt tone of voice.

Riker looked somewhat surprised. He had been told about Ezekiel the night before. From what he had been expecting, Ezekiel should’ve addressed things not long after getting on the ship, but he never did. This led Riker to think that Ezekiel was being overestimated, so his expectations of Ezekiel had fallen lower and lower throughout the day.

“Why didn’t you call me out on it earlier?” Riker said as he stroked Quay’s head as the winged snake wrapped around his neck.

“Because you expected it. So, I figured I’d wait until you addressed it, or later tonight when we weren’t all busy working.” Ezekiel explained.

Riker was once again shocked but didn’t let it distract him this time.

“Well, I guess I’ll just say it then. My daughter is a Void mage. I want to hire you to become her personal tutor for a year.” Riker stated. His voice was clear and to the point. None of the jovial nature from before could be found. He was utterly serious regarding this matter.

Ezekiel was not expecting that and wasn’t quite sure what to say. It was now his turn to stare at Riker in shock, as he went over the Guild leader’s words in his head. Not saying anything for a good long time.
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                To say that Ezekiel was shocked to find out that Riker wanted him to become his daughter's tutor was an understatement. His own experiences taught him to be wary of others since he was a Void Mage. Especially those outside the Church of Ten, else they have unpleasant plans for him.

Yet, the man in front of him was apparently the father of a Void Mage. If he was anything like Ezekiel’s own father, then that meant that he wasn’t discriminatory against them. At least not in this instance. He wouldn’t be asking for assistance in helping his daughter get stronger if that was the case.

But Ezekiel was still suspicious.

“Why do you need me to tutor her? Don’t the Church facilities have access to the Void Meditation techniques?” Ezekiel asked.

“Well... That would be because I want the best for her. You made the technique, so you would be the best. Also, better to have an actual teacher with experience than a bunch of scrolls and healer supervision, right?” Riker said.

Ezekiel thought about it for a minute. He didn’t disagree, but he was still not totally sold on the idea of becoming a personal tutor. Not right now anyway.

“I’ll keep your request in mind. Please remember that I am a ward of the Church, as well as an affiliate Mage. I’m going to check with them first. How old is your daughter?” Ezekiel asked.

He didn’t think that the Church would be opposed to him becoming a tutor for Riker’s daughter. However, he would still check with them for a number of things anyways. Just in case.

“My daughter is actually ten years old. A bit more than a year younger than you.” Riker said.

“That might make things weird if I were to tutor her.” Ezekiel said.

Most of the time, children learn better from adult figures. This came from the authority that came with experience. Ezekiel wasn’t sure he’d be able to properly tutor a complete stranger with the same efficiency as an adult. He didn’t have a problem with his friends back home. Though, that was because he’d known them for years.

“I’ll get you an answer by the end of this mission. I’d like to speak with Scarlet a bit first.” Ezekiel explained.

“Understandable. For a mature kid like you, it makes sense that you’d want to get all your facts sorted out first. Blindly agreeing to a job gets you killed after all.” Riker said.

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow at Riker’s reply. He might just be pessimistic now, but he’d expected a more confrontational response. The fact that Riker had just brushed off Ezekiel’s concerns like nothing didn’t seem to match his character.

From the impression Ezekiel got earlier, he’d been expecting a bribe via friendly banter, or waving off Ezekiel’s concerns. That, or getting upset or desperate and practically begging or guilting him into doing it. The worst possibility was being thrown overboard. They were at the back of the boat, after all.

“Thank you for your understanding. I hope this won’t affect our current working relationship?” Ezekiel passively inquired.

“Hehe ... It won’t. I promise. But, food for thought, it’s never a bad idea to have a Guild Leader owe you favors.” Riker said. He gave Ezekiel a cocky smirk. As if to say that Riker knew better than Ezekiel.

“Now! Let’s get you to bed. I want you up bright and early in the morning to get ready for practice and chores. I figure we can train you once in the morning, then you do chores for the day. While this will let your mana recharge. Then, in the evening, you’ll train one more time before dinner. Good for a deep, restful, sleep.” Riker exclaimed. His mood had returned to the jovial attitude that he’d had when Ezekiel first met him at the docks.

As Riker pushed Ezekiel along, the young Void Mage couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous for the days to come. He knew they were going to be filled with stress and work. Yet he was looking forward to it more than he ever did regarding his research at the Church.



Ezekiel regretted everything he’d ever done that could’ve possibly resulted in his current circumstances.

His present state of being was standing in what he believed was called a horse stance in his past life. Apparently, Riker was an incredibly good trainer. So go, that his entire crew had made it to the peak of Tier two under his tutelage. Thus, he was following Riker’s training instructions like mad. He figured that any instructions for him would be helpful for his own progress.

He could definitely feel the burn. The fact that he was forced to channel his mana to ensure that he could go for longer was also an aspect of this training. He was almost certain that his control would increase just from this one session.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel overlooked the fact that his bonded Spirit was a secret. So all the training that Riker was having him do was purely for Mages who wanted to fight. Good for Ezekiel, but not for Shine, who needed the experience that would allow his soul to grow.

“Captain Riker? I know I’m working and training under you right now, but please speak with Scarlet regarding the training I need. I was sent on this mission for a reason. While I appreciate the training, it’s not what I need right now.” Ezekiel grunted out.

Most of the crew around him were laughing and pointing at him. He could also see money passed back and forth. Apparently, they were making bets. On what, Ezekiel wasn’t sure, but probably regarding how long he’d last. Well, Ezekiel had no desire to let any doubtful viewer win. So he was going to keep this up until Riker told him to stop. Or he ran out of mana. Whichever happened first.

“I hope we can get to my part of the training soon. This mission was supposed to be about me.” Shine pouted from within their sheath at Ezekiel’s side.

The two still couldn’t communicate when away from each other. However, they did discover that they could be separated by a few feet. Just not across the width of the deck. Something that Riker seemed annoyed with. But he wasn’t willing to fight Ezekiel over it. Especially when Ezekiel told him that it was a part of his orders from the Church.

Hearing Ezekiel’s statement regarding the training, Riker looked at his bonded Spirit. Less than a second later, the winged snake flew off. Riker turned to Ezekiel. His expression was concerning. As if he was disappointed but also worried.

“I hope you’re telling the truth. Having a proper foundation is the most important thing when it comes to battle.” Riker said. “Keep that up for now. We’ll make changes depending on Scarlet’s reply.”

Ezekiel nodded, keeping his stance for now. It was only after several more minutes that Riker’s Spirit returned. There was a letter tied around it. Taking and reading the letter, Riker had an annoyed expression on his face. Tearing the letter up, he let the pieces drift into the water off to the side.

“Jim! Grab your sword. Sparring beings now.” Riker yelled to one of the other crew members.

The man in question, who had a stoney lizard next to him, looked shocked, as did most of the others who were watching. Very rarely did Riker let them get away with skipping their fundamentals when training. Riker gave Ezekiel a look. He nodded to let him know Ezekiel could drop from his stance. Falling to the deck, Ezekiel stretched himself out before climbing to his feet once again.

“No death blows, crippling, or knockouts. Other than that, push the kid as hard as you can. Hell, see if you can chip that sword.” Riker called out to Jim.

“Wait, what!?” Shine and Ezekiel thought in unison.

They barely had time to react when their opponent was upon them. Ezekiel pulled Shine from their sheath in an instant. Narrowly blocking a sideways swing to his chest.

“Aaahhh!” Shine screamed in fear and pain as they failed to channel their mana in time. Ezekiel wouldn’t be helping them, and he had to reinforce his own body just to not break bones.

“A Cavern Mage!” Ezekiel exclaimed.

He hadn’t expected that when he’d gotten on the ship. The diversity of Spirits was much smaller than when he was in Harkem. He’d seen plenty of Glacial, Tempest, and Lightning Spirits, but nearly no Flame or Cavern Spirits. In fact, other than Sasha’s, he’d not seen any Cavern Spirits that weren’t Wild, let alone on a ship like this one.

Jim didn’t say anything. He just continued to attack. Pushing Ezekiel further and further back. His blows with his hammer rattled Ezekiel’s bones every time he blocked. Shine was also growing disoriented. They were directly absorbing the blows. Luckily, they were improving their mana channeling much more quickly in the face of possibly being broken.

Ezekiel and Shine didn’t even think about counterattacking. Jim’s strikes continued to come from side-to-side. They didn’t let themselves fall into a pattern, however.

They knew that Jim’s attacks could change at any moment. Finally, after nearly a dozen sideways swings, Jim changed it up. He pulled on the handle of his hammer. Ezekiel’s block was avoided. Jim then thrusted the hammer forward, directly at Ezekiel’s face.

Fortunately, Ezekiel and Shine were expecting something like this. Turning his wrist backwards, just a bit, Ezekiel moved Shine into a horizontal position. Using his other arm as a brace, Ezekiel and Shine blocked the hammer strike with the flat of Shine’s body. A sharp ‘clang’ rang out as Jim’s hammer made contact. Ezekiel and Shine silently sighed in relief. They tensed a moment later when Jim continued his assault. This time mixing in vertical swings along with his blunt thrust strikes.

This continued for a couple minutes, until a sudden wave struck the ship from the side. Ezekiel lost his footing as it literally shifted out from under him. Jim, being used to this, took advantage of this. He threw himself forward, pushing against Shine, who was crossed in front of Ezekiel’s chest for a block. Ezekiel and Shine went flying. Rolling to a stop against the side of the ship.

The next thing they knew, a hammer was right next to Ezekiel’s face. Shine was still in Ezekiel’s grip but was laying on the deck. They both still had mana, but not much. It didn’t matter, though, as they had fully lost this spar. This was something that grated on the both of them. Ezekiel knew he was unlikely to win, but he was still frustrated. Shine even more so, as they felt that they were still too weak.

“I’m sorry.” Shine said.

“Don’t be. I wouldn’t have lasted half as long if it were just me fighting.” Ezekiel said.

As Jim pulled his hammer back, Ezekiel climbed to his feet. He and Shine still had mana left, so they would continue to spar until they ran out. They only had a couple days to get as much sparring in as possible. Hopefully they’ll be able to make some improvements before then.



It was when the group of ships were a day or so away from their destination that something unexpected happened. Ezekiel and Shine had finished their morning spar a few hours prior. Shine had regained all their mana by now. Ezekiel was still only halfway full.

Their progress in helping Shine develop was coming along smoothly. Shine had experienced enough growth to no longer feel pressured or strained when they were at full capacity. Similarly, it seemed that they no longer had difficulty channeling their mana. At least not when it came to steady control.

Shine still faltered during their fights. But not nearly as often. They were able to call on their mana much more quickly as well. It seemed like Carrian’s words regarding stress and pressure being necessary for growth were underrated. Of course, this might just be because Shine had never been pressured like this before. Their growth might be a one-time thing that would later slow down.

As Shine and Ezekiel were climbing up the ropes to the crow’s nest, a loud ringing sounded as a bell rang on another ship. Ezekiel and Shine immediately jumped down to the deck, falling in line as Riker pulled out a telescope. One of the ships was waving flags. Ezekiel could only read a few of the signals, but he knew enough to tell that they had spotted pirates.

“Are we getting into a fight?” Ezekiel asked one of the Hunters.

“Depends on how many ships there are. It might just be a couple of the others that break off and come back when they’re finished.” The Hunter said.

Ezekiel nodded. That made sense to him, as they needed to focus on the primary mission. The majority of the small fleet they had would need to reach their destination unscathed. Especially if they wanted to take the pirate’s hideout with fewer casualties on their side.

“Hard to port! Battle ready! Now!” Riker’s voice echoed as they broke off from the main group alongside two other ships.

“It seems as though Scarlet, and the Island Hoppers, want to deal with this now.” Ezekiel internally mused.

“Will you be okay? You’re not at full mana yet.” Shine asked.

“I’ll be fine. I have you to rely on.” Ezekiel said.

Even as Ezekiel said this, he still headed down into the ship to change into his enchanted garments. It was hot and humid on ships like this. So, he had stripped down to a simple shirt and shorts while working and training. If they were going into battle, it would be better to be prepared for the worst. Just in case.

It was only a few minutes later that Ezekiel came back up onto the deck. The other sailors all had their own enchanted garments on. None were very heavy, as weighted clothing was practically a death sentence if they fell overboard. The most he’d seen was boiled leather. With the right enchantments it could become stronger than steel. In this case, he was also certain that he was the least defended person here. At least in the case of armor. He couldn’t power the stronger enchantments for better armor after all.

“Ezekiel!” Riker called out upon seeing him on the deck. His face was grim, and the jovial tone had left him entirely. “I don’t know why, but Scarlet has informed me that you need to participate in this battle. As such, I won’t tell you to stay inside, but you’ll stay on this ship. If anyone comes aboard, you defend yourself, but don’t go looking for a fight. Understand?”

“Yes, captain!” Ezekiel exclaimed. He knew that this was a good chance to get Shine some experience. Yet, he also knew better than to risk his life pointlessly.

Riker nodded his head before giving orders to the rest of the Hunters on the ship. As they got into position, Ezekiel finally caught sight of the ships they were headed toward. There were two, compared to their three. They also weren’t as large as the ships from the Island Hoppers. Ezekiel figured that their crews would equal less than half the number of Hunters that had been sent to take them.

The crews were silent as they approached. Seeing that they wouldn’t be able to run away, the pirate ships turned towards the Island Hoppers. Suddenly, they picked up speed. The water around their ships began to move, even as the sails were taken down. They were trying to ram the Island Hoppers.

“Brace and launch!” Riker screamed as the ships reached a certain distance from each other.

Immediately, the three Island Hopper ships seemed to glow as Life Mages channeled their mana through the wood. The reinforced hulls practically crush the comparatively smaller ships. Ezekiel stumbled forward with a jolt at the sudden deceleration. By the time he regained his footing, he saw that half of the crew had jumped onto the other ships. Their Spirits accompanied them if they could fly or were small enough to be carried.

Similarly, the other ships had sent Hunters and Mages across to the Island Hopper ships. The pirates all seemed to range from Tier one to Tier two Hunters and Mages. The better trained and better equipped Hunters made quick work of the pirates that had jumped aboard.

That didn’t mean that Ezekiel was out of the fight, of course. He quickly found himself surrounded by two Tier one Mages, each equipped with cutlasses. One was a Glacial Mage, the other a Tempest Mage. Ezekiel was forced to back away as the Tempest Mage dashed forward with a gust of wind. The Glacial Mage followed up by sending icy needles at Ezekiel.

As he dodged the incoming attacks, Ezekiel was shocked to realize that the pirates he was fighting were roughly the same age as Marc and Ally. He knew that those who were raised in pirate enclaves were less able to rise through the Tiers than those with Church affiliations. However, it was so strange seeing people nearly a decade older than him still in Tier one. The only good thing he felt from this was that he wouldn’t be fighting a lethal battle against kids his own age.

Looking more closely at the Tempest Mage as he attacked, Ezekiel realized that his weapons weren’t enchanted. As he thought that Shine channeled some of their mana, causing their blade to dimly light up. As Ezekiel swung Shine at the man’s chest, his sword was forced backwards. It shattered after making brief contact with shine.

The shards of the blade flew everywhere, but most went into the flesh of the Tempest Mage. He screamed in pain as the shards went into his side and face. They were cut short, however, as Shine dug into the man’s torso. The gleaming sword cut nearly halfway through his torso before coming to a stop.

Ezekiel didn’t stop there. Though he wasn’t a fan of killing, he knew he’d need to in order to survive. His past experiences had taught him as much. Even so, the sight of a half-opened torso was unpleasant. Especially for the Glacial Mage. She was clearly close to the Tempest Mage, if the shrill scream of despair as he was cut down was any indicator.

But, even with the loss of her partner, she still tried to kill Ezekiel. This time much more cautiously than before. For his part, Ezekiel found it difficult to press his own attack. The Glacial Mage wasn’t just using needles to attack. She was creating patches of ice to throw off his footing. Clouds of mist that obscured his vision were formed from puddles.

She had also coated her blade with a layer of ice. Reinforcing it with her mana in a way that Ezekiel couldn’t just cut through. This meant that she could enter melee range without too much difficulty.

While the weight of her presence and mana wasn’t enough to match up to a Tier two, her skill was enough to make Ezekiel feel pressured. Worse yet, Ezekiel could tell that she was near or at the peak of Tier one. Meaning that she started this fight with nearly double the mana Ezekiel and Shine combined had, had at the start.

With this in mind. Ezekiel was extremely cautious to only use the bare minimum amount of mana to survive this encounter. Sparing a glance around him, he saw that most of the other fights had been finished. However, he knew that he needed to deal with this himself. While he hadn’t picked this fight, he knew he needed to finish it. Relying on others for the rest of his life wasn’t an option.

Trying to figure out how he could finish this fight, he knew that he should use his Void slashing spell. It was a trump card that he should save for more powerful opponents. That said, there was one new thing he thought might work.

“Should we try that new trick?” Ezekiel asked Shine.

“I don’t think it would hurt. It worked last time we used it.” Shine said.

Gritting his teeth, Ezekiel channeled his mana into his leg. He slammed his foot into the ground. The mana was released into the wood of the deck, much like how he channeled mana into his body or weapons for reinforcement. However, rather than reinforce the wood, he vibrated his mana. This vibration traveled through the deck, just as the Glacial Mage planted her feet.

The sudden vibration threw her off. She hadn’t been expecting a ranged attack from Ezekiel. He had only fought in melee up until now after all. As the vibration traveled through her leg, her knee suddenly gave out. Stumbling to the side, she barely brought her sword up in time to block Ezekiel’s strike to her neck.

It didn’t matter though. Ezekiel had reinforced his muscles in the strike. The Glacial Mage’s guard was weak, and Shine ended up cutting halfway through the pirate’s throat. A wet gurgling cough was all Ezekiel heard before the woman fell over. Frantically looking around, Ezekiel was on guard against any other opponents. He didn’t need to worry, however, as every other combatant was either dead, or about to be.

The Island Hoppers’ numbers were more than quadruple the number of the pirates at this point. It also seemed like several of the more powerful pirates had been knocked out and captured. They would likely be killed after being interrogated later. The Guild and the Church simply couldn’t afford to feed them for the rest of the journey. Especially if they were going into a much larger battle the next day.

While the rest of the battle finished, Ezekiel inspected the bodies of the Mages he had killed to see if there was anything of value he could take. One of the lessons he’d learned from the crew over the past couple days was that you keep what you kill when it comes to pirates. There simply wasn’t any reason to let anything go to waste. Not even the clothes off their backs.

Finding some coins and looking over their weapons, Ezekiel knew he wouldn’t get much from them. Hearing the sounds of battle fading, he turned to the rest of the ship. Everyone else was also looting the bodies of the pirates that had climbed aboard. Going so far as to strip them in broad daylight. After doing so, they tossed the bodies overboard.

It wasn’t long after Ezekiel had done the same when Riker and the boarding party returned to the ship. After exchanging a few words with one of the other Adept Hunters on the ship, Riker looked over to Ezekiel. He had a grim look on his face. Marching over to Ezekiel, the Guild leader looked down on the young Void Mage.

He clapped his hands on Ezekiel’s shoulders.

“Are you alright?” Riker asked.

For a moment, Ezekiel was confused. Then he realized that Riker and the Island Hoppers might not know the full extent of his history. They might not know he’d been on a Ruin expedition before.

“I’m fine. It’s not the first time I’ve had to kill someone in a fight for my life.” Ezekiel said in a neutral tone.

“Ezekiel, your emotions!” Shine chimed in.

Ezekiel immediately recalled his mana, and a fatigue he hadn’t felt settled on his shoulders. He visibly slumped, and Riker strengthened his grip on Ezekiel’s shoulder.

“Kid!” Riker exclaimed.

“It’s fine! My emotions are just suppressed if I don’t pay attention sometimes. Especially when I’m fighting for my life.” Ezekiel explained. “It’s just like falling from an adrenaline high. I’ll be fine.”

Riker still looked somewhat worried but didn’t mention it again. He just told Ezekiel to wash up and head below deck. One of the Glacial Mages was a great help with washing the blood off. After he was clean, Ezekiel followed his orders, heading below deck to take a nap in his bunk.

He hadn’t thought that a day like this would be so stressful. He’d been expecting a fight. He just hadn’t expected it to be one where he had the advantage. Hopefully tomorrow will have similar results. He’d just have to wait and see.



“Now that he’s gone, what happened?” Riker asked one of the officers he’d left on the ship to watch over Ezekiel.

“It’s like I said. The kid did well. Scarily well. He managed to fight off two Tier one Mages. Caught one by surprise with that sword of his. Used that weird stomp spell that tripped up Jim last night. Got the Glacial Mage in the neck when her guard was weak.” The officer stated.

A part of Riker was glad that Ezekiel had proven himself to not be deadweight. Another part of him was concerned. He had wanted Ezekiel to tutor his daughter. However, if what Ezekiel said about his emotions was true, he wasn’t so sure anymore. Ezekiel’s eyes had been cold when Riker had first seen him after returning to the Gust Lord. It was a look that he never wanted to see in his children’s eyes. A look that he’d seen in the mirror more than once.

“Keep an eye on him. Discreetly. I don’t want him getting cocky tomorrow. His protection is our priority. Let the rest take care of the hideout. Understood?” Riker said.

“Yessir!” the officer replied.

Riker turned to the rest of his returning crew. They were hauling chests up onto the ship. One of the pirate ships was sinking. It had been damaged in the fight. The other was being prepped and readied by several crew members. No reason to waste a perfectly good ship that they could repurpose.

As the ships were now ready, Riker had them turn back to the small fleet they’d come from.

“Captain! News from the prisoners.” A Death Mage said. She spoke up as she approached Riker when he went below the deck. She held out a note for him from the interrogators. The fact that she didn’t convey it herself put Riker on edge. It meant that the information was not something that the crew should know about.

Riker read over the note quickly. His face twisted into a snarl as he called forth a cutting maelstrom of wind that shredded the note. The pieces were so fine that they were barely dust that spread through the cabins without settling on the ground.

It seemed like the Hull Breakers were under new management. This was bad news. He needed to speak with Scarlet as soon as possible.
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                Riker stood in Scarlet’s cabin as he reported the information that he’d gotten from the prisoners they’d captured. It had taken some time to catch up with the rest of the fleet. The fact that they had to ensure their Hunters were as healed as possible also meant that there were some delays.

Scarlet sat silently as she pondered over the information. Riker gulped nervously as he wondered what she was thinking about. Finally, Scarlet addressed him with a restrained tone of voice. Clearly, she was furious at this information.

“How did these pirates discover this information? Do we know if it’s true or not?” Scarlet asked.

“We had a Death Mage inspect their souls when they were questioned. So, at the very least the prisoners think that what they know is true.” Riker said. “As for how they got it... apparently these ‘Followers of Radiance’ have been slowly reaching out to different pirate groups. The Hull Breakers haven’t been enough for them. It seems like they’re planning something big, but we don’t know what.”

Riker looked nervous as he conveyed this knowledge. This next bit was particularly disturbing.

“This crew refused to join. It seems like they were originally a part of a much larger pirate group. One that had several Adept Hunters as captains. There were none that were on the ships. Apparently, they were killed off, and these two ships were the only survivors out of twenty.” Riker explained. “Do we know anything else about these ‘Followers’?”

Scarlet remained silent for a moment.

“You can’t tell anyone about this.” Scarlet stated. Riker just nodded. He knew that he wouldn’t be asked this if it wasn’t important. “These ‘Followers of Radiance’ are nothing more than a cult from the mainland. They’ve caused countless issues in the Empire and other smaller kingdoms. It seems like they now want to make a mess of the Archipelago.”

Scarlet’s voice was filled with a restrained anger. She was furious at the fact that these wretched cultists were setting down roots in the Archipelago. She had heard the rumors from countless Cathedrals. Ezekiel’s story alone was one of the worst ones. It was likely that the cult was only here to kill Ezekiel.

Scarlet was already pissed off by the fact that psychopathic cultists were invading the islands. Having her ward being targeted was the icing on the cake. She wasn’t as close to Ezekiel as some of the other Scholars were. Yet she still valued him as a member of the Church. Even if it wasn’t official.

“Keep this under wraps for now. Focus on the mission only. When we get back to Sanafalls we can discuss things with the other Guild leaders and Grand Scholars. Hopefully we’ll be able to get more information as to where the Hull Breakers’ headquarters are. That way we can get them all in one go.” Scarlet said.

Riker just nodded his head. He knew that this was above him when it came to severity and importance. He wouldn’t be able to make any major decisions without the other Guild leaders present. Scarlet was in the same boat, as this was an issue that involved the entirety of the Archipelago.

As he left Scarlet’s cabin and ship, flying back to his own, Riker thought about the attack that would be happening tomorrow. For the moment, he knew that was all he needed to focus on.



Ezekiel woke up feeling nervous. He and Shine had made great progress. The Void Spirit no longer felt bloated and strained whenever their mana was full. They had managed to create a useful technique that seemed to work in battle. Yet, Ezekiel still felt that they weren’t ready. They’d only been in one intentional battle. The one the day before. It was nothing like the running battles he’d had in the Senera Ruins.

“It’ll be okay. We’ve got this!” Shine said. They were nervous as well but were certain that Ezekiel would be able to get them both out of any trouble that occurred.

“Yeah. We’ve got this.” Ezekiel replied.

Dressed in his enchanted clothing with the best protection he had available, Ezekiel headed upstairs. His hands were fidgeting. The rings on his fingers felt like a safety net he dearly needed. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use them. Though he doubted things would turn out that well.

As he reached the deck, he saw that the rest of the crew was also ready for battle. It seemed like there weren’t any additional preparations to be made. Everyone was ready to fight.

“Ezekiel.” Riker called out. “Our part of the plan is mainly to clean up the stragglers. None of them are allowed to escape. But for you, I don’t care what you have to do. Stay alive, no matter what.”

Riker’s voice was solemn as he told Ezekiel what to do. Ezekiel merely nodded. The fact that this was not an exploration, and actually an extermination, meant that there would be no room for mercy if he intended to survive entirely intact.

Slowly, just beyond the horizon, Ezekiel could finally see an island in the distance. It was a significantly smaller island than Sanafalls. A part of him wasn’t certain how this island would have acted as a hideout for the Hull Breakers. But as they continued to get closer and closer, the waters around their ships grew restless.

A loud whale call sounded from the depths. Suddenly, a massive waterspout appeared from the middle of the small fleet. All of the ships were pushed away. The wooden hulls creaked and groaned as their integrity was tested. The only ship that wasn’t pushed away was the Scarlet Glacier. Atop the mast stood Scarlet, fully equipped in her enchanted armor, with swords in both hands.

To Ezekiel’s surprise, she wasn’t looking at the water below. Her attention was entirely focused on the sky. Towards the tip of the waterspout. Looking up to see what she was focused on; Ezekiel was shocked as he saw a massive figure growing larger.

An enormous whale was slowly falling toward the Scarlet Glacier. It was as large as a blue whale from Earth. But its flippers were larger than a typical whale’s. They were each longer than the whale’s body, and there were six of them. The whale’s mouth was also filled with fangs, but not like an orca. These fangs were like shark teeth.

Suddenly, there was a pressure that weighed down on the Gust Lord and its crew. Ezekiel felt like he was going to throw up. This was unlike any magical pressure he’d ever felt before. The previous times a Legendary figure had brought forth their mana were nothing like this. Those times had no intent in them. The Mages were merely using their higher amount of mana to pressure others. This mana was filled with a primal viciousness that Ezekiel had never felt before. There was no vileness like when he faced the rot. It was more like what he imagined staring at a massive predator that was trying to eat him felt like.

Scarlet’s mana then engulfed them as well. The might of two titans was brought to bear. As the Wild Glacial Spirit dove toward Scarlet’s ship, Ezekiel could feel Scarlet channeling her mana through the ship and into the ocean. Gigantic icicles shot out of the water. The Wild Whale Spirit was forced to twist their body in the air. Turning away from the ship it was trying to crush. Scarlet then jumped into the water, along with several other Adepts from the Church.

Suddenly, the Gust Lord shifted to the side. The Glacial mages on board had forced the ship forward. This was not their battle. They needed to get to shore, to make sure that none of the pirates managed to get away. There were still a few minutes out, but they had managed to confirm where the makeshift docks were located. Two ships accompanied the Gust Lord.

The bulk of the fleet went that way, while Riker’s ship peeled off to the side. They were going to check the other areas of the island. It was highly likely that there would be ships that were either beached, or tied up to cliff faces elsewhere. If any were found, Riker’s crew were going to destroy them before falling back to support the main group.

Ignoring the battle happening behind them and trusting Scarlet and her fellow Scholars to win their battle, Ezekiel and Riker’s crew traveled around the island. This went on for nearly five minutes before they found their first target. A ship roughly the same size as the Gust Lord was being pushed into the water from where it was beached.

Riker took the Gust Lord in to fight it. The other ships that were accompanying them continued onward. They couldn’t afford to waste time when there could be other ships getting away while they fought. It would be one-to-one ship combat. They’d all make one loop, stopping whatever ships they could before they regrouped at the hideout’s dock.

As they sailed closer to the ship, it was clear that the pirates on board were prepared for a fight. Worse yet, it seemed like the ship had at least one Adept on board. This fight would be far worse than the one from yesterday. As both ships increased their speed, Riker let out a curse. Knowing that this fight would be hell.

Given the size of the ships, the impact they made as they slammed into each other was devastating. It was so great, and the speeds so fast, that Riker couldn’t order his crew to jump before impact was made, else they would fly past the ship. This time, they all braced as best they could. This time, Ezekiel failed to keep his footing, and went flying forward. He barely managed to catch himself on a railing. He nearly jerked his shoulder out of its socket as he did.

Suddenly, the air was filled with screams and shouts of anger and death as the battle began in full. Ezekiel was forced to roll out of the way of a sword aimed for his head. He then locked blades with a Tier two pirate. The only thing keeping him from being pushed back was the fact that the Flame Mage he was facing had a weaker physique than him.

Shine grew brighter as they channeled their mana, and the sword in the Flame Mage’s hands broke. Ezekiel forced his arms to move as fast as possible. He sliced straight through the surprised mage’s throat. He was dead before he hit the ground. His head rolled away and off the ship.

An angry shriek forced him back as a gout of fire from the Hunter’s Spirit was spewed at him from above. Throwing caution to the wind. Ezekiel took a chance and combined his mana with Shine’s. They let out one of their Void Slashes. Effortlessly cutting through the flames, and deep into the eagle sized Spirit. The cut dug deep into the Spirit’s wings, and it fell in a spiraling heap. Taking the opportunity, Ezekiel charged forward and stabbed Shine directly into the Spirit’s chest.

“That was easy.” Shine said quietly.

“Don’t get cocky! They were just surprised! It won’t be that easy again!” Ezekiel said. He knew he needed to berate the Void Spirit else they would not take things seriously. They’d used up nearly a third of their combined mana so far. The fight was still far from over.

Looking around the battlefield, Ezekiel saw that most were occupied with their fights. The two crews seemed to be somewhat even, except for the fact very few of the pirates had Spirits. So, he decided to unknowingly take a page out of his parents’ book.

Using some more of his mana, he threw a few careful slashes and stabs towards the Guild Hunters who were fighting. The cuts that slashed through the pirate’s armor, or the bodies of unaware Spirits, were incredibly helpful for the Guild members’ fighting them. The sudden flinches and distractions utterly changed the tide of the battle.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel was only able to do this a few times. He immediately retreated after his fourth total Void slash. The stabbing motion he made allowed for a deeper wound that pierced the chest of an unexpecting pirate. Moving back to the aft, he took cover near the stairs that led up to the helm.

This wasn’t an easy goal. He needed to dodge numerous errant attacks that crossed his path from other battles. More than one close call got his heart racing. Shine’s soul seemed to thrum as well, as the pressure from the ever-present battle frayed at their nerves.

Ducking under a dagger of ice, Ezekiel managed to get to where he was aiming for. As he took cover by the stairs, he noticed that the tide of the battle was slowly turning in the favor of the Island Hoppers. The once fleeing pirates were slowly being whittled down as the battle progressed. This wasn’t without cost, however, as Ezekiel could see several Island Hoppers Hunters laying on the deck. They were either holding their injuries, or lifelessly staring at the sky.

“Raaahg!” A sudden yell from behind him made Ezekiel dash and spin to the side. His mana was brought to bear as he forced himself to move as fast as he could.

The man behind him was a Death Mage that could’ve been the poster boy for the phrase ‘dirty pirate’. Yellow teeth, sunken eyes, a pale complexion, and Ezekiel could smell the man’s stench from several feet away. However, the thing that Ezekiel found most worrying was the fact that the man’s hair was as dark a purple color as his eyes. This was an Adept pirate. Ezekiel knew he stood no chance of fighting him. Especially since it would be impossible to catch this one-off guard.

Suddenly, Ezekiel felt the wood beneath his feet give out from under him. The previously sturdy and well-maintained planks had decayed to the point that Ezekiel’s weight was enough to fall through the deck. Landing in a heap several feet down, Ezekiel cried out in pain as he landed on a raised support beam. He didn’t break anything, but he knew that at least half his side was likely bruised.

“Ezekiel! Move!” Shine’s mental voice screamed at him to get out of the way.

Not even thinking about it, Ezekiel activated his Tempest boots. A massive gust of wind pushed him forward, and he was barely able to reinforce his body enough to survive smashing into another support beam. Ezekiel was now in the belly of the ship. Alone, save for the Adept level pirate that just jumped down the hole said pirate had made.

Ezekiel was not in a good situation. Since cannons weren’t a thing in this world, there were few to no openings in the lower levels of the ship. The small openings for oars when magic couldn’t be used were too tight to squeeze through. He was trapped. The pirate captain was slowly marching toward him.

“What’d we av ere?” The pirate slurred out. He looked like his mind was addled in some way. Perhaps alcohol or drugs of some sort. The unhinged expression made Ezekiel feel even more uncomfortable. Not just because he was afraid of dying. He was more worried about what this mad man would do to him before he died.

“A noice tasty morsel for ole Skinna to feast on!” The pirate said with a face splitting grin.

Ezekiel decided to ignore the implications of cannibalism for now. He needed to focus on getting out of here. Looking more closely at the pirate, he realized that his Void Slash wouldn’t do anything. The armor the pirate was wearing was surprisingly thick. He’d be surprised if he managed to cut deep enough to hit flesh.

He also realized that getting to the door to head back up the stairs would be troublesome, as the pirate stood between him and the stairs. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel that this was a worst-case scenario for him. He clenched his fingers, channeling mana to activate his mother’s ring. He figured that the darkness it would make might give him and opening to escape.

Suddenly, the pirate threw his arms outwards, and Ezekiel saw a dark purple light emanate from the pirate. A sense of fatigue and weakness seeped into Ezekiel’s bones. He was barely able to stay standing. His grip on Shine was loosening. He felt like he could barely breathe as his sinus stuffed up and his eyes watered. He felt sicker than he’d ever remembered being. Falling to his knees, he just managed to force Shine’s tip into the floorboards beneath him. Propping himself up, Ezekiel absentmindedly realized that the wood beneath him was quite squishy. It too was decaying.

“Ezekiel! Ezekiel, get up!” Shine screamed in Ezekiel’s head. But Ezekiel could barely make out the words. He just felt so sick. So weak and tired. His head started tilting from side to side.

The pirate slowly approached him, cackling madly as he got closer and closer. He was still cautious. He’d seen what Ezekiel had done to the Tier two Flame Mage and Spirit just seconds ago. Yet even so, he was a Tier three, while Ezekiel was only a Tier one. He pulled a serrated sickle from his hip as he got within arm’s reach of Ezekiel.

“RUN!” Shine’s mentally shouted. For a brief instant, Shine’s voice was all that Ezekiel was aware of. He immediately channeled as much mana through his body as he could. The sudden reinforcement strained everything he had, but it gave him enough clarity to see what was happening.

The ground beneath the pirate had exploded and splattered upward. Shine had used their Vibration spell to make the rotten wood explode in the pirate’s face. The sudden loss of footing, as well as the spongy, rotten, wood chunks splattering across his face made the pirate stumble sideways. Thought of killing Ezekiel momentarily forgotten.

Ezekiel launched himself forward, activating his ring and boots midair. He went flying toward the stairs as a miasma of shadows consumed the cabin area. It would hopefully buy him a bit of time. The pirate went flying deeper into the ship. Ezekiel crashed through the door with a quiet grunt. He was already injured, both from the fall and from the overpowered reinforcement. He’d likely need healing before the day was over.

“YOU ROTTEN BRAT!” The pirate yelled. He had difficulty making his way through the darkness that Ezekiel had created. The fact that Ezekiel heard him trip and fall more than once proved that this had been an effective strategy.

However, Ezekiel didn’t focus on any of this. He ran to the top of the stairs. Ignoring the decaying wood all around him. He needed to get further away. If he didn’t, he’d fall through the floor again. That was the last thing he wanted right now. Falling down right now means death. Nothing else.

Bursting onto the deck once again. Ezekiel activated his boots. Ignoring the battle around him, he flew up to the top of the mast. Taking cover in the crow’s nest as the battle below stalled. He barely managed to cling to consciousness as he collapsed. His muscles were too weak, and his health was too diminished to keep him going. The sudden windstorm distracted most of them. But the only one who realized what was happening was Riker.

He had sensed the flow of the wind and had kept enough of an eye on Ezekiel to realize he was in trouble. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to go after Ezekiel when he fell through the floor. His own battle took priority. Luckily, he had gotten a hand from one of his crewmates.

They had just finished off the Adept pirate Riker had started a fight with when Ezekiel had flown out from the door leading to the cabins below. Riker ignored Ezekiel. He could tell that there was no more enemy Tempest Mages left in the battle. If there were, he’d have felt the changes in the wind. Instead, Riker focused on the man that was running after Ezekiel. The wood around him turning black and rotten, but not impeding him in any way.

A shrill whistle escaped his lips. His Spirit dove toward the Death mage pirate. He followed closely behind. He and his Spirit were both low on mana. But there were several Island Hoppers who weren’t in battle right now. All of them moved to assist. The Death mage was surrounded.

Looking around in fury, the man screamed at his opponents.

“I’LL KILL YA ALL!” He screamed as he let out a horizontal slash of sickly indigo energy. The Guild members who reacted fast enough either ducked or jumped out of the way. Those that were too slow fell to the ground with festering wounds.

Riker and his Spirit went over the attack. Riker pulled a half-staff off from his back. Attaching it to the pommel of his sword, he now had a rather short glaive. But one that would give him extra reach against the Death mage. He’d done this in the hopes of having an easier time dodging the pirate’s strikes.

Luckily, that large scale attack had used up a significant portion of the pirate’s mana. To the point where he and Riker were near even. But Riker had backup. The pirate didn’t. He was almost immediately overwhelmed as attacks came at him from multiple directions.

The only reason he hadn’t immediately been taken down was because the deck was rotting and made for a horrible surface to fight on. Only Riker and the Death mage had an easier time traversing the terrain. Even then it was only due to their elements. It was as he turned to block an overhand swing from behind that Riker flew forward, stabbing the pirate through the side, that the battle fully ended.

All the other fights had been wrapping up. Seeing that he wasn’t really needed for anything else, Riker flew up to the crow’s nest, where he saw a sickening sight.

Ezekiel was still afflicted by whatever it was that the Death mage had done to him. Riker knew that it was essentially a curse of weakening. It got worse when the difference in Tier between the caster and the afflicted was higher. His muscles weakened, his bones weakened, his immune system weakened. This made him extremely vulnerable to possible illnesses and physical damage. Thus, Ezekiel had been puking his guts up. Coughing blood, had lost control of his body’s functions entirely.

Riker didn’t notice it, but Ezekiel had sheathed Shine before he’d fully succumbed to his sickness. Shine was also quiet throughout all of this. They didn’t have a body, but their soul has somewhat been afflicted by the Death mage’s magic. This was reflected in the bits of rust that had appeared on Shine’s blade. Now hidden by the sheath.

Grabbing Ezekiel as gently as he could, Riker immediately brought him down to the deck. Trying to be careful but knowing he didn’t have much time. He called for a medic to come over as quickly as possible. Most were preoccupied, but upon seeing the state Ezekiel was in, a couple finished what they could before coming over to help.

“Lay him down. Gently!” The Life mage instructed. He had several cuts all over his body, and his Spirit looked exhausted, but he focused on the task at hand as best he could. His hands glowed with a bright verdant light as he channeled Life mana into Ezekiel’s body.

“This is bad. How long was he in contact with the Death mage?” The Life mage asked.

“Maybe a couple of minutes, but he got hit directly by an aura of decay. Then he forced himself to run with as much power as he could bring to bear.” Riker explained.

“His body's failing. I can keep him together, and maybe get him stable within an hour or so. But he won’t be fighting again today. The aura will also persist since his mana is too weak to fight it off. He’ll be bed ridden for at least a couple days.” The medic explained. “Several Life mages will also be needed to keep him going during this time. Even then, he’ll be weak until the aura can be purged from his system. We’ll need either another Death mage to do that for him, or he’ll have to wait a month for it to dissipate on its own. I would not suggest the latter. That method usually results in permanent damages of some sort or another.”

Riker winced as the medic explained everything. They couldn’t have accounted for an Adept Death mage taking an interest in Ezekiel. The element was so rare, even on the continent. Worse yet, no one had expected that there would be a hidden Adept when the battle had begun. The fighting started so fast that the possibility of one of the pirates hiding in the rear hadn’t been something they could focus on.

“Do what you can for now. Once we regroup with the rest, we’ll see about getting a Death mage to purge his system. If we can’t do that, then we’ll just need to keep him alive until we can get back to Sanafalls.” Riker ordered the medic. He knew that a couple of the crews had a Death mage on hand. But they would’ve been Apprentices at best. If they were still alive. They had been sent in with the main force.

He then turned away, unable to look at the child who had suffered so much under his watch. Orders were thrown about. Hunters found whatever valuables they could and cleared bodies off the deck. They finished in fifteen minutes and set sail to finish their inspection of the island. As they passed a few ships that were ordered to check by sailing the opposite direction, they got news regarding the other ships that had accompanied them.

The other two ships that had accompanied them were fit and seaworthy. Apparently only one of them had run into another ship trying to escape. The other ships that had gone the opposite direction had also seen two instances of ships trying to flee. As such, this one was undamaged from battle.

A brief interaction took place. The other ship had a couple of Life mages that were ordered by Riker to swap places with his crew’s tired Life mages. To finish healing up the injured crew and make sure that Ezekiel remained stable.

As the two ships departed to finish their rounds, Riker’s ship didn’t run into any other pirates, but had seen the damage done to the two other Island Hoppers’ ships. The damage wasn’t as extensive on either of them. But neither had to deal with a Death mage. One had some extensive burns, but those had been dealt with before the fires could spread. It’d still take some time for the Life mages to shape enough wood to fix it though.

Finally, after nearly an hour of sailing around the island, Riker and his crew made it back to the main docks. The lack of screaming and spells flying around indicated that the battle had ended. The fact that there weren’t any massive waves and waterspouts in the distance meant that Scarlet must’ve finished her battle. As the Island Hoppers were still alive, that meant that the Grand Scholar had won.

As Riker and his crew sailed into the dock, this was proven true as they saw Scarlet standing there. Waiting for them with a look of fury and concern on her face. Two Death mage Hunters with dark purple eyes stood next to her. She had been told by one of the earlier returning crews what had happened. Obviously, she wasn’t pleased, and Riker knew that he’d be getting quite the lecture.

            

    
        CH 77 (Book 2 Ch 15): Cleaning Up And Moving On

    
    
    
    
                Scarlet and Riker were seated inside the previous office of the leader of the Hull Breaker’s hideout. While she had been putting on a tough front for the Island Hoppers before, she had actually been heavily injured during her fight. Out of all the Scholars she had brought with her as support, three Tier threes had perished in the battle. Several more Apprentices had also been lost in the chaos of the fight.

She hid most of the injuries under her heavy robes. The patch ups the Life mages had done were good, but there were limits. Thus, she was currently lying across a couch while Riker gave his report.

“Unfortunate but given the rarity of Death Mages at such Tiers it makes sense how things went to shit so easy.” Scarlet said. “We’re lucky that he didn’t have a familiar. The fight might’ve been different if there were.”

“My crew still would’ve won.” Riker stated.

“I know that. But what would the losses have been? As it is, nearly a third of yer Hunters are out of commission. Over a dozen are dead, and we’re still looking for missing members.” Scarlet said in a neutral tone. “This fight was far more difficult than it should’ve been. If your extra ships weren’t here, our losses would’ve been far worse off.”

“Well, perhaps the Ancient Void is looking out for us.” Riker said. His voice was only partially sarcastic, but there was a hint of reverence and inquiry.

Scarlet noticed but didn’t reply. She had mixed feelings about such implications. Ezekiel’s presence was certainly a blessing, but there was a balance in all things. The battle had been far worse than expected, because of the Cult of Light. Who were certainly hunting Ezekiel. Similarly, they had additional support, because of Ezekiel. Thus, the results, while still worse than desired, were still a net win for the Church of Ten and the Island Hoppers.

“Regardless of whether or not the Ancients are looking out for us, we need to wrap things up here. The Death Mages have stated that they’ll be done with Ezekiel before the day is over. Hopefully that means he’ll be awake sometime tomorrow. Until that happens, we need to wrap things up here so that we can level this place and return to Sanafalls as soon as possible.” Scarlet said.

“Understood, Grand Scholar. Are there any particular tasks you need from me?” Riker asked.

Scarlet paused to think for a minute. Placing her arm over her eyes as she did so. Her exasperated, yet relaxed demeanor was something that very few people got to see. If she didn’t know Riker from her time with the Island Hoppers, she would not be behaving so.

“For the moment, the clearing out of the hideout is going well. As are the interrogations of the prisoners. The executions will be completed in the morning, if all things go well. And yes, you lot will get a portion of the bounties.” Scarlet said. She really didn’t know what else the extra Guild members needed to do in this instance. “Why don’t you take a crew or two to explore the island? Usually we don’t bother, since hideouts like this are made more out of convenience, than strategic planning. But who knows? Maybe you’ll find something interesting. Let me know if you do. Even if it’s just a survey of the Spirits on this island.”

Riker nodded his head. He knew this was more a matter of getting extra hands out of the way, but there could very well be something of value out there. If there was, then he and his Guild would be given first rights as claimants to whatever it was. Hopefully they found something good, because the amount of compensation he was going to need to provide was much greater than he’d expected when he’d set out on this mission.

‘Should’ve charged double for this, if we’d known the danger level beforehand.’ Riker thought as he stood up to head out. He gave Scarlet a slight bow before heading out, to which she waved him off. Still too sore to see him off directly.

Lying on the couch, Scarlet winced as her head flared in pain from the noise made by the door closing. She let out a tired sigh before gingerly pushing herself up to sit. As much as she wanted to just lie down and sleep, she knew that the best course of action for her right now was to recover her mana as soon as possible. Then, she needed to begin overseeing the dismantling of this hideout.

A part of her was concerned at the possibility of Riker and his crew actually finding something. But she doubted it would come to that. Even if it did, it probably wouldn’t be a bad thing. Anything that they could keep out of their enemies’ hands was something that they could benefit from. Hopefully any such discoveries will be dealt with quickly.

As she fell into a meditative trance, her soul envisioning the pushing and pulling of the tides as she began encouraging it to enter a state of improved recovery, she couldn’t help but worry for the future.

‘Why’d I expect the shit show’s just begun?’ She thought to herself. Her mind slowly drifted away as her mana began to swell like waves in the open, endless sea.



‘Heavy.’ That was the first thought Ezekiel had as consciousness slowly returned to him. From the side, he could barely make out a bright light streaming through a window to the side.

His mind was foggy. He could barely feel his limbs. His eyes were caked and crusty. He felt like he had been asleep for a month, and the quiet grumbling of his stomach seemed to support that theory. Opening his eyes, he winced as both the like and crusty mucus took a moment to blind him. He winced in pain and let out a quiet grunt at the feeling.

“Shit! Hold on! Here!” The rapid words of whoever was looking after him entered his ears in a rush. Suddenly, Ezekiel felt a wet cloth gently placed on his face. After a moment it was used to wipe him down. He managed to more easily open his eyes. Though his vision was still blurry.

As he waited for his vision to clear, he took stock of his body as best he could. Barely remembering what had happened to him, all he could tell was that he was incredibly tired. There was a bone deep exhaustion spread all throughout his body. Yet he knew he was still in better condition than before he’d fallen unconscious.

He attempted to push himself up, barely getting his elbows underneath him before collapsing on his back once again. A faint chuckling came from the side. Turning to take a look at the source, Ezekiel saw a middle-aged man with green eyes and green hair with gray streaks. An Adept Life Mage. One who seemed to be getting on in years.

“I know better than to insist that you Hunters stay in bed. You’re all too active for an old man like me to hold back. But I’d suggest you stay lying down for at least a few more hours. Life magic is great for healing, but fatigue is something that only rest can get rid of.” The healer said as he held a glowing hand over Ezekiel. He let the light seep into his body as the Life mage hummed in thought. “The name’s Jacob. I’ll be your healer for the day.” He said with a smirk as he addressed Ezekiel.

“Am I going to live?” Ezekiel rasped out. The Life Mage chuckled again. Clearly, he had experience with such snark from his patients.

“Yes, you are. If your sarcasm is any indication.” Jacob said. “Though you’ll be in rough shape for a couple of days. If our Death Mages weren’t as skilled as they are, you’d still be unconscious until we got to Sanafalls. As it is, you’ll be on your feet by tomorrow. Though you won’t be training until we get back.”

Ezekiel just sighed in exasperation. He was tired of these delays. All he wanted was to make more progress with his magic. Why did things just have to keep getting more complicated?

Just as he had that thought, Ezekiel realized what Jacob had said to him. Turning over in a panic, he nearly fell out of the bed. He would’ve, if not for the Life mage catching him in time.

“Whoa! Careful now.” Jacob said.

“Why did you -cough- call me a Hunter?” Ezekiel asked. He was panicking. Shine’s existence wasn’t something that people were supposed to know about. He wasn’t strong enough to keep them safe if the existence of a Void Spirit were to be made public knowledge.

Seeing Ezekiel’s face covered in a frown and wide-eyed fear, the Life Mage reached out to try and calm him down.

“Hey, look here.” Jacob said. He was pointing at the badge and symbols on his robes. They indicated that he was one of the senior Scholars of the Church of Ten. Jacob was the head doctor and primary Life Mage on Scarlet’s crew. Ezekiel hadn’t met him before, as he tended to lock himself up in his quarters, only coming out when someone was hurt. Which Ezekiel had never been when on Scarlet’s ship.

“When you were brought in for healing, Scarlet let me know about your situation. To make sure there weren’t any issues with your partner. No one else knows about this but the four of us. You, me, Scarlet, and Shine.” Jacob said.

Ezekiel’s heart was still racing as his thoughts turned to Shine. He wasn’t sure what his Spirit’s condition was but knew that they had both suffered immensely under the effects of the Death Mage’s spell. Knowing that Scarlet was the one who had informed Jacob of his condition helped him somewhat, but he was still worried for his Spirit.

“Where are they?” Ezekiel asked. One of the reason’s he was panicking was because he couldn’t sense Shine’s whereabouts. Given that they had grown to be able to sense each other's location when nearly a kilometer apart, this meant that Shine was very far away. It was only because the connection to Shine hadn’t been broken that Ezekiel wasn’t freaking out even more. But even then, there were frays that he didn’t think were possible when he reached out to his Spirit.

“About that... a couple of the Island Hoppers thought they’d take their own reward for ‘taking care’ of you. They said a kid like you would only hurt yourself with such a nice sword. So, Scarlet decided to hold onto Shine for now. To keep them safe.” Jacob said. “Unfortunately, one of the crews found something interesting further inland. Scarlet decided to check it out herself. She’ll be back later today, but for now, your best choice of action is to rest.”

Ezekiel wanted to complain. He wanted to get up and go looking for Shine. This was the first time they’d been separated for so long, and by such distance, since they’d bonded nearly a year ago. Before he could try, and fail, at getting out of bed, however, his doctor gently tapped him on the forehead with a glowing green hand. His eyes rolled backward as he immediately fell asleep.



Ezekiel woke up once again. This time, he was not quite as groggy, and the room was far dimmer than before. No light shone through the window. He would’ve thought it was nighttime, or evening by this point. But as his head cleared up more than before, he could hear a commotion of some sort from outside. As well, he could make out a solid, natural light that was distinct from the usual fire light.

The feeling of heaviness from before had lessened, but he found that it was still difficult for him to move his limbs. But more so because he was stiff from lying down for so long. As opposed to being exhausted from yet another near death experience. Overall, he felt much more comfortable than before. Although that didn’t mean that he was feeling well.

“Ezekiel?” Shine’s voice quietly drifted through his mind. “Are you awake?”

A flash of worry jolted through Ezekiel. Shine’s voice was far quieter than usual. There was also a subdued worry and tiredness that Shine had never displayed before. Usually, the young Void Spirit was curious and had a spark of enjoyment and excitement in them that lifted Ezekiel’s spirits. Not even when they were training did Shine sound so down. Nor when they suffered from their forced Step increase.

“Yeah. It’s me. Are you alright?” Ezekiel asked. His feelings of worry and concern escaped him as he spoke. Shine was easily able to notice these feelings.

“... Kind of...” Shine replied. “That Death Mage did more to you than me, but he still got me good.”

“How so?” Ezekiel wanted to panic, but he was still so tired that he couldn’t. “How would a Death Mage even make a steel sword decay? The time frame is very different for metals compared to organic substances.”

“Death Magic affects the Soul, remember?” Shine said.

This time Ezekiel really did panic. The whole reason they’d come on this mission was to help Shine’s Soul grow stronger, not to injure it.

“I’m okay, now. But my vessel is damaged. It’s rusty, and it feels like I’m covered in sand, I think?” Shine said. “That Life Mage, Jacob, said it looks like I’m doing fine. But I was told to check with one of the Death Mages back at the Cathedral to make sure. The one’s here are Island Hoppers, and fairly weak.”

“If that’s the case, we will not be training until we get back. Maybe even not for a few weeks after we get back.” Ezekiel stated.

“Okay.” Shine said. Usually, they would have an issue with not training. But they had gotten so close to death that they really just wanted to rest.

Ezekiel could sense his Spirit’s weariness. He felt incredibly guilty about putting Shine through all this. Even though he knew that there was no faster way to help Shine grow, that didn’t mean that he liked putting them both through near death experiences.

The two fell into a comfortable silence for a few minutes. Simply basking in each other’s presence again. It was good to be able to feel each other’s souls. Eventually, Ezekiel couldn’t hold back his curiosity. He started asking Shine about what had happened while he was unconscious. Apparently, Ezekiel had missed quite a bit during the day or so that he’d been unconscious.

Yesterday evening, a few hours after Riker and his crew had set out to investigate the island, they returned with surprising news. One of the Cavern Mages had discovered a few cave systems further inland. Some further inspection from the Cavern Mage made him realize that they were lava tubes. Which meant that this was a volcanic island. Though it appeared the volcano was now dormant.

After returning with this information, Scarlet and a couple of Flame Mages set out to do a deeper inspection. They wanted to see if there were any remnants of Flame mana from the volcano. If there were, then it was possible that pure mana crystals had formed somewhere on the island. This was an endeavor that took all night. Luckily, during their inspection, they found a hidden tunnel system a fair distance away from the hideout. This one was man made.

After inspecting the new tunnel system, Scarlet and her team discovered a basic mine that was still being built. It seemed that the Hull Breakers, or some other pirate group, had discovered what they had previously, and was taking steps to make a fortune. Unfortunately, for the pirates, it seems like they didn’t have the resources to set up properly. Numerous crystal shards and collapsed tunnels proved this.

According to Scarlet, it was impossible to determine how long they’d been trying to mine this place. It didn’t really matter, however, since this island wasn’t under the control of any particular faction in the Archipelago.

Thus, Sanafalls could move in at any point and take over, if they wished. However, even though this island isn’t under anyone’s control, it was still closer to a different primary island. There would likely be a debate regarding selling the information on the island to that other primary island. It would be better than starting a conflict, at least.

The party that went out to do the inspection had returned a few hours ago. They were in the middle of debating their next steps. Most of the Island Hoppers, Riker included, wanted to return home before they attempted to set up a base. The current crews didn’t have supplies to set up a proper facility on the island. Some of the Scholars wanted to remain. They figured they could send some messengers to come with another fleet while the majority of the current fleet stayed here. Maybe they could even set up proper mines. The pirates lacked the versatility of the Guild’s Hunters and Church’s Scholars after all.

Scarlet hadn’t made any decisions yet. She knew that she couldn’t keep the Guild here for much longer though. They hadn’t been paid for the new possibilities that had been presented to them. But at the same time, if the Island Hoppers left, then the Church could claim that they waived any possible compensation from whatever was eventually mined since they ignored the opportunity.

This was one of the matters that all of the Scholars were trying to discuss right now. Including Jacob. Which explained why he wasn’t looking over any patients right now. Otherwise, Ezekiel expected that the Tier three Life Mage would still be fretting over him, just like he was before.

Ezekiel just laid back down on his bed. There was nothing he could do. So, it wasn’t worth worrying about. One thing he did wonder about was what the results of Scarlet’s fight were. Obviously, they had won. But Ezekiel wondered what such a win had cost. Especially seeing as several Adepts had participated in the battle between Legends.

When Ezekiel asked about the fight, Shine fell quiet again. It was only after Ezekiel’s additional prompting that Shine spoke up.

“Tommy died. Same with a couple of other Scholars.” Shine said. “Apparently, the Legendary Spirit was a ‘Lord Spirit’ with several Adept Spirits that served it. This complicated things during the fight. There weren’t enough to make them lose. Just enough to make things harder. Even with the number advantage the Scholars had.”

Ezekiel let out a sigh. Covering his face with his arms as he remembered all the times that Tommy had helped them during this mission. As well as the times he’d pulled Ezekiel out of a bad mood when he’d first been exiled. Outside of his research team, Scarlet, and Carrian, Tommy was probably the Scholar he was closest to in Sanafalls.

His eyes prickled with tears. This was the first time he’d really lost someone before. Sure, he couldn’t see his family back in Harkem, but that didn’t mean he’d never see them again. He’d also had time to deal with that. This was sudden, and he didn’t like what he was feeling right now. Not one bit. However, he knew that there was someone else that was worse off than him right now.

“... How are you holding up?” Ezekiel asked after a moment to compose himself. Even if they hadn’t really interacted with each other, Shine had known Tommy for as long as Ezekiel had. This was also the first time they had lost someone they were friends with. Everyone else who they’d seen die was an enemy that was trying to kill them.

“I don’t like it.” Shine said. Their voice grew frantic and rushed as their emotions began to pour out. “Why did Tommy have to die? Is it because we were here? Everybody says that this mission was more complicated than they expected. But it seems like the only thing that was really different was the fact that we’re here? Are we cursed? Is someone else we know going to die? What-”

“SHINE!” Ezekiel called out, mentally throwing Shine off balance. He winced as he felt fear and hurt coming from Shine. He immediately projected sorrow and regret from having yelled at Shine.

“Sorry... But I wasn’t going to let you spiral downward like that. As much as it hurts, we can’t let it consume us. We can mourn him, for certain, but sooner or later, we need to move on.” Ezekiel said. “Ultimately, the difficulties on this mission were not our fault. There was no way of knowing that the pirates would be this bad. If anything, our presence here ensured that they had brought an additional crew. Meaning they had more hands to help out in the battle.”

Shine calmed down after hearing Ezekiel’s words. They still didn’t like what had happened. But instead of moping about it, Shine grew more determined. They didn’t want to have something like this happen again. Yet, they knew the only way to do that was to get stronger. They had people that they cared about, Ezekiel in particular. If losing a friend hurt this much, how much would losing Ezekiel feel like. Shine didn’t even want to imagine such a thing.

“When we get back to Sanafalls, and they say we’re healthy again, can we start training properly?” Shine asked.

“Of course.” Ezekiel said. Shine wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to lose anyone else. Unfortunately, Ezekiel was experienced enough to understand that, sometimes it didn’t matter how strong you were. Sometimes, there was simply nothing you could do.

He didn’t voice these thoughts, however, as he didn’t wish to discourage Shine. Instead, he and Shine just talked about random things. Shine started to regain their enthusiasm when Ezekiel asked about the stuff that Shine had seen when they were with Scarlet. And slowly, as the light grew even dimmer, Ezekiel and Shine drifted off once again. Thoughts of the mission were still fresh in their minds. But they were less prevalent than before. For now, the two of them just wished to return home.



The third time Ezekiel woke up, it was not in an unfamiliar room within the pirate’s hideout. This time, he woke up to the now familiar feeling of water rocking a ship from side to side as they sailed across the open ocean. Looking around, he realized that he was back in a cabin on the Scarlet Glacier. He didn’t know why he wasn’t on Riker’s ship, but he figured that he might actually be able to find some answers this time.

Gingerly moving around, Ezekiel saw Shine leaning against a wall next to the bed he was lying in. Shifting himself into a sitting position, Ezekiel grabbed a hold of Shine and slowly pulled them from their sheath. He was surprised that Shine made no indication that they were aware of what was happening. He nearly called out to them in concern. But Ezekiel quickly realized that it was only because Shine was still asleep.

He gave the blade Shine used as a vessel a close inspection. He wanted to see the damages for himself. He didn’t even have to look that closely before he grimaced at the sight before him.

Half of Shine’s blade was covered in a coarse and rusted surface. Apparently, that Death Mage’s decaying spell was more dangerous than Ezekiel had thought it was. Had he been stuck in its range for much longer, he’d probably be dead before he could’ve gotten help. He also hadn’t thought it would be so effective against Shine. Rust wasn’t something someone thought of when considering problems for a Spirit. Or even for enchanted items like Artifacts or Relics.

“Rest well, Shine. We’ll get you fixed up in no time.” Ezekiel quietly said to his Spirit.

A gentle knock on the door grabbed his attention. He gently sheathed Shine again before inviting the person inside. It was Jacob, but this time he was accompanied by Scarlet. The both of them looked relieved that he was okay. Scarlet especially, as she couldn’t help but feel like Ezekiel’s condition was partially her fault.

Jacob ran some additional scans, to see if there was anything still wrong with Ezekiel. But it seemed like all the Death aspect mana had been properly flushed from his system. His soul hadn’t been injured either, so it was just the physical issues that needed to be fixed, and they were.

Jacob also gave a more in depth explanation of what had happened to Shine. Ezekiel was frustrated to learn that there wasn’t much they could do, as Shine’s body wasn’t the same as other Spirits, who could piggy back off the healing properties of Life Mana. Shine didn’t have even the imitation of flesh and blood that Spirits did. The only way to help the Void Spirit was to find a new vessel, or figure out how to repair this one.

It was also explained that, from what they could tell, finding a new vessel would be better. Shine’s soul had been damaged partially as a reflection of what had happened to their vessel. They didn’t want to imagine what would happen if Shine was smelted down to be reforged. Something that Ezekiel agreed with. For the moment, however, it seemed that Shine’s soul was recovering, and that was all that mattered.

When Ezekiel asked questions about the mission, however, that’s when Scarlet seemed a bit worried. She told him not to concern himself with it for now. That he’d get more answers at a later date. He felt that this was a bit weird but figured that it had to do with something going on between the Church and the Guild. Something that Scarlet confirmed. At that, Ezekiel decided that he didn’t need to know right now, so he left it at that.

For now, Ezekiel and Shine were headed to their current home. Their mission was over. They both were alive, and they both had made it out with a great deal of experience. They would have to wait for Carrian to check them to be sure how much, but it was certain that both Ezekiel and Shine had grown from this. It was now just a matter of continuing to grow as time moved on.
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                On the island of Breaker’s Bay, Meryn was seated in an expanded office. In front of him was a young Apprentice Mage. The young mage had just given Meryn a report regarding the various pirate groups inhabiting the nearby islands. He was shivering as he held position in a low bow as he awaited Meryn’s response.

“Deal with this.” Meryn said quietly. His neck was tense from the rage he was holding back. The golden bull that was sitting on his desk perked up.

“NO! Wait--” The Apprentice’s plea was cut off as the miniature bull on the desk grew in size. Charging forward, the Radiant Bull Spirit gored the young man. He was pinned to the wall on the far side of the room. As the bull pulled away, the dead apprentice fell to the ground. There was a look of fear and helplessness on his face. The next second, the bull lit up in a golden light which spread into a thin screen. The screen passed over the corpse, and as it did the body dissolved into nothingness.

“Ancients dammit all...” Meryn muttered as he pinched the bridge of his nose. His hands clenched in anger as he thought about what he’d just been told.

He and Kameira had been consolidating power in the archipelago. They hadn’t gotten any replies from the leaders of the Followers of Radiance, so they were particularly careful with how they tried to expand their influence. If the islands under the control of the Church of Ten found out about them, it was likely that they’d be wiped out.

Unfortunately, he had just been informed that a branch of the Hull Breakers, one that hadn’t yet been bound by oaths, had managed to escape their control. Apparently, this branch had a member who was willing to damage their own soul, permanently, to inform his sister of Meryn and Kameira’s presence. This led to several ships getting away, and the Follower’s presence being revealed.

The branch that escaped had even begun gathering power to try and make some deals with several wild Spirits to take Breaker’s Bay back. There was even word that some sort of treasure was being gathered in order to exchange a great deal of gold for a favor from a different prime city. One that wasn’t connected to Sanafalls.

Needless to say, he was upset by this inconvenience. They had only managed to accumulate a fleet of a few dozen ships. Barely half the amount of what was available for any decent Rank two Guild in the Archipelago. Let alone the multiple Guilds the Church of Ten could call upon.

“It seems like even hit and run tactics won’t be sustainable for long.” Meryn said.

He recalled that one of the ideas provided to him as a possible method of assault against the Church of Ten was to increase the pirate attacks on the various trade ships going in and out of Sanafalls. Running away after causing as much damage as possible to force them into a trap.

While the Church’s forces would only be expecting pirates, sending a small fleet to deal with it, the Followers of Light would bring their full force to bear in order to wipe out the Church and Guild’s forces in one fell swoop. Given Meryn and Kameira’s presence, the Church was guaranteed to lose at least one of their Grand Scholars.

This plan of attack was something they had been seriously considering as a means of proving their strength. They figured that such a strike would prove their capability. This would allow them to spread their influence even further. It might even allow them to become an official religion on a couple of islands. Something that would allow them to control an actual city. The source of any official trade routes and channels to get mass amounts of supplies in and out of the continent.

Yet now the entire plan was scrapped. Their presence was undoubtedly made known to the Church by now. Breaker’s Bay may very well be the Church of Ten’s next target. If it was, then there was a certainty that they would be attacked by Legends from at least two, if not three, Archipelago Cathedrals. The only good thing he could think of was the fact that it would take weeks to plan and enact such a large-scale attack.

“What’s got you in such a mood?” A voice called out to Meryn. He glanced over at the door to his office. Kameira entered the room. She looked amused and confused as he looked over the bloodstains on the ground and wall. Looking over at her Spirit, Kameira silently sent a message. Her Spirit leapt off its perch on her shoulder. Small sparks of lightning charred the floor and wall as it vaporized the bloodstains.

Kameira nodded in satisfaction as before she walked over to Meryn. Stopping in front of his desk, her face spread out into a cocky smirk. Pulling a bottle from her Void Pouch she took a swig of whatever alcoholic drink she’d grabbed for the day.

Recently, Kameira had been accompanying some of the crews to subjugate other pirate groups. She had long since finished her survey of Breaker’s Bay island. She had discovered a number of Spirits that they were able to threaten into bonding with a few of the Hull Breakers under their control. Better yet, they had managed to find a number of Scarlet Pear trees. They were protected by a herd of Adept Bark Eating Deer. A type of Life Spirit with powerful jaws that ate trees.

These blood red fruits were a unique type of magical plant that was rich in Life Mana. It wasn’t a Spirit, but the pears that these trees produced had significant healing capabilities. Life Spirits and Mages could also consume them in the same way a Void Mage could absorb mana from pure mana crystals. If they ate a pear at the same Tier as themself, then their mana would increase by a full Step without any consequence. Tiering up was a different matter, but that was something that depended on the strength of one’s soul, and the ability to find and open one’s Chakra.

When Meryn was informed of the presence of these fruits, he had immediately formed a group of Radiant Followers to both manage and maintain control over the trees. He’d had all of them relocated to a hidden, artificially formed, valley where they could control the trees' development. Several Life Mages from the island were also conscripted to help feed the trees Life mana to increase the production of Fruits.

However, even with the extremely valuable resource, their comparatively small numbers meant that they couldn’t really trade it. If knowledge of the trees was somehow leaked, then it would mean that the various island cities would do whatever it took to claim Breaker’s Bay for themselves.

Of course, Kameira didn’t care. All she wanted was to be rewarded for getting something valuable for her and Meryn’s operation.

Seeing Kameira look so upbeat and amused, Meryn couldn’t help but grind his teeth in frustration. He hated the fact that Kameira no longer respected his authority. If it wasn’t for him, she’d be dead. Yet she didn’t show any appreciation for this fact.

Grinning as a thought crossed his mind, Meryn answered her question.

“We’re fucked.” Meryn blurted out. He winced internally at the crudeness of his statement. But he got the reaction he’d been hoping for.

Hearing such crass and blunt words coming from Meryn’s mouth, Kameira nearly choked as her drink went down the wrong pipe. Tears formed in her eyes as her throat burned from the alcohol. She nearly fell over in a coughing fit. Her Spirit glared at Meryn before patting her on her back with a sparking wing. A loud’ thump’ was heard as Kameira coughed up the last of her drink.

She hunched over as she took deep, slow, breaths to calm herself down. She glared at Meryn as soon as she could.

“You asshole!” Kameira bit out. Wiping her face, she turned to face him directly. While she didn’t like what he’d done, she knew Meryn wouldn’t say something like that if it wasn’t also true. “What happened?”

Meryn explained how knowledge of their presence had likely been leaked.

“Well, that’s not good.” Kameira said.

“Obviously.” Meryn replied.

“I don’t see why you’re so worried. It’s not like you, me, or our direct forces are stuck here. We leave, subjugate another island, and restart elsewhere. The kid’s still in Tier one and won’t be reaching Tier two any time soon. So, it’s not like we’re in a rush.” Kameira said. She had no problem throwing away everything they had here if it meant they were safe from destruction by the Church.

Meryn grunted in frustration. He didn’t disagree with her assessment. There was nothing binding them to the island. But restarting from scratch when they’d already made months of progress would be frustrating. Let alone whatever the Seven Lights decided was enough to punish them for failing when they’d already requested reinforcements.

A knock on the door interrupted his rebuttal to Kameira’s suggestion. Calling out to whomever was requesting entry, a new yet familiar face appeared. Milicent Seryll, the administrator that had betrayed Sanafalls, opened the door nervously.

“Greetings, Leaders, I bring word from the docks. Apparently, a number of ships have been spotted headed towards the island. They bear a flag with the symbol of the Followers of Radiance on them.” Milicent explained with a bowed head. She had seen the scorch marks on the wall and floor. Such sights were not uncommon when either of the two Legends were annoyed. She knew someone had died recently, and prayed she wasn’t next.

For his part, Meryn was both elated and nervous. Elated because his multiple requests had finally been fulfilled. After several weeks of delays Kameira had continued to mock him for. Yet he was nervous since he’d just gotten such bad news regarding their situation. He doubted the reinforcements would be enough to turn the tide against Sanafalls. However, he knew better than to keep his fellow waiting.

“I see. Leave, but wait at the entrance. We’ll be down shortly to head to the docks.” Meryn ordered. Milicent was happy to do as he said. She scurried out of the room like there was a fire creeping up behind her.

“So, what can we expect?” Kameira asked.

“At least one Legendary Hunter, maybe two if we’re lucky. It’ll be enough to defend ourselves from any attacks. But we still won’t be able to make an assault on Sanafalls. We’ll need to figure something else out if we want to keep our presence here stable.” Meryn stated.

“Why should we do that?” Kameira asked. “All we need to do is kill the kid and we’ll be able to get out of here, won’t we? Getting rid of your ‘Anathema’ is the priority, isn’t it?”

Meryn looked up in shock. Then he slammed his head through his desk. He let out an angry groan as he did. He’d been so focused on taking control of the Hull Breakers and the other pirate groups, he’d somehow mixed up his primary goal.

Immense power wasn’t necessary for killing Ezekiel. A well-planned assassination would be good enough. It was just a shame that the plan involving the Cavern Mage rat that the Hull Breakers had failed to kill hadn’t succeeded. They might have been able to use that.

“Let’s go. We can discuss things when our partners are here to contribute.” Meryn got up. He ignored the mess he’d made. An aide would be by and have it cleaned before he and the others returned. He’d order it to be done as they left.

Kameira just smiled mockingly. She was amused at Meryn’s suffering. Best of all, she knew that she was too important to lose right now. Even with the reinforcements, it wasn’t like the Followers of Radiance could get Legendary Hunters to the Archipelago that easily after all.

Meryn ignored her as they left the room. They had allies at the docks to meet.



The introductions were quick and quiet. There were nearly a dozen ships crewed by Followers of Radiance. Led by two Legendary Hunters and their Spirits. Glacial and Tempest, respectively. Effectively doubling their maximum power and increasing what they considered to be their cannon fodder by a not insignificant amount.

They quickly returned to their headquarters to hold a meeting. A basic rundown of the situation was provided. No one was happy when it was finished. All of them wanted to get out of what they considered to be humanity’s backwater. It was only thanks to Meryn and Kameira’s mention of directing their attention solely to sustainability and assassination.

The Glacial Hunter, Gwen, was skeptical of their change in plans. She was relatively young for a Legendary Hunter, and showed no signs of getting on in age. Something Kameira instinctively hated about the younger Hunter.

“How do you know that you’ll even get the opportunity to kill the Anathema?” Gwen inquired.

“If an opportunity doesn’t present itself, then we’ll simply have to make one that we can use.” Meryn stated. “I’ve already got several crews dedicated solely to the discovery of new Ruins. One or two crews were... damaged, when investigating the Deep’s waters. But the ships were not lost. We should have clues by the end of the year.”

Given that the new year was only a few months away, this meant that Meryn was extremely confident that his searches would succeed. Unfortunately, he had no evidence to back this up. He only hoped that no one would call his bluff. Especially Kameira, who was partially aware of his actions with any of the crews.

Luckily, other than a few dirty glares, no one said anything. Francis, the Tempest Hunter, took that moment to interject. He was an elderly Hunter with a few wrinkles here and there. It was impossible to tell his age from his hair color since it was already gray, but it did have a dullness to it that younger Mages would not. He was the oldest Hunter in the room, and it showed, from how the others seemed to defer to his judgment. Especially Meryn and Gwen.

“I’ll take over those endeavors. Half my ships will stay here while I command a mix of ours and the pirate’s forces. That way you can focus more on the relocation. You mentioned several islands that were uninhabited?” Francis said. “Show us. We need to figure out where to go.”

Meryn pulled out a map, unfurling it on the table. On it were several islands marked out from when it was originally purchased from one of the official islands. There were also several newly made marks crudely drawn on them to indicate the whereabouts of several newly discovered, or rediscovered islands. Meryn had also marked which one’s had more potential for usefulness than the others.

Three islands in particular were of interest. One was incredibly close to the border between the waters controlled by the Deep Cruor. But it was very large, nearly twice the size of Breaker’s Bay. It also had a number of Legendary Spirits that they might be able to bring to their side. The number of resources estimated to be on it weren’t small either, else it wouldn’t be able to sustain as many Legendaries as it did.

The second island was further off the trade routes. It was the same size as Breaker’s Bay, but nearly half the island was made up of an active volcano. This meant that it was certain that there were pure mana crystals. The value of this alone was enough to make the island more useful than others. However, the relative lack of space meant that it likely wouldn’t be good for maintaining a headquarters.

The third island was nothing special, beyond the fact that it was almost identical to Breaker’s Bay. However, this island was technically within the territory of another primary island. The only reason it hadn’t been settled was that it was under contention as to which primary island it belonged to. There were two islands, both with Cathedrals of the Church of Ten in their major cities, that were the same distance from it. This had led to conflicts between the cities’ Guilds and other forces trying to lay claim to it.

Ultimately, all three had their benefits, but Meryn couldn't decide which one would fit his earlier goals. Now that he was more focused, and had some useful assistance, he hoped that a decision could be made more easily.

“The island at the border is our best bet. Especially if we want to keep things under wraps.” Francis said. “Usually, I’d say the volcanic island would be safest, but with us here as reinforcements that means that we’ll be able to keep a standing defensive force to protect our interests.”

Meryn nodded his head. It’d be tight if the Seven Lights had only sent one Legendary Hunter, but with two they would be fine.

Kameira and Gwen were somewhat concerned, however, as the Cruor territory was something that they were both familiar with. Neither of them wanted to be so close to the enemy. However, they could see that the difficulties with being near the Cruor were likely less troublesome than trying to set up a hidden headquarters on an island whose ownership was under contention.

“We’ll still attempt to set up a base of the volcanic island, however. If we can set up a black-market trade system, then we’ll be able to buy more support, rather than just strong arm it, like you’ve been doing so far.” Gwen said.

“Agreed.” Meryn said. While he cared primarily about killing the Anathema, and establishing the Followers of Radiance, he was not opposed to making some extra money as well.

“In that case, get the residents of this island ready to move. We leave in three days. Anyone not ready by then will be left behind when we destroy it. Also, everyone swears an oath of secrecy. Not on their Spirits, but on their souls themselves.” Francis said. A grim look crossed over everyone’s faces. Getting that many contracts made would be difficult, but it needed to be done.

“What about the boy? While he won’t be able to trouble us himself, his support will ensure that he grows stronger all the same.” Kameira spoke up. Each of the Radiant Followers in the room glared at her for mentioning the Anathema, but they looked to the table in contemplation. She was right. While they were currently planning how to survive the oncoming Church of Ten, they needed to prioritize killing the Anathema.

“For now, all we can do is keep an eye on him. We can’t kill him if we’re dead. But I suspect that he won’t reach Tier two for a couple years yet. He can’t afford the resources. But if he manages to reach Tier two, we step up our game, and dedicate all we have to killing him. Even if we have to assault Sanafalls itself. Agreed?” Francis asked.

“Agreed!” Meryn and Gwen exclaimed. Kameira muttered her agreement a second afterward.

From there, they began making plans to get their forces away from Breaker’s Bay. it would take some time, but they considered this a minor, but still annoying, setback. If anything, it reinforced their desire to kill Ezekiel, as they knew that letting him live for much longer would only bring them further troubles.

Within three days, the buildings on the island, even the newly made ones, were turned to rubble. The Scarlet Pears were all harvested and would be replanted when they reached the new island. Trees were set ablaze, and the earth was scorched and salted. Wells were poisoned, and nothing of value was left behind. The island was now worthless, and anyone that remained and survived its destruction at the hands of four Legendary Hunters would not survive for long.



It was nearly two weeks after the destruction of Breaker’s Bay when an armada bearing multiple Guild symbols, all with the Church of Ten also emblazoned on their flags, arrived at the now destroyed island. As they got closer, they could tell that this was not a natural disaster. Everything they saw had been done by people. Even now, there was still smoke floating into the sky from the burned down forest. No life remained, only ash, dust, and the embers of broken charcoal.

“This is the work of monsters. Nothing more.” A Grand Scholar said as he surveyed the damage done to the island. He was accompanied by just under a dozen fellow Legendaries. Given the extent of the damage done to Harken, the Church of ten had taken no shortcuts when it came to ensuring the Cult of Light wasn’t able to make a foothold in the Archipelago.

“What the hell are we facing here? This wasn’t the work of any pirates, that's for certain!” One of the Rank three Guild Leaders said. He was fully encased in his Legendary Spirit Armor, just in case.

“An Extremist Cult from the continent. They recently failed to take over a major imperial city, so it seems like they’re trying their luck in the Archipelago.” the Grand Scholar stated. “They cannot be allowed to take root. As you can see, they hold no respect for life, or any of the islands we inhabit.”

“No shit! But how’re we gonna get rid of them? We don’t even know where they are any more.” Another Guild Leader spoke up. There was some grumbling as the other Legendaries agreed with their doubts. Nothing was said, as no one had an answer. Most pirates and other forces in the Archipelago were known factors. An extremist cult was new, and hunting down anything in the Archipelago was difficult.

“Grand Scholars! Guild Leaders! We’ve found something!” A voice Suddenly called out over the wind. The Legendary figures all dashed toward a part of the ruined town. A group of Guild members and Scholars stood around a crack in the ground.

“It looks like a hidden room. We wouldn’t have found it if not for the Cavern Spirits doing a subterranean sweep as well. It’s deep, though, it’d take any single adept several days to dig that far alone. As it is, we can only sense it right now.” One of the Scholars explained.

“I’ve got this.” The lone Legendary Cavern Hunter, originally from the continent, stepped forward. Garbed in his Spirit armor, he reached deep into the ground with his mana. With a mighty heave, he pushed the ground to the side, opening the crack in the ground and creating a passage leading hundreds of feet down.

The Legendaries descended slowly, just in case there was a trap. Reaching the bottom of the passage, they found a room, perfectly squared, and with no noticeable openings that they could discern. In the middle of the room lay a corpse. This one was not destroyed by the chaos above. In its hands were several journals, held in a tight grip, even as the figure died.

Reaching forward, one of the Grand Scholars tugged a journal from the corpse's grasp. Opening it, he read the first passage.



To whoever finds this journal, screw you if you’re a Follower of Radiance. Also screw you if you’re from the Church of Ten. But if you’re the latter, these books have everything I know about the bastards that killed us. I was a captain of the Hull Breakers, and while I was sworn to never tell anyone about what happened here, my oaths didn’t say anything about writing down my thoughts and observations.

If I’m still here when you’re reading this, then something went wrong. Something changed, and I couldn’t get out without risking the knowledge here being revealed. Use it. Use this knowledge to have a better chance at beating those damned Radiant Followers.



Glancing through the rest of the text, the Grand Scholar found that it was filled with detailed information regarding the Cult of Light’s actions on this island. As well as a record of how many forces they came with, and how many people they’d converted. It even had a record of their current Legendary forces as well. It likely wouldn’t be useful in the future, but it gave them an idea of the current threat level.

There was even a map of the newly discovered islands found by the crews Meryn had conscripted into searching for. It mentioned that these were only the first few found, small out of the way islands that would be good for restocking water and supplies, and that more had been found later that the dead pirate wasn’t aware of, but it helped immensely.

“This man will be buried with honor. In whatever way we can. For now, we need to begin searching for any clues as to where they could be.” The grand Scholar stated.

None of the Legendaries around him disputed this. They could only imagine how terrible things must have been for a pirate captain to risk his life just to inform his enemies of the Cult of Light’s actions.

For now, a search would begin. There was a new player in the Archipelago. One that needed to be wiped out as soon as possible.

            

    
        CH 79 (Book 2 Ch 17): Return to Normalcy

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel never thought he could feel happier to see a familiar city than he had when he’d returned to Harkem after his first failed expedition. But as the Scarlet Glacier approached Sanafalls he felt his heart lighten and soar as he returned to his new home. It was a bit frustrating that he couldn’t say goodbye to Riker and the rest of the Guild Leader’s crew, but he was given a mailing address, and could contact him later on. Ezekiel still had to let him know if he’d accept the tutorship request after all.

However, there was a subdued atmosphere as they disembarked. Several caskets filled with the remains of those that had perished in this excursion were slowly brought out. Scarlet did not return to the Cathedral either. She decided to go directly to the families of the deceased. Those that had them at least. As the captain, she considered it to be her responsibility to inform them herself.

Ezekiel accompanied the other Scholars to the Cathedral. After reporting to the Grand Scholars that remained in the Cathedral, Scarlet’s crew was told to get some rest. Afterwards, a ceremony to honor the dead was held. Ezekiel attended as well, even though he wasn’t a part of the crew. He saw a great number of people in attendance, many who weren’t a part of the Church as well.

The ceremony spoke about the various contributions that each of the Scholars and Apprentices who had died had made for the Cathedral. People spoke about the deceased’s lives outside of the Church as well. Some wanted to be Hunters, others had wanted to discover the secrets of the Ancients, even more had expressed desires to break through to Tier four without a Spirit.

Even though he only barely got to know any of them on the few trips he’d been on Scarlet’s ship for, he couldn’t help but feel closer to them as he heard their stories and the dreams.

The one that struck the deepest though, was the words spoken for Tommy. The man was an orphan raised by the Church. He was one of the youngest Scholars they had, and was a Sanafalls local, but had studied at another Cathedral in the Archipelago. His dream was to find the Ruins of the Temple of the Void that was located in the Archipelago from before the Age of Despair.

Hearing the dream of the man who’d helped him when he’d first been forced to leave his family home, Ezekiel felt himself grow angry. He was frustrated at his weakness, even though he knew it was irrational. He wasn’t even in the fight where Tommy had died. But even so, he wanted to bring Tommy’s dreams to fruition. The man had taken care of him whenever they were on the same ship. Without him, Ezekiel might not know half as much as he currently does about the Archipelago.

Ezekiel swore to himself that he’d do his best to see Tommy’s wish fulfilled. It was something that a part of him wanted to do as well, so it only made sense.



After the ceremony, there was nothing else for him to do, and he needed to have Carrian check over Shine. Given what they had both been through, and the injuries to Shine’s soul, Ezekiel had hoped that Shine’s recovery would mean that their soul had grown a good amount.

“Hmmm. Shine’s soul has certainly grown. Far more than I’d expected as well. You both must’ve really suffered on this mission.” Carrian said as he looked over Shine’s rusted blade. “I would say your soul could withstand reaching the sixth Step of Tier one at this point. But I would not suggest you try to rush reaching that level. Your soul was injured, and while you’re mostly healed, such injuries can leave scars. I would say that you should not progress another step until the new year at the earliest. By then, you should be able to start pushing yourself a bit more.”

Ezekiel and Shine were both overjoyed to hear that. It meant that they only had a couple of months before they could start trying to get stronger again. Ezekiel was already working on growing his own mana. He wanted to be at Step five himself before they attempted to get Shine to Step three. But for now, Ezekiel had more things he needed to ask Carrian about.

He wanted to see if the Grand Scholar had any ideas for a temporary vessel that Shine could use. Surprisingly enough, after the situation with the deceased was dealt with, and Ezekiel had finished explaining the situation, Carrian did indeed have a potential solution.

“Here you go.” Carrian said as he placed a humanoid statuette on the table between himself and Ezekiel. “It’s not much, but it should be good enough for the time being. We’ll get your sword fixed as soon as possible, but given the restructuring we’ll be doing, it may take some time.”

Ezekiel looked at the statuette in befuddlement. He had been expecting a dagger, or other trinket that could contain Void Mana. One of the things that he and Shine had discovered during their trip back was that Shine couldn’t inhabit just any vessel they were given. Their soul just wouldn’t transfer to any of the objects they had tried. Not even enchanted items worked. So, Ezekiel had the idea that the time in question needed to be enchanted in such a way that it didn’t use elemental mana or cast elemental spells. Like the Sword Shine currently inhabited.

“What is it? If it’s just a statue, then it’s not going to work. We already tried rocks, wood, metal, and other miscellaneous objects.” Ezekiel explained.

“It’s a puppet relic. It’s something I found on an expedition back when I was a Hunter. Put a pure mana crystal in here,” Carrian popped a latch off the back of the statue, “and it will do a little dance when you activate the enchantment. It doesn’t use elemental mana, so I think it should work for Shine.”

Hearing that it was fueled by pure mana crystals lifted Shine and Ezekiel’s hopes. So, after making sure it was alright, Shine and Ezekiel moved to the side of the room. Taking a seat, they both entered meditation with Shine’s currently rusted vessel touching the little statue.

Slowly, Shine channeled their mana into the statue. As they did, Ezekiel noticed that it didn’t seem to activate or separate from Shine’s control. Nor did it empower or reinforce the statuette like it would have if he had channeled his own mana. Instead, it seemed to stick to the statuette like glue. Small white tendrils extended from the mana back to Shine’s sword. This hadn't happened with the other objects. Then, just like with their spell, Shine instinctively knew what to do.

Mentally tugging on the tendrils of white light, Shine pulled on the statuette. But it didn’t actually move. Instead, Shine felt what they knew was a sense of weightlessness. The only things keeping them from floating away were the tendril connected to the statue. Slowly, they felt their soul pull itself in the direction of the tendrils. Eventually, Shine felt a squeezing sensation before they relaxed.

Shine’s awareness was now in a different position from where it was before. They could also sense the sword they previously inhabited. It was a strange feeling. Like looking at a mirror but knowing that what you were seeing wasn’t actually what you looked like. But it was because you had changed, not your reflection. The thought confused them, so they turned their attention to Ezekiel instead.

Ezekiel, for his part, witnessed what he could only describe as a bubble of white smoke making its way out of the sword Shine inhabited. That bubble then moved over to the statue before sinking into it. Like being sucked into a vacuum. Of course, none of this was actually visible outside their meditative state. Only a Death or Life Mage would be able to see this with their actual eyes.

“Are you alright?” Ezekiel asked Shine.

“Yes. It feels weird being like this. But not uncomfortable. Just different.” Shine said. “Like, clothes that are a size too small. How do I know what clothes feel like?”

“Probably from the knowledge you got from me when you were born.” Ezekiel said.

Opening his eyes, Ezekiel pulled the statuette away from the rusted sword. Thanks to his bond, he could distinctly sense Shine’s presence in the statue, not the sword. As he looked at the sword, he noticed that it had returned to its original appearance. Turning to the statue, it seemed that Shine’s new vessel had taken on their white opal appearance.

“Well, it looks like it worked.” Ezekiel said aloud for Carrian’s sake.

“Good. Tell me, can Shine move their new body around?” Carrian asked.

Ezekiel turned to the old man with a raised eyebrow. He felt like he was missing something here.

“Well, after being in a sword that could store and channel mana, Shine gained those abilities. I just wanted to know if they could use the innate enchantments in the statue like they did with the sword.” Carrian said. He tried to look innocent, but Ezekiel knew he’d been planning this as a test. The old man was still a Scholar after all. Of course, he would want to learn something new.

Shine sent a feeling of curiosity to Ezekiel, who mentally nodded to grant his consent to experiment. Taking a moment to spread their mana through their new body, Shine attempted to activate the features that they suddenly realized were sitting in the back of their mind. Suddenly, Shine fell over and onto the ground as all their limbs snapped outwards. They were sent flying from the force, and Ezekiel winced as a bruise would undoubtedly form from when Shine had accidentally hit him.

“Careful!” Ezekiel exclaimed as they leapt from their seat to see if Shine was alright. Checking Shine's new body, he found that there was no damage from the fall. “Well, at least we know you’re still fairly durable like this.”

“Yeah...” Shine was shocked by what they had done. They had never moved on their own before. “I think I’ll need to practice a bit. That was weird. But it was a good weird. Does that make sense?”

Ezekiel mentally agreed with his Spirit as he picked Shine up off the ground. Their body was now stuck in a different pose. It no longer looked like a human standing at attention. Instead, their limbs were splayed out in weird directions and bent in ways that a human would not find comfortable.

“Well. It seems my hopes were correct. Do keep a journal and let me know if you find anything interesting about your new body. Consider it payment for that Relic. Now, do you want to reforge your old sword, or make a new one entirely?” Carrian asked.

Ezekiel checked with Shine before answering.

“Can we get this one remade?” He said as he held out the rusted sword to Carrian.

“Of course. But it’ll take some time. And the materials will be coming from your pay.” Carrian said.

“I’m getting paid?” Ezekiel asked. As far as he was aware, he just got a stipend and some housing. He wasn’t aware that he was separately paid as well.

“Indeed. Though I guess you would’ve never needed to access it. Here.” Carrian said. He took out a piece of paper and wrote something on it before giving it to Ezekiel. “Take this to the entrance and they’ll direct you to where you can access your money. I’ll take the price for the new sword from your most recent mission’s pay. Fair.”

Somewhat blindsided by the sudden information, Ezekiel just nodded his head leaving the sword on the table before leaving with the note and Shine.



After Ezekiel found out that he actually had a large amount of money from working for the Church, he realized that working for the Church was actually quite a lucrative profession. He was not surprised that many Apprentice Mages tried to join the Church of Ten to become Scholars. But then he realized that, outside of the orphans and children who received patronage from the Church, the Scholars all had to pay for their own research.

The only exception was special projects that the Grand Scholars assigned other Scholars to be a part of. Like the research for the communication artifacts. Apparently, even though he’d only been gone for a week or so, the communication devices had been given priority for advancement.

Using the base enchantments that Ezekiel and his team had created, several other teams had been formed to attempt to create a more versatile messaging system. Further, he’d found out that several tests were being made to see if there was a distance limitation. So far, they’d managed to confirm that they could reach as far as the closest outlying islands that were satellite islands to Sanafalls.

They’d even managed to get a device working from the southmost point of the Tarquessa Desert. So, it seemed like they could reach the Continent. Even now, they were attempting to go further and further north, with the hopes of seeing if they could contact the Empire and other Continental factions.

This meant that, when he returned to his team, there was a significant amount of theories being thrown around. So, the team was able to explore a number of avenues to further their own research. But it also meant that there was less focus on their team. Instead, their research was becoming more and more subsidiary to other teams with more experience.

Ezekiel didn’t really have a problem with this. He only cared about whether or not the artifacts would be improved any time soon. For now, his main priority was helping Shine learn how to walk. Something that took nearly a week of practice before Shine could move without throwing their body halfway across a room from the speed and force of their movements.

“Yes! Look, Ezekiel! Look! I’m moving!” Shine called out as they sat up on the ground. Their little hands were waving back and forth erratically.

From there it was just a matter of practice to slow their movements even further, until finally, after a couple of weeks, Shine was able to move around somewhat normally. Of course, they also did their best to study the phenomena of Shine’s ability to move. As well as learn that Shine could use basically all of their previously used abilities in their new body as well.

They even did some tests when they got Shine’s sword body back. It was easy enough to transfer Shine’s soul back into the blade, but they quickly realized that Shine couldn’t move, since there were no moving parts. But when Shine moved back into the statue, they didn’t lose any of their experience with movement, and were still able to move properly.

At that point, they thought about commissioning a blade that had enchantments that would allow Shine to create gusts of wind that would let them fly. This was temporarily vetoed by Ezekiel.

“But why can’t we get me a sword that’ll let me fly?” Shine asked when Ezekiel told them no. “It would let me participate in fights more efficiently!”

“I checked the cost of commissioning a sword like that. It’s well beyond our budget.” Ezekiel explained. “Also, given the weeks it took you to learn how to control your new body, and the dents in the floor and walls of our bedroom, I don’t think I want to risk having a sword flying at my head at typhoon speeds.”

Shine didn’t have a reply to this, so they just pouted in their statue body in the corner while Ezekiel worked on a couple of projects.

From there, they decided that they wanted to advance their communication artifacts.

By using something similar to how they lit up different colored gemstones, they created mirrored enchantments that would mirror words written in a mana reactive panel. Ezekiel thought it was basically like having a drawing tablet that was paired with another screen. You drew an image on one screen, and it appeared on both. Afterwards, you activate a different enchantment to clear the image, or words, that were written on the screen.

Ezekiel thought that this was an enormous jump in technology, but apparently it wasn’t too surprising for the Church’s Scholars. Strange leaps in innovation were made all the time. Mostly through applying knowledge from the Ancients to different projects. Much like how Ezekiel and Shine imitated Shine’s new movement abilities from the statue Relic to this new communication artifact.

They had originally been trying for something like a keyboard, or a stationary writing arm. But theirs and another team shot that down. They figured that the mana reactive material would be better to use, and it was. So, Ezekiel and Shine were happy to have their help.

They were also happy to have the extra money in their pockets from the number of communication artifacts that were being sold. The newly dubbed ‘Com Slates’ became quite popular, if pricey, and many Guilds and Scholars were purchasing them to allow for quick communication between teams on expeditions or other missions.

The next project he was going to be working on was trying to figure out how to link numerous Com Slates so that you were able to communicate between more than just matching pairs.

Before he knew it, Ezekiel was drawn into more and more projects and research. As well as focusing on his own training, since he didn’t have many moments where he needed to expend his mana when he was doing research. Shine also helped with that, allowing Ezekiel to progress his meditation and mana gathering to the point where he broke through to Step five just before the new year.

He had ended up missing the new year celebration, though. But he didn’t have many people to celebrate with, so he wasn’t too worried. He also missed the Awakening Ceremony held in the city. Ultimately his focus on work had gotten to the point that he hadn’t realized he had been in Sanafalls for a full year now. Something that others also took notice of.



It was as he was entering his team’s workshop, with Shine sitting on his shoulder in their statue body, when he nearly threw himself backwards in surprise.

“SURPRISE!!!” Several people that Ezekiel was well acquainted with all yelled out as he opened the door. The sudden noise had him channeling his mana and reaching for his ever-present sword. Shine had also flinched. They had dropped to Ezekiel’s side and were reaching for their sword before the realized what was happening.

Banners were strung up across the room. They read ‘Happy First Year At Sanafalls!’

A part of Ezekiel was confused, and another part was nearly choking up in emotion as he realized what this was.

“You guys decided to throw a party! Why?” Ezekiel asked. He hadn’t been to a party like this since well before he’d left Harkem.

“Well, we figured that given we missed your birthday, and you didn’t have a reason to celebrate during the annual Awakening Ceremony, that we would celebrate something different for you! Hence, your one-year anniversary of being a part of Sanafalls!” Marc exclaimed as he held out a plate with a small piece of cake for Ezekiel.

“Don’t let this brat deceive you. It was all his idea. Said you seemed to be getting bored and listless, so he wanted to liven things up for you.” Fiana said as she ruffled Marc’s hair. “Not to say we wouldn’t have done something for you if we’d known about your birthday and such.”

“Indeed.” Carrian, who was off to the side, spoke up. “Unfortunately, I won’t be able to stay for long, as this was a surprise for me as well. But I wanted to give you this.”

Carrian handed Ezekiel a small envelope. Opening it, Ezekiel saw that it seemed to be an official document of some sort. As he flipped through it, he realized that it was a certificate, indicating that he was recognized as an official apprentice of the Church of Ten. Something that a Tier one Mage like him was very rarely given.

Along with this, was a document from the city, recognizing him as an emancipated minor, and citizen, or Sanafalls. This meant that he was no longer a ward of the Church, but also that he could now act with far more freedom outside the Church than he had before. He could even join one of the Guilds that operated out of Sanafalls or its satellite islands if he were to be accepted into one.

Ezekiel was so shocked that he didn’t say anything even after staring at the documents for nearly a minute. He had hoped that he’d get something like this sooner or later, but hadn’t expected anything to happen until after he had reached Tier two in a couple of years.

“Well, don’t you have something to say?” Carrian asked in a sarcastic tone. “I and the other Scholars broke several conventions for this, you know.”

Shaking himself out of his stupor, Ezekiel turned to Carrian.

“Thank you, Carrian. This... I really feel like this is more than I deserve.” Ezekiel said. He bowed his head in thanks.

Carrian just smirked. Reaching out he ruffled Ezekiel’s hair.

“Unlike nobility, and other government officials, and even some Guilds, the Church of Ten will always prioritize ability, knowledge, and dedication to the Ancients. All the Ancients.” Carrian said. “You’ve shown all three in spades. You’re an old soul with a young body, and I know that you’ll make great strides in the progress of magic. You already have, after all.”

Ezekiel felt his chest tighten up. His emotions were welling up and he was feeling somewhat embarrassed at the fact. He knew he was physically eleven years old, but he was still an old soul, like Carian said. He didn’t want to start crying in front of his peers.

“Right. I’ve got to be off. As a Grand Scholar, I’m not as free to party as you kids are.” Carrian turned to the door. “Ah! One last thing. Scarlet wanted to be here as well but couldn’t because of her missions. Pirate activity has picked up, and we need to snuff it out before it gets much worse. But she did want me to give you this.”

Carrian pulled a medium sized crate from his Void Pouch. Marc and the rest muttered about how he was making them look bad, as they hadn’t thought to get any presents. The party was fairly last minute, so they mostly got food and drinks. Even then, Ezekiel knew that birthday presents were a rare thing in this world. Usually only nobility and other richer families even bothered.

“She said that she wanted you to take up a hobby. Apparently, it’s good for keeping a person grounded. I agree, but I’m not sure how a bunch of dried-up logs is going to help with that.” Carrian placed the crate on a table before heading out. “I’ll see you kids around. Keep up the good work!”

There was some grumbling from the other Apprentices and Scholars as Carrian left.

“We’re not kids. I’m nearly twenty-years-old.” Marc grumbled.

“Compared to the old man, we’re all basically children in his eyes.” Fiana said.

“That’s no reason to treat us so disrespectfully! We revolutionized long-distance communication!” George exclaimed. “We might as well be Grand Scholars ourselves!”

“Once you reach the Legendary realm then maybe that’ll be true. I’m just glad the Grand Scholar recognized our abilities.” Ally said.

The rest all ignored George’s boasting and griping. Ezekiel, for his part, moved to take a closer look into the crate that Scarlet had sent.

Inside were numerous blocks of wood. All in different shapes and colors. As he stared at them for a long while, Ezekiel realized that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d bothered carving something. It was originally something he’d gotten into to make an apology gift for Shari. But he found that he’d actually liked it a fair bit. Unfortunately, it seemed like he’d forgotten all about it when he’d started doing missions and research experiments for the Church.

Inside the crate was a letter.



Hey, kid, happy celebration! 

I’m not sure what you’re celebrating, because I’m at sea right now, but I told Carrian to give you this when you finally have a party for something involving yourself. 

Not sure what it will be for, but I figured these might be a good gift. I noticed you had a carving set when we first met. But I haven’t seen you carving anything at all. You should try it again. 

Don’t obsess over your work, getting lost in the moment, and don’t forget where you came from. Sanafalls may be your home right now, but your family is waiting for you. Wouldn’t it be nice to have something to give them, to show them what you’ve seen in your time away from them?

Give it some thought and try to relax. You’re younger than me but act like you’re older than the old man. Stop it. Also, reach out to Riker. Some time away from the Church might help you learn some things. I know that was the case for me.

From, Scarlet.



Looking at the letter a few more times, Ezekiel almost couldn’t believe that it came from Scarlet. The writing was far more elegant than her usual vocabulary and rough voice.

Placing the letter down, Ezekiel pulled out a few pieces of wood. Turning them over in his hands, he saw some shapes that he thought he could work with.

“Oy! Come on! This is a party, a small one, but still a party! Come have some fun!” Marc called out. “You can play with your wood later?”

Ezekiel put the blocks back in the crate. Marc was right. He could work with them later. For now, he was going to enjoy some time with his friends and fellow Scholars. But he made a note to reach out to Riker. Maybe some time outside of the Church would be a good thing. Especially if the Guild had anything interesting going on.

            

    
        CH 80 (Book 2 Ch 18): A Change of Pace and Scenery

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel stood in front of Carrian yet again. Technically he no longer needed to acquire permission for any non-Church related business, as he was no longer a ward of the Church. As an emancipated minor, he was legally within his rights to take control of his own affairs. However, considering his intentions, he felt that addressing them with Carrian was the polite thing to do.

“Are you sure that this is what you want to do? You’ve been making quite a name for yourself here. You’ll be starting from scratch if you leave now.” Carrian asked.

“I’m aware. But it’s never been my goal to stay locked up in a single building for my entire life. Besides, doing this will allow me to see more of the world, as well as make allies that could be helpful in the future.” Ezekiel said.

It had been three months since his one year at Sanafalls anniversary party. He would soon be twelve years old, and his work in the Church of Ten had begun to stall. Shine had managed to reach Step three, and unlike with Step two, there were no issues whatsoever. But neither of them wanted to run into the same issue as before, so they had decided that it might be time to begin working outside of the Church’s direct influence.

Ezekiel had also been exchanging letters with Riker. He had started doing so after Scarlet’s suggestion, as well as picking up his carving tools once again. With this, he had been learning more and more about the Island Hopper’s operations, as well as what would be necessary to join them officially.

As Ezekiel was an officially recognized Church Apprentice, despite his lower Tier, this meant that he was capable of joining the Guild as a porter. As well as taking the position of liaison between the Church and the Guild. Riker had informed him that the previous Liaison to the Island Hoppers was soon going to retire from his post and was intending on going on his pilgrimage to a Cathedral on the continent. As such, the position would soon be open.

“Well, so long as you’re certain. Just know that, as long as you are there as a liaison, you are under their command structure. Meaning that you will have to perform whatever Guild duties they give you, so long as they do not come into conflict with your position as a Church representative.” Carrian explained. “Given your age and Tier, that might include demeaning things like janitorial work.”

“So, not much different from the chores I did when I first got here a year ago.” Ezekiel stated.

Carrian chuckled in amusement. “Indeed. Though, you’ll be starting from the bottom. The position also has a one-year minimum posting period. If you break this contract, we may very well have to remove certain privileges that have been granted to you upon your return.”

That was the one sore point that Ezekiel had regarding this posting. As well as the point that Ezekiel wanted to make sure Carrian was supportive of. While he didn’t need permission to apply for the liaison position, he knew that the consequences of failing would be costly to him. Having Carrian give him a second opinion, as well as some warnings, would be appreciated.

“One thing I’ll tell you now, is that most of the Guild Leaders there will be wary of you. Not because of your element, or origins, but because of your age and Tier. Such things will go away, in time, but not soon. Don’t be surprised if they try to force you to do more than is expected of you, or to test you in some way or another to ensure that you are capable of your duties.” Carrian said.

This was exactly what Ezekiel was worried about.

“Will they at least be fair in their judgements?” Ezekiel asked.

Carrian took a moment to think. A frown appeared on his face as he recalled something.

“There is one person you will need to be wary of. Ginny Mender. She’s one of the Island Hopper’s Guild Leaders. A senior one at that. She is a petty and envious woman who despises ‘geniuses’ such as yourself. Mainly because it took her until her mid-twenties to reach Tier two and join the Guild herself.” Carrian said. “She will undoubtedly be your biggest obstacle. Don’t be surprised if she sabotages your work in some way.”

“How is such a woman amongst the leaders of a Guild?” Ezekiel asked. His jaw had dropped at Carrian’s words. It didn’t make sense to him how such a woman could hold a position of authority, in what was, from his experience, an upright and honorable Guild.

“Black mail and experience.” Was Carrian’s blunt reply. “She managed to blackmail a number of Guild members with less than legal dealings in order to gain support, and her personal experience means she’s actually powerful enough to face any combative challenges to her position. As such, most consider getting rid of her to be more troublesome than just letting her stay. Given this information, however, should anything happen to you, we’ll investigate properly. Especially if we can confirm she was connected, in some way, to whatever issue pops up. She also won’t try to kill you, since your death would bring down our wrath, and an official investigation, that would reveal her own dirty dealings to the world.”

Ezekiel felt himself relax as he slumped into his chair. The promise of support after hearing such information was incredibly relieving. He knew that any major screw ups that got him fired were things he’d still have to pay for, but at the very least he was happy to know he wouldn’t just be thrown away.

“Well, then in that case, I think I would like to officially submit my application to take on the role of Church Liaison to the Island Hoppers Guild.” Ezekiel said. He held out a stack of papers detailing his application. Carrian took it from him before looking through it briefly.

“Request approved. You head out tomorrow to Ironmast, where you’ll meet Jenkins at the Island Hoppers’ headquarters. He’ll give you a couple weeks of tutoring before he retires.” Carrian states. He takes out a stamp shaped artifact that he uses to approve Ezekiel’s application.

Taking the approved documents, Ezekiel stands up to bow in thanks to Carrian. Turning to leave the office, his stomach twists nervously. It was too late to back out now.



Given the short amount of time before he left for Ironmast, Ezekiel was only able to say goodbye to his friends and coworkers. Not that it was a surprise to them all, as he had broached the topic of his reassignment with them several times over the past month. Thus, other than a small dinner and a quick farewell, he was off, with the promise that he would write as often as he could.

Now, the journey to Ironmast wasn’t a very long one, so long as you went by boat. As such, Ezekiel, with travel fees in his pocket, made his way to a familiar transportation company.

“Hello, Chester, I know this is sudden, but I don’t suppose you have any ships free?” Ezekiel asked as he entered the somewhat quiet building of Treasure Chest Transports.

“Kid! Is that you?” Chester’s voice called out from his side office as he got up to enter the waiting area. Seeing Ezekiel, a large grin spread across Chester’s face. “HA! It’s good to see you kid! Thought you might’ve forgotten about us. What’s this you said about needing a ship?”

Though it had been difficult for him, Ezekiel had tried to keep in contact with Chester and Eugene on a somewhat regular basis. While he didn’t visit them in person, especially due to their new roles, Ezekiel had tried to visit Chester’s business at least once or twice a month. Especially since the party several months ago. No point in losing the few connections he still had after all.

“Yeah, I’ve got a new position with the Island Hoppers over in Ironmast. Need a lift, one way only. Do you have any ships that can be spared for today?” Ezekiel asked.

“Well, most of my ships have been going back and forth between the satellite islands. Got several carts out for the next mine delivery as well. Give me a minute to check some things. I’m sure we can figure something out.” Chester said before turning back to his office.

Chester had lightened up around Ezekiel after their adventure nearly a year ago. He’d managed to expand his business by quite a bit due to the finder’s fee when they’d passed on the information regarding the gemstone mines. Chester had managed to get a head start on acquiring a contract to get the rights to transport the mined gemstones and transport them back to Sanafalls for refinement and trade. The three Adept Hunters had also found work with Chester, seeing an opportunity with him. As such, they had left their prior jobs and joined Chester’s business full time.

“AHA! I’ve got one ship headed for Ironmast in an hour. It’ll be stopping there briefly before continuing on to the eastern satellite. It’ll be five silver coins for the trip, since it’s one way only, and you have no baggage besides yourself. Deal?” Chester asked.

“Deal. Now, since I’m here. How’re things with you know who?” Ezekiel asked. He handed over the money quietly. Chester made a face at Ezekiel’s question but pocketed the money and sat down to talk. They had some time to kill after all.

“The girl’s doing just fine. Still has a year left on her sentence, but she’s working it off in the mine she discovered. The money she makes is also being saved up with her mother. Don’t know why you care though. You’re in a much better position than she is.” Chester said.

Another thing that Ezekiel had tried to keep informed of was Sasha Melen’s situation. A while ago she had nearly been killed during her punishment by pirates that had made it inland. They were all caught and killed. With information being extracted from them before they were executed. But it had resulted in Sasha being moved to a new position for her punishment. Something that Ezekiel had found out about during one of Chester’s rants.

Rumors had spread that there were some worrisome ravings coming from one or two of the pirates. Something about a new and foreign religion. Ezekiel didn’t know anything for certain, but that was because the Church had blocked most of his inquiries. Something that had raised red flags in his mind. As such, he’d decided to keep an eye out for any information he could get from other resources.

“I told you. The rumors from that incident gave me a bad feeling. I don’t want anyone coming after me like they did her.” Ezekiel said. He didn’t think Chester needed to know about his suspicions. It’s not like he had any proof after all. Just a feeling. One he hoped he was wrong about.

“Well, regardless, I think you need to focus on yourself right now. I’ll keep you informed as you asked. Maybe send the girl your way when she eventually tries to join the Island Hoppers.” Chester said.

“Join the Island Hoppers? How do you know that she’ll try to do that?” Ezekiel asked.

“Because that girl is obsessed with joining a Guild. She was born and raised in a Guild, and I have no doubt that she wants to be a part of one again. Especially since she’s a Hunter.” Chester explained.

Ezekiel made a note of that. It might be good to know, come next year, when Sasha has finished with her punishment. Like Riker said, it was always good to have connections with the Guild. Maybe he could be her connection to the Island Hoppers. The daughter of a previous Guild Leader would know a few things that were certain to be useful, after all.



Ezekiel’s arrival at Ironmast was a quiet and uneventful affair. Though he did find the city to be much more pleasing to the eye than he had thought it was the first time he’d visited. The buildings were built from stone that seemed to be a mix of gray and rusty orange in color.

He learned that the town was called Ironmast because of the nearby iron mines. The buildings weren’t made of iron, or iron ore, of course, but it seemed like the strange stones were formed from a natural accumulation of Cavern Mana, which made this island a bit of a sanctuary for Cavern Spirits. Something he thought he might look into when he had some time later on.

The following two weeks of what was essentially a training internship. At the time, Ginny wasn’t actually present at the Island Hoppers’ headquarters. She had been sent on a mission a week ago and wasn’t set to return until sometime after Jenkins left. So, his placement was uncontested, for now.

Riker ended up being a great help for Ezekiel, as well as the various Hunters that had accompanied them on their mission to the now fallen Hull Breaker’s hideout. The stories left the other Guild leaders fairly impressed, as did the work Ezekiel did during his training under Jenkins.

He quickly proved himself as a capable liaison and porter under the command of the Guild leaders. Although, there were still a number of Hunters that were a bit resentful that someone so young and low Tiered was a part of their Guild. It wasn’t until he was challenged in his second week by one of the middle Step Apprentice Tempest Hunters that Ezekiel started getting any respect.

It was decided that the duel would be until first blood, with the stern instruction that the match would stop when the Adept Hunter overseeing it called for them to stop.

Ezekiel faced his opponent, Shine inhabiting his sword like usual. Those watching had expected Ezekiel to either fold quickly, or to take a few blows before finally succumbing to wounds of some form or another. Needless to say, it was to their great surprise that Ezekiel lasted several times longer than expected and hadn’t taken nearly as many blows as predicted.

Finally, Ezekiel and Shine had enough, especially since they were running low on Mana. So, with a sudden feint with Shine, Ezekiel twisted to the side, overcharging his mana, he quickly swung Shine backwards, faster than his opponent could react.

The result was a deep gash across the Apprentice Hunters back. But Ezekiel didn’t escape unscathed either. He ended up getting blown across the room by a powerful gust of wind made by the Apprentice’s Spirit. Ezekiel rolled to his feet almost as soon as he hit the ground. Luckily, he didn’t have to worry about his enemy, as the match had been called in his favor. His opponent gave him a begrudging look of respect as he was tended to by the Life Mage that was watching from the side.

Ultimately, Ezekiel gained quite a bit of respect from the Island Hoppers. Especially since the man he’d defeated was a subordinate to the wariest of the Guild Leaders present. After the duel, he found that it was much easier to fulfill his role without issue. He actually found himself enjoying his work with the Island Hoppers, even after Jenkins had left for his pilgrimage.

He’d even gotten to meet Riker’s family and had begun tutoring Riker’s daughter in how to properly perform the meditation technique the Church had provided. The girl was only a year younger than Ezekiel, but the difference in maturity was obvious.

It was only after he’d shown her what a Void Mage could do, the enhanced strength, and the special spells that he’d shown off, that she bothered to pay attention. The family was even kind enough to give him a birthday card when he’d turned twelve. Something he’d nearly forgotten about if not for the reminder.

Things were going well for Ezekiel. He’d been informed that he would accompany the Guild on an expedition soon. His work was fairly simple, and he expected that he’d have a good and fulfilling time as a part of the Island Hoppers. At least until Ginny Mender arrived from her mission.

It had been a regular day for Ezekiel since arriving at Ironmast. He was dressed in an official Island Hoppers Guild uniform, with an official sash and a Church cloak to cover himself and show his origins and position. Unfortunately, as he was heading to his office, he was approached by several rough looking Hunters. They all had bags under their eyes, and their clothes were fairly badly torn.

The brightly colored hair showed that at least a few of them were likely Adepts.

“You Ezekiel?” The apparent leader of the group asked. He had red hair and eyes. A rarity in the Archipelago, but dangerous because of it. Especially if they managed to get to Tier three.

“Yes. Do you need something?” Ezekiel replied. He subtly began focusing his mana for use. Looking at the Hunters in front of him, he noticed that only half of them had their Spirits visible.

“Behind us!” Shine exclaimed.

Ezekiel didn’t even think. He just threw himself to the side, and out the window that was there.

He felt the wind pass him by as the figure of a canine shaped Spirit passed through the space, he was just in. The light embers from the Spirit’s mouth showed that it was the group leader’s Spirit. As Ezekiel fell out the now broken window, he caught himself by stabbing Shine into the wall of the building. Then he flipped himself out of the way of another Spirit that was waiting outside.

As he went through another window, Ezekiel could barely hear yelling and scrambling as the group that attacked him began to chase after him. He knew he had no chance at getting away on his own from several Tier threes, but luckily, he didn’t have to.

“Kid?” Riker exclaimed as he saw Ezekiel coming through his office window. “What the hell-!”

A loud crash interrupted them, as Ezekiel was slammed against the wall by an Adept Hunter before Riker could finish speaking.

“Come here you little brat!” The Adept Tempest Hunter yells as he pinned Ezekiel against the wall. “The Guild Leader wants to see you!”

“ENOUGH!” Riker shouts as he dashes forward and rips the other Hunter off of Ezekiel. “What the hell is going on here?”

The other Hunter, knowing he was in trouble, tried to blubber his way into giving an explanation. But Riker immediately dismissed everything he said as worthless the moment Ginny was mentioned as wanting to see Ezekiel. Riker knocked the man out, and his Spirit did the same to theirs.

“Come on, kid. We need to speak with the other Guild Leaders.” Riker said.

What followed was a quiet walk toward the central meeting room. Riker and Ezekiel were nearly stopped several times along the way, but no one wanted to mess with a peak Adept Tempest Hunter.

Arriving at the meeting room, Ezekiel and Riker heard a commotion coming from behind the closed doors. Opening the doors to the meeting room, Ezekiel saw a black-haired, black-eyed woman with a pasty pale complexion and a stout build. A stark contrast to the slim and lithe body shapes that he had seen most Obscure Mages have. The jiggles that spread through her body as she turned also indicated that her form was from overeating, and a lack of physical training, rather than merely being her natural build. Ezekiel wondered how she could have gotten to her position, even with blackmail, if she didn’t train to fight, like all Hunters tended to do.

As someone who was well acquainted with a couple of Obscure Mages, Ezekiel couldn’t help but make comparisons, and found this woman lacking, even when he compared her to the much younger Yennifrey. The woman also had a bat dangling from a small frill stitched into the shoulder of her clothes.

The commotion in the room fell silent. Ezekiel then realized that only one other Guild Leader was there. With Riker there were now more than half, but it seemed like no one else had been informed of what was going on. Seeing Riker with Ezekiel, the woman’s face turned red, and she opened her mouth to start screaming again. Riker cut her off.

“SHUT IT!” Riker yelled. His voice reverberated through the headquarters. “I am calling an official meeting of the Island Hoppers’ Guild Leaders. Report, now, to the primary meeting room. Ginny did something stupid again.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a snort of laughter at Riker’s statement. It seemed like Ginny really wasn’t wanted by the majority of the Guild. Perhaps he needed to make getting rid of her his next big mission. He was sure that, besides her little sycophants, the Island Hoppers would appreciate it.



After the near disastrous meeting with Ginny, it was discovered that Ginny had intended to call Ezekiel to task and had ordered her direct subordinates to get him. She had intended to meet him alone in the primary meeting hall, where she would discuss Ezekiel’s capabilities to ensure that they were up to standard. She utterly ignored and deflected whenever it was brought up that he had already been tested.

Everyone knew that she was lying, of course, but no one was able to do anything, since she hadn’t technically done anything illegal. The only ones punished were the Hunters that were sent to fetch him. They were given several lashes for assaulting a fellow Guild member, a Tier one Mage, and the Church liaison.

Ginny, of course, continued to insist that Ezekiel wasn’t capable of doing his job. She even went so far as to state that they couldn’t afford to bring a child on any of their missions, as it would mean they needed to dedicate time to taking care of him. Ezekiel easily refuted this and had support from the other Guild Leaders. Even so, Ginny didn’t give up until it was explained that dismissing Ezekiel for no reason would result in the Church officially investigating their Guild. She quickly shut up after that.

Things then quieted down for a time. At least until Ginny started making unnecessary demands. Giving Ezekiel so much work that he was barely able to sleep. It got so bad, that he actually had to stop Shine from trying to do something to her in his little statue golem body. Shine was just that worried for Ezekiel. Eventually, he’d finally had enough, and ignored the work Ginny was trying to assign to him.

Instead, he started gathering evidence of misuse of power. Something that he was able to find quite quickly and brought to the Guild leaders. Ones who weren’t Riker, as he knew there was a risk of favoritism being called out. With the evidence gathered, Ezekiel was granted permission to ignore any nonessential tasks given by Ginny. Similarly, Ginny was required to have essential tasks confirmed by another Guild leader before it was submitted to Ezekiel.

Ginny reluctantly agreed. Especially after Ezekiel raised the point that she never once asked Jenkins for assistance with any tasks, so there should be no reason for her to assign him so many. With that said, the problem was resolved for a little while. Ezekiel still decided to ensure that any and all tasks were confirmed by the Guild leaders for the foreseeable future.

Other than these few incidents, Ezekiel had few interactions with Ginny, who seemed to mellow out fairly quickly. He did hear rumors about her being an utter terror to anyone who caught her attention. The mix ups with paperwork that he had to fix also increased, and it seemed like a few Hunters were starting to blame him for their troubles.

Not because they thought he was doing anything wrong. Just because they knew that his presence was pissing Ginny off. Obviously, this was something that no one wanted. So, after much debate, the Guild leaders, not including Ginny, decided that Ezekiel had to leave headquarters for a little while. Just long enough for Ginny to cool down and see the benefits of having a Church liaison.

Thus, just a couple months after he arrived, Ezekiel was shipped off with a team of Island Hoppers to investigate the Ruins discovered on an uninhabited Island to the southwest of Sanafalls. The trip would take several weeks to get there. They would then investigate for several more, until they eventually returned in a couple of months.

During the time he was away, Riker, who offered to stay behind to handle Ginny, would do his best to cover for Ezekiel’s duties. So, after confirming with Riker that everything was in order, Ezekiel set out once again.
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                Ezekiel had his worries as he set out for yet another Ancient Ruin. His luck with adventures and missions had been fairly poor. Yet he couldn’t help but feel equally excited as he and Shine boarded yet another ship. This time the expedition was to be led by one of the other Guild Leaders. They knew better than to let Ezekiel go off under Ginny’s command, but Riker had his own duties, and there were already rumors of favoritism.

It was mostly spread by Ginny and her people, but nothing could be proven beyond word of mouth. Ezekiel had lamented the restrictions of contracts many times during his stay with the Island Hoppers. Each time because they couldn’t get rid of Ginny. Needless to say, that time away from Ginny was something that he also looked forward to.

Currently, the Ruins that they were headed to were ones that were not actually located within the Desolate Land’s islands. Such a journey would’ve taken a month or so at sea and would’ve been far too distant for the small number of crews. The Ruins they were going to were ones that were rediscovered from a time when the resources of the island had run out, or when a sufficiently powerful Wild Spirit decided to claim it for themself. This led the Ruins to form after the people there had left. Such Ruins ranged from decades, to centuries, to millennia years old.

The Ruins they were headed to recently became available to humanity. The previous Wild Spirit overlord of that area had recently been driven out in a battle with another Wild Spirit of equal strength. Luckily, the other Wild Spirit didn’t claim the island for itself. It was simply expanding its territory, which is centered around another island some distance away from the island the Ruin was on. Of course, these events occurred decades ago, from what stories they could find. Still recent, but not in the frame of time that Ezekiel had initially expected.

It was a surprising trip for Ezekiel. Taking a couple of weeks at sea. This was the first time he’d been at sea since his original trip to Sanafalls that didn’t result in pirate attacks. He stayed ready at all times, of course, but as they reached the island, there was little to do beyond the basic survey and investigation.

Ezekiel’s knowledge in this instance was immensely helpful. But it also resulted in some disappointment in the crew. This was not the Ruin of a massive trading hub, or well-established resource city. The island was filled with Life and Flame mana, but no crystal veins could be found. Similarly, beyond a few decently powerful Spirits and rare plant life, this island had few natural resources.

It seemed like this island was mainly a small stopping point for ships that were sailing beyond the primary trade routes. An explorer’s rest, or perhaps a small hub for businesses that were transporting goods between larger trading ports. Ezekiel ended up spending most of his time investigating what little buildings remained. It was deemed unnecessary for him to risk himself exploring the island’s wilderness.

As such, he was stuck looking through broken and dilapidated buildings. Something that he found frustrating at times. Especially since many had collapsed, and it was hard to get through. Luckily, Shine was of great help in this instance. They and Ezekiel ended up getting much of the ruins mapped out. Little of interest was found, but then Shine went into a large building in the center of the town.

From what Ezekiel knew of the history of the Archipelago, the remains of the building couldn’t have been more than a few hundred or so years old. So, it would’ve been abandoned just after the Age of Despair had ended. It was possible that the island was abandoned because of the lack of trade coming from the islands now in the Desolate Lands.

As Ezekiel was taking notes and pondering possibilities, he nearly fell on his face, stumbling after Shine’s frantic calls reached out to him.

“Ezekiel! Ezekiel, I think I found something interesting!” Shine said as they tried to send some images to Ezekiel’s mind. After a moment to balance himself, ignoring the snickering of the Hunters behind him, Ezekiel focused on what Shine was trying to show him.

The mental image was dark and blurry, but Ezekiel could tell that Shine was right. They had found something interesting. Something that might be very, very, valuable.

“Oy! You, the Cavern Mage! I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” Ezekiel called out to the Hunters behind him.

“Yeah?” The man in question looked confused. As did his companions.

“I need you to help me move some stonework. My golem found something.” Ezekiel said.

The excuse that he and Shine came up with was that Shine was an incredibly advanced golem. Given that Ezekiel was credited as one of the creators of the Com Slates that were growing well known, him having an advanced golem wasn’t questioned.

The Cavern Mage and his Spirit came over. After getting very specific instructions from Ezekiel, the Hunter-Spirit pair moved the exact amount of stone necessary to lever a wall that had collapsed on a previously hidden room. Taking a better look, Ezekiel realized that this was someone’s private office.

There were a few knick-knacks here and there, but few were objects of value. However, there was one thing that Ezekiel saw that could very well make the Island Hoppers, and the Church of Ten, very rich in the not-so-distant future.

A large map was carved and painted on the one undamaged wall. It had obviously been reinforced, and the colors originated from differently colored stone, rather than paints. The names of different places were also clearly engraved on the stone map. Ezekiel recognized several from the primary trade route. But there were several islands with names that he’d never seen before. Some were even in the area that was now the Desolate Lands.

“Get the Captain! He’ll want to see this!” Ezekiel ordered his fellow Guild members. An Apprentice Tempest Hunter flew off. She was their fastest runner, and a message like this wasn’t an emergency, so they wouldn't bother with their Com Slate. Better to give the Captain the full picture as well.

As she went off to inform the Captain, Shine crawled out of a small hole that they’d sequestered themself in while the room was being opened up. They quickly shifted their soul back to their sword, and Ezekiel put the golem body back into his Void Pouch.

He then removed a stack of pens and papers, as well as a small writing desk and stool. Scribbling could be heard as Ezekiel frantically, but carefully, began drawing the map on the wall. He’d have to redraw an official map later, but this would do for now.



Needless to say, the Guild leader who was captaining this expedition was ecstatic to find the map. While most maps from before the Age of Despair, or prior, were still around, only those that detailed the major areas of importance were in good condition. Occasionally you found good maps like these ones, but they were few and far between. Especially in smaller towns like this Ruin likely was.

They ended up staying at the Ruins for roughly a month. During that time, Ezekiel spent almost all of it recreating the map and making copies, just in case. Beyond that, he was sometimes called to investigate and explain what some of the destroyed buildings were.

One such instance stopped a team from nearly blowing themselves up when he recognized the smell of gas. The team in question didn’t have a Radiant Mage and were going to have a Flame Mage create a spark to give them some light. Needless to say, when Ezekiel showed them what would’ve happened, by making them stand back and having a Spirit drop a torch in the area, the team decided to be more careful.

Ezekiel was very surprised when the gas was found. Especially since he couldn’t figure out where it came from. There were no natural pockets that they had found, but he figured that it was something that had been left behind from before the town was abandoned. He didn’t bother putting much more thought into it and moved onto another team to assist.

Ultimately, they found what might be equal to a couple thousand gold worth of Relics and resources. A few of the rare plants were apparently very useful for Alchemic purposes, but Ezekiel only had a passing knowledge of such things. He made a note to look into it more after he eventually returned to the Cathedral.

Beyond that, the map copies were locked away in several locations and with several people taking care of them. It would do no good to have such a resource lost yet again. The hidden route to the Desolate Lands was already priceless when it came to the possible hidden treasures.

Thus, it was after a surprisingly successful expedition that Ezekiel and Shine returned to the Island Hoppers’ headquarters without much incident. There was a bit of a scene when Ezekiel was called forth to meet with the guild leaders again. Apparently, Ginny had tried to frame him for something when he was gone. Luckily, he and Riker had made plans, gotten proof, and kept records of everything they’d done in preparation of Ezekiel’s departure. Thus, her attempts were brushed off, and several men were assigned janitorial duties as punishment.

Afterwards, although he wrote it off as a trick of the light, he could’ve sworn he saw a look of begrudging respect flash through Ginny’s eyes. It was then replaced by frustration and suspicion, however, and he and Ginny went right back to annoying each other. Ginny tried to assign him ridiculous amounts of work, while Ezekiel went above and beyond expectations.

Ezekiel found himself swamped with work, but his behavior and results proved him to be capable. To the point where one of his requests was easily fulfilled not long after he’d returned. Though there was some confusion at first.



“You want to do what?” Riker asked after Ezekiel had explained what he was hoping to do.

“I want to do some training with the Hunters, as well as give some lessons on potential dangers found in Ancient Ruins.” Ezekiel explained.

He had gotten the idea when he’d gotten back from the expedition. The fact that there were several near misses when it came to dangers that could’ve been avoided was something he’d hoped to change. The explosive room alone was enough for him to want to give a lecture on safely investigating hidden or sealed rooms.

However, he knew that if he suggested it when Ginny was around, he’d likely never get anything approved. So, he waited for her to be sent on a mission before bringing his ideas to anyone’s attention. Currently Ginny was away for a month on a trade escort to one of the islands that were a bit farther out than usual. The perfect time to present his plans to Riker and see if they could be passed on.

“Here. I’ve created an outline and lesson plan that I think will help with avoiding casualties, or at least lessening them, when investigating Ancient Ruins. It’ll also help with preserving the sites for Scholars to research at later dates.” Ezekiel said as he handed over a stack of papers.

It wasn’t anything particularly groundbreaking. Just a summarization of what he recalled from his past life, detailing some simple procedures when working on archaeological digs. Altered to incorporate the use and benefits of magic, of course. He wasn’t a professional, by far, but he remembered a few things he figured would be important. The lectures regarding safety procedures were something he’d likely never forget.

Riker took a few minutes to look through the outline Ezekiel had provided. It detailed procedures for checking safety and stability when looking through Ruins, as well as provided examples of dangers that they regularly faced. Even beyond those that Ezekiel had personally experienced on his recent expedition.

“I’m not expecting every single person to be involved in these lessons. But I figured if we could get even a couple dozen Hunters brought up to speed when it comes to this stuff, it might make things go a bit faster. Especially since it means that, on short expeditions with fewer to no Scholars, Hunters will be able to more safely do their own investigations. Without destroying things that Scholars might want to research.” Ezekiel explained.

Riker finished reading Ezekiel’s proposal. He let himself get lost in thought as he pondered over what he’d read. He didn’t disagree with the proposal. Not entirely. However, he knew that it might look bad if he was the one that brought it to the other Guild leaders. Especially since Ginny was away and was likely to argue against it as soon as she returned.

“I don’t think I can bring this forward. Perhaps you can check with one of the other Guild leaders first. See if they will support you instead. You can’t be coming to me for everything, after all.” Riker said.

Ezekiel looked a bit disheartened, but he could understand where Riker was coming from.

“I’ll do that. But does it at least look feasible? From your perspective as a Guild leader.” Ezekiel asked. If Riker didn’t think it was feasible, then he’d try to alter it a bit more before bringing it to one of the other leaders.

“I do. But I just don’t think I can be the first to support it.” Riker explained. “Take it to one of the others first. Regardless of their answer, you and I can discuss things later. You’ll be coming by to tutor Rain later, right?”

Rain was Riker’s daughter. Ezekiel had been helping tutor her in magic, and she’d nearly passed the halfway point to Tier one. Ezekiel hoped to get her a pure crystal to push her past the final step. He and Shine had been working on figuring out how to make the one hundredth mote of Void Mana, but other than the method Ezekiel had used, they hadn’t had much luck.

The problem was that not many kids had a soul powerful enough to withstand the pressure he’d forced on himself. The few people who’d succeeded in other parts of the world, according to the Church, were all adults at least twenty years old. He’d hoped that progressing with Shine would grant him some inspiration but had no luck so far.

Perhaps when they both advanced to the next Step. He had little to do besides work and train after all. Maybe he could start dedicating his time to reaching the next Step sooner, rather than later. He had nearly reached Step six at this point, and Shine had reached Step four. Only due to Ezekiel sharing his mana, but even so, it meant that they were progressing quite well.

After Ezekiel finished with Riker, and agreed to have dinner with the man’s family, he headed to one of the other Guild leaders to set up an appointment. He was lucky enough to get a meeting later in the day, so he’d get his chance surprisingly soon.



Ezekiel’s proposal was refused by the other Guild leader he had submitted it to. Not because he had thought it was a bad proposal, but because too many changes happening all at once would create a chaotic mess. They were already swamped with work after being commissioned to explore the re-discovered chain of islands leading to the Desolate Lands. Changes in their expeditions just weren’t something they could deal with right now.

However, Ezekiel’s request to join in with the Hunter’s training was approved, and he found himself a regular member of the training fields. Of course, this was only after he’d managed to cross over to Step six. He’d been finding that having a Spirit was becoming more and more beneficial. Shine would use their mana while they sparred and trained, while Ezekiel would focus solely on gathering mana to break through. Then, when they felt they could risk it, Shine would piggyback off of Ezekiel’s mana to reach the next Step for themself.

Shine was still a ways away from being able to reach Tier two, but it was looking more and more like Ezekiel would reach Tier two within the next couple years. Sooner if they could find a couple of pure crystals to expedite the process.

Things slowly settled into their new routine, even after Ginny returned from her mission. Ezekiel would spend his mornings training, before heading off to do whatever paperwork he had to, as well as replying and conveying any correspondence between the Cathedral and the Island Hoppers. He’d then do whatever Guild assigned tasks that were given to him, usually by Ginny. Finally, he’d finish his evenings with one more training session before either going to tutor Rain, or simply heading to bed.

He wasn’t able to do as much research with his new position as he could before, but he felt that his personal progress was making a breakthrough, so it was a fair trade. Shine had even managed to learn a few new tricks with their Void Spell. One that Ezekiel was able to somewhat replicate.

It had happened when the two were training one evening. They were experimenting with their Void Magic after the training field was emptied. Ezekiel wanted to see if there was a way to extend, or redirect, their blows using their current Spell. When he mentioned redirection, Shine seemed to space out for a moment. Ezekiel, recognizing what was happening, waited patiently.

It didn’t take long before Shine snapped out of it. They became very excited, and when they transferred their enlightenment to Ezekiel, he also became excited. It seemed their spell was able to do more than just shorten the space between his weapon and the first semi-solid object in front of him.

As Shine channeled their mana, they performed their usual spell, but this time it was different. This time, they’d focused on that line between the tip of Shine’s blade and the training dummy in front of them. The moment the spell impacted with the dummy Ezekiel stumbled forward as Shine was ripped from his hands. It was as if the Spirit possessed sword was sucked through a tube, and instantly appeared inside the dummy, fully pierced through it.

Ezekiel was shocked. While he had assumed something like this might happen, he’d not thought that teleportation was actually possible. Then, Shine’s incredibly weak voice came to him through their bond. Panicked, he ran forward to see if Shine had been damaged using the spell. Examining the blade, Shine seemed to be fine, physically. It seemed like the spell had used all of Shine’s mana, and had even taken some from Ezekiel, now that he examined himself.

This spell was obviously very costly when it came to mana. To the point that even at Tier two it would be a risk to use it. It also seemed like the range of this was something that they couldn’t’ test. Not regularly, at least, and not with Shine as the subject. However, Ezekiel did take a chance and used the spell on a kitchen knife. It seemed like the cost was far less expensive at shorter ranges.

It seemed like the minimum cost for the spell was one hundred mana for ten feet of distance. But the mana doubled for every additional ten feet. Luckily the dummy was only twenty feet away when they tried it, or Shine might’ve killed themself burning their soul when they ran out of mana.

Ezekiel decided that this spell was something that they would only use when they knew that they could control how far the spell would try to take them. Giving it some thought, Ezekiel also realized that this might be something that he could use methods from the Com Slate to make better. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the time to properly experiment with all of these things.

It seemed like there was another expedition coming up. One that all the Guild leaders agreed that he needed to be a part of.



As Ezekiel crouched low to hide from a pack of Wild Spirits, he couldn’t help but internally lament the sharp turn that his current expedition had taken. He’d hoped that, after nearly six months working as part of the Island Hoppers, that he’d gotten used to being a Hunter. But it seemed like it was impossible to get used to anything as a Hunter, as Expeditions apparently never go as planned.

The expedition was supposed to be a simple one. The Island Hoppers were commissioned to explore one of the re-discovered islands. Ezekiel, as the one who’d discovered and copied the map, was to be included since he had enough knowledge to investigate the large number of buildings that were apparently found during the initial survey.

This particular island was very close to the Desolate Lands. Enough so that he’d had his first encounter with a Deep Umbral Beast. It was a large squid-like creature that oozed black ichor and had multiple eyes and mouths. Luckily, it and its pack only reached Tier two, so it was dealt with fairly easily by the Island Hoppers. Ezekiel still ended up with some nasty bruises as the ship was thrown around.

However, the worst part wasn’t the fact that they had run into a pack of Umbral beasts. It was the fact that the Umbral beast’s presence had disturbed the Wild Spirits in the waters surrounding the island they were going to. This included riling up several Adept Spirits. Worse yet, the crews and Guild leader accompanying them didn’t know if there was a Legendary Spirit nearby that might take their presence as a threat. That was not something they could deal with right now.

As the pack of sea dog Spirits passed by, Ezekiel held his breath for a few seconds before quietly releasing it. He’d been separated from his team when a group of Adept Spirits had attacked their temporary scouting camp. He was currently hiding within the destroyed remains of a fairly large town. It wasn’t quite large enough for him to call it a city. But it was big enough to have been a more important trading town than the last Ruin he’d been to.

“Are we clear?” Shine asked. Their voice was weary, and it was clear that the Spirit was as stressed as Ezekiel was.

“Yeah. It looks like we’re clear. Let’s go.” Ezekiel replied.

They’d been stuck on this island for a month now. Unable to leave as the waters surrounding it had been restless and were attacking any ships trying to leave. Luckily, they had a Com Slate that had been used to report a dangerous situation. But they didn’t know how long it’d be before a crew was arranged to get them out. They’d have to wait for the Church to provide assistance, as the emergency message used a color to indicate a possible Legendary threat.

Luckily, they’d managed to set up a base camp in a small bay area where they’d safely beached their ships. It’d take a couple of hours, but they’d hopefully be back by nightfall. Ezekiel wished that they’d be able to return sooner, but knew he had to be careful. He’d been fortunate enough to only run into a couple of Tier one and two Spirits so far, but he knew he couldn’t count on luck to get out of this situation.

Moving as carefully as he could, Ezekiel and Shine ran into three more groups of Spirits before they managed to return to the ship. They were actually caught by a patrol, at which point they finally relaxed a little bit.

This ended up being Ezekiel’s life for nearly two months as he and the crew waited for a possible rescue. But their Come Slate was continuously used, and also received regular messages from its paired slate back in Ironmast. So, they were confident that help was coming; and it did.

It was the middle of the night. The only light came from a campfire that was being tended to by several watchers. The sound of a large crash rolled across the water. Immediately the camp woke up. Looking out across the water, they could all see a large number of ships locked in combat.

It seemed like there was indeed a Legendary Spirit nearby. One that was very displeased to have strangers trespassing in its waters. There was little that the beached Hunters could do besides watch, but they didn’t really need to worry. From the look of things, the Sanafalls Cathedral had commissioned assistance from another Guild. This one at least Rank three, as there were multiple Legendary figures taking part in the battle.

After about half an hour, the ships in the battle succeeded in forcing the Legendary Wild Spirit into fleeing. Then, the beached Hunters got to work getting their ships back into the water. They’d likely stay one night on the island. Gather what supplies they could, and then leave the next day. It would be a month at sea before they got back to Sanafalls. But even so, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel relieved.



Returning to Ironmast was quite enjoyable, and Ezekiel found himself doing everything he could to relax. While he hadn’t been able to do much other than survive during their recent expedition, he did manage to store away every single bit and piece of information that was still legible from the island. The whole reason why he’d been taken in the first place.

It turned out that that particular Ruin was a central trading hub for the surrounding area. With half of said area having been located in the Desolate Lands. This made it difficult to explore things fully, but it seemed like the Guilds in Sanafalls, and the various other islands, would have an ample amount of places to explore in the near future.

With that in mind and given the stressful events of the past several months. Ezekiel decided to take some time to relax. He officially requested that he not be placed on any expeditions for the near future, which was granted. Then, he dedicated all his time to training and getting his work done. Taking some time to check with the Cathedral and see if there were any pure crystals that he could get for his own use. Which it turned out there were.

Apparently, he got a finder’s fee for being part of the mission to clear out the Hull Breaker hideout last year. Now that a proper mine had been set up, and the ownership of the island had been figured out, Sanafalls was finally able to make a profit from the island. He knew that using the crystals when he wasn’t near a breakthrough was wasteful, so he took what was his and held onto them for now.

Although, he did save one for his student, Rain, to which Riker refused, as he too had gotten a pure crystal for his efforts on that mission. Apparently, it was explained to him that, due to the limitations and stresses on the soul that breaking through to Tier one required, Rain wouldn’t be able to break through without a pure crystal until she was at least twenty. That, or her soul had grown through stressful, usually life-and-death, experiences.

Needless to say, Riker refused to let his daughter risk her life in such a manner, and so, it was just under a year since Ezekiel had joined the Island Hoppers that Rain got to break through to Tier one. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel proud, and happy to be a part of this event. But a part of him was still disconnected from it. There was nothing more that he could do at this point.

He ended up halting his tutoring sessions, as his spells came from an innate understanding born by Shine’s advancement. Without a Void Spirit of her own, it would be difficult to teach her anything. Worse yet, he knew that it would be impossible to get her a Void Spirit of her own. Not without speaking to another Remnant of the Ancient Void.

So, Ezekiel fell into a bit of a lull. He’d been a part of the Island Hoppers for the required one-year contract. Upon his request, he asked to remain for a while longer, as he felt that he still needed more worldly experiences before he returned to the Cathedral on a permanent basis. He figured he’d return when he reached Tier two and could be an Apprentice in power, not just paper.

He even managed to have a few more breakthroughs during this time. The lack of relatively safe, or important missions meant that his request for leave from expeditions had extended for several months. Halfway into his second year with the Island Hoppers, he’d managed to reach Step eight, and was slowly making his way to Step nine. Shine too, had managed to reach Step six. The previously determined limit that Carrian had given them over a year ago. They decided that they would wait until they met with the Grand Scholar again before they tried to push Shine further.

During this time, they’d also gotten to meet someone they’d expected for a while. Sasha Melen had finished her time and had reached out to the Island Hoppers for membership, as she was a Hunter that was trained and powerful enough to join as an official Apprentice.

Their meeting was awkward, at first, as Sasha had remembered his part in tracking her down and arresting her. But Sasha had taken her punishment well, and due to her life being threatened when she committed her crimes, the Church was willing to grant her a referral due to good behavior. The money that her discovery brought in was also helpful. As well as the rarity of Cavern Mage’s in the Archipelago.

The two became friends fairly quickly. Which brought Ginny’s ire down upon poor Sasha, but Ezekiel was so used to it that he was able to take care of most issues. Other than a few bits of sabotaged paperwork here and there.

Things were going well for Ezekiel. But he knew that things couldn’t last, as he was summoned into a meeting with all the Guild leaders. Joining them were Carrian and Scarlet. Both had somber looks on their faces.

It seems like the location of an important island had been found in the information that Ezekiel had handed over to the Church from his last expedition. After cross-referring it with information gathered from other islands. They had confirmed where and what the island was.

It was located just inside the Desolate Lands’ official border line. The island was anywhere between the same size, to half again larger, than Sanafalls. It was also a massive caldera, with multiple volcanic vents spewing molten rock and gases into the world. Inside was recorded to be lush forests and biomes of multiple types. It was home to both Wild Spirits, and Deep Umbral Beasts. With the possibility of Cruor being there as well.

But the most important part was that they suspected there to be a Temple of the Void located somewhere on the island. As well as rumors of a pirate cult skulking around nearby.
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                After reaching the island with the Guild supported crews and ships, Ezekiel could easily say that things were not going to plan. Having to run away from a legion of Adept and Apprentice Tier Wild Spirits thanks to George’s curiosity and recklessness was simply the final nail in the coffin. Of course, having Fiana and Sasha as support helped, but it was still annoying. Especially since they had to write out reports for that bitch, Ginny.

Regardless, it was now the third day since their arrival on the enormous caldera island. They had yet to encounter any Legendary Spirits, but the Church and the Island Hoppers knew it was just a matter of time. The fact that they hadn’t gotten much word from the other Guilds on the island did make things more worrisome.

The current expedition consisted of a Fleet with over a hundred ships. Crews from multiple Guilds and Cathedrals, many from different islands, had gathered to take part in this expedition. Given the sheer importance of finding a Temple of the Void, and the value of the treasures within, this was understandable. The sheer size of the island, as well as its location within the Desolate Lands, meant that it was too dangerous for a single Guild to explore, as they were essentially mapping out an entire Island.

Nearly half a dozen Legendary Hunters were on the Island, but the distance between all of them meant that getting back up would be difficult. Unfortunately, given the amount of ground they needed to cover, it was determined that this was still the best method for finding the Temple of the Void. A signal for the Com Slates had been determined, and whichever group found it first was contract bound to report it.

Ezekiel stared out into the jungle near the edge of the caldera that the Sanafalls Scholars and Island Hoppers had been camping nearby. Given that their intended path towards the center of the island, the first place they were determined to look, was now cut off by several packs of Wild Spirits, they would be relocating to a different area. This one would hopefully be outside the territory of the Spirits they had pissed off the day before.

It was a frustrating situation, as the Guilds would usually just fight them off. But that was not an option on this island. Not only were there too many Spirits to fight off, but the other half of this island was full of Umbral Beasts, and even a couple of Cruor encampments. If the Guilds and the Church fought the Spirits, then it would mean that the Cruor would likely outnumber them. Resulting in the Cruor having total control of the Island.

It was determined that it would be best not to disrupt the shaky balance for now. Perhaps, when they had greater numbers, they could attempt to clear out this island of the Cruor. But doing so had its own risks. Such as sparking open conflict, as opposed to the more subtle back and forth skirmishes at the borders here and there.

“Ezekiel, hey!” Sasha’s voice called out from near the base of the hill leading to the caldera’s edge. Turning around, Ezekiel saw that she was waving him down. It seemed like they were moving to their new secondary camp area.

“Coming.” Ezekiel called back. He leapt down the hill. Sliding a few feet as he landed on an area with an incline. Coming to a stop in front of some boxes, he reached down to pick them up. “Where are these going?”

Sasha pointed out one of the enchanted wagons that were being pulled. Ezekiel started loading them up as Carrian and Ginny gave orders in the background. Ginny, of course, assigned Ezekiel and Sasha the most menial and annoying task of carrying whatever couldn’t be put into wagons.

As they and over a dozen other Mages, Hunters and Scholars both headed out, Ezekiel couldn’t help but look over their base camp one more time. A small village had essentially been set up around a magically formed and reinforced dock. It would be their main supply depot for incoming supplies. The current expedition was expected to take several months, so there would be teams switching off and on between secondary camp and base camp, to keep people fresh and get the tired ones out of the danger zones.

With a sigh, Ezekiel turned around. Either Carrian or Ginny would be following after them in a day or so. Hopefully they would have the main parts of the secondary camp set up again by the time one or the other arrived. However, the destruction of several supplies at their previous secondary camp was something that would set them back quite a bit. Ezekiel knew that the next few days were going to be tedious. Hopefully, Carrian would oversee the secondary camp until it was finished.



It took nearly a week to finish the secondary camp. Luckily Carrian did indeed oversee the construction, else it would’ve taken even longer should Ginny have been there to get on Ezekiel’s nerves like usual. Even so, the amount of work that was needed to not only reach the secondary campsite, but to also clear the area before setting it up made things difficult.

Unlike the base camp, and even the previous secondary camp, this camp was placed in a relatively open area, as it was put halfway up the hill to the edge of the caldera. As opposed to within the caldera at the base of the inner cliff. This was decided to be best, as a small checkpoint inside the caldera would make more sense, since they now realized that it was far too likely that the Wild Spirits in the jungle were likely to destroy any temporary buildings.

The current camp was placed near an outcropping that overlooked a small stream. It cut through the wall of the caldera, and allowed water from the mountains further in to escape into the ocean. Ezekiel was confused when he saw it, as it didn’t match any of his poorly remembered geography lessons. But then he remembered that magic was a thing, and the strange geography was likely due to the Spirits making their homes more comfortable.

The camp itself was fully fortified with stone wall lines with reinforced spikes. The inside had half a dozen small areas for sleeping quarters, alchemic research, cartography and record keeping, tool maintenance, and a medical area. It was relatively cramped, but it wasn’t meant to hold more than a couple dozen people at once. If anything really bad happened, then the vanguard team was to retreat back to the beach and the base camp at full speed.

After the camp was built, however, then it was time for a new path to be scouted by the away teams. Ezekiel, of course, volunteered to take part. However, Carrian immediately shot down his request.

“It’s nothing against you, Ezekiel, but for right now, given your luck, I’d like to have at least a little bit of success before the next big thing happens.” Carrian said. His voice lightly teasing as the rest of the current camp team laughed at his expense.

“He’s not wrong. Your luck is fairly chaotic.” Shine said. Their attempts to sooth Ezekiel’s frustration and embarrassment were not successful.

“Doesn’t mean I don’t want to be out there searching for the Temple. Do you have any idea how much it could help us progress?” Ezekiel said back.

Shine was silent. Ezekiel realized that he’d said the wrong thing after he felt guilt coming from Shine. It seemed like the Void Spirit still felt that they were holding Ezekiel back.

“Please stop feeling guilty. If not for you, I’d have no spells to use. You’ll reach my pace in no time. Trust me.” Ezekiel said.

“Right!” Shine tried to sound enthusiastic. But it was often hard to hide something from someone you literally tied your soul to.

“For now, you and a few others will do some nearby investigations. I want the immediate surroundings mapped. I’ve already done a scan of the nearby water, the stream included. But the forest nearby may have some herbs and other resources that we can start cultivating. Better to have food on hand than to have to wait for resupplies all the time. Just in case.” Carrian finished saying before he began assigning teams for tasks.

There were nods all around, and even Ezekiel had to agree that this was likely the best course of action. It would keep him from making his final breakthroughs quickly, but he’d already delayed that with the construction of the secondary camp. It wasn’t like Shine could send him their mana just yet. As it was, Shine’s soul was only barely capable of reaching Step nine of Tier one.

Apparently, surviving for two months on an island where everything wants to kill you was a good experience for soul growth. Regardless, it would be some time before Shine could support him with their mana directly. Though Shine was close to reaching Step seven. They just needed a couple more weeks without doing any expenditure on their own. That, or Ezekiel could try and flood them with enough mana to break through in one go, but that was stressful on the soul, and took time to recover from.

For the time being, Ezekiel put thoughts of improvement out of the way. Much to Fiana’s argumentative grumbling. But since they were just going to be gathering supplies from the surrounding area, she admitted that trying to push him too far too fast would be a bad idea. Thus, Ezekiel got to work with Sasha and a couple of his fellow Hunters.

A separate team left to begin construction on the simple elevator system they were going to install at the caldera edge. Then, they’d begin scouting if it wasn’t too late in the day.

It didn’t take Ezekiel’s team too long to find a number of fruit trees that the Life Mages would be able to cultivate within the camp. Although mystical fruits would’ve been better, a source of vitamins would help ensure that people stayed healthy without constant mana use. They also managed to find some wild tubers that would be a good source of energy.

Part of the party also took time to map out the area in more detail. Just in case they needed to find something specific later on. As well as to mark out the territories of the lower Tiered Spirits nearby.

A slight rumbling spread out from one particular direction.

“OY! Over here! I found something good!” One of the Hunters called out. The rest quickly rushed over. They reached a small clearing surrounded by a relatively thin wall of stone a few feet high. “We got meat and eggs on the menu now!” The Hunter cried out in joy.

Inside the ring of stone were half a dozen birds that were panicking and trying to escape their entrapment. They reminded Ezekiel of the dodo and were a fairly common food source in the Archipelago. They laid eggs a little bit faster, and more regularly, guaranteeing at least one egg or more a day. But they were quite a bit larger, being slightly larger than a turkey. Their eggs were similarly scaled.

The lack of elemental abilities, and general higher levels of intellect, meant that these were all standard animals, not Spirits in the shape of the food source animal. Mistaking a Spirit for such was rare, but it did happen. Though it was usually reptilian or amphibian animals that were mixed up.

“Nice find. I see two males and four females. We should be able to set up a proper coop when we get them back to the camp.” Another Hunter said as he patted the first Hunter on the back. “I think that we can knock these birds out and head back to camp. Each of us carries one. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” The gathering team exclaimed. Then the Tempest Mage in their group came forward. Taking a small bundle out of their Void Pouch, she unwrapped a handful of dust. It was a substance that a number of lower Tiered, or non-combatant, Tempest Mages tended to carry around. It was a poisonous powder that could easily spread out across the wind. It affected animals and Spirits alike. The effects were determined by the dosage and were good up to Tier two in large amounts. But the best it could do was cause temporary paralysis.

Everyone carefully held their breath and backed away. The Tempest Mage’s Spirit directed the wind to make sure that the Mage wasn’t affected. Taking a small pinch of the powder, the Mage threw it into the encircled area. It slowly drifted down invisible paths until it went into the beaks of the panicking birds. They were twitching on the ground by the time she put the powder back in her pouch.

“It’s a shame I couldn’t catch the rest of them. But I couldn’t make a circle big enough to get them all faster than they could run away.” The first Hunter said in disappointment.

“There were more?” Another Hunter asks. “Maybe we can take a look to see where they ran off to? These birds tend to stay in fairly large flocks, after all. Not many Spirits like to eat them.”

“Ezekiel. Sasha.” The oldest Hunter in the group called out. “Take a quick look around. See if you can find any tracks. We’ll start heading back with these. Don’t spend more than twenty minutes looking. Head straight back to camp after you’re done.”

Ezekiel just nodded his head. But Sasha and Tuff looked upset.

“Why do we need to go looking for birds?” Sasha asked.

“Because I have seniority, and you two are the newest members. Go. Look. Be back at Camp within an hour. If you’re not, we’ll send a search party, but you’d better be in trouble. If not, you will be, when we find you.” The older Hunter said. The rest just chuckled, but Ezekiel just sighed. He grabbed the back of Sasha’s coat before marching away.

“You might want to look in that direction first. I saw them fleeing that way.” The Cavern Mage who captured the birds said. He was pointing off to the side of where Ezekiel was dragging Sasha.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel said. He changed direction.

The rest of the Hunters all headed back to the camp after grabbing the birds. It’d take them about half an hour to get there from where they were. But the powder should keep the birds from moving for an hour or so. They could take their time.

Ezekiel and Sasha, however, started marching in a different direction. One that brought them close to the ocean. They looked for several clues, but there were none to be found in the underbrush of the forest around them.

“Shouldn’t we start heading back yet?” Sasha asked after nearly twenty minutes of searching. “We haven’t found anything. So, I don’t see much point in continuing to search.”

“Just a little bit further. Maybe there’ll be tracks on the beach.” Ezekiel said.

As they broke through the tree line, they saw that there was a small ledge that divided the forest and the dirt covered ground from the sand covered beach. The drop was roughly six feet or so. But it was slanted, with rocks and logs pressed against it. So, Ezekiel could easily see the birds hoping up or down from the beach. The tracks leading into the distance fully supported this.

“C’mon. We’ll follow the tracks for a few minutes then turn back if we don’t find anything.” Ezekiel said. They still had a few minutes left before the twenty-minute marker. So, he felt that it was fine.

Sasha grumbled a bit. But a few soft chitters from Tuff encouraged her to go on.

“Question: How do you intend to capture the birds? We don’t have any knock-out powder.” Shine chimed in as they continued forward.

The small party hadn’t even been walking for a minute before they reached a small cave mouth leading under a cliff face at the end of the beach. Yet another unnatural geographical formation made by magic. But this time it seemed to be a bit strange. It was clear that water would leak into the cave at high tide, but even if it was artificial, it should’ve had a pool that they could see. Unless it went much deeper than they could see.

“Can you and Tuff sense how far this cave goes?” Ezekiel asked Sasha.

The Cavern Mage and her Spirit focused for a minute.

“No. I can sense that it goes deep. And there’s a few twists and turns. But I can’t sense how far it goes. At least twenty feet past the curve back there.” Sasha said. She pointed to a portion of the wall near the back that Ezekiel hadn’t noticed. The cave was so smooth and well-worn that he barely noticed the bend near the back.

“We need to report back. This is something strange. Screw the birds. Carrian needs to see this.” Ezekiel said. There was a hint of urgency in his voice.

“Agreed. This cave creeps me out.” Sasha said. Tuff nodded along.

They couldn’t tell if this was man made, or Spirit made. Either way, it was bad news, as it would’ve taken at least mid-Adept Tier magic to carve this out alone. That, or a swarm or lower Tier Spirits that worked together. Either way, it was potentially a very bad thing for their camp.



It was a few hours later that saw Carrian and a larger team of Hunters, each armed to the teeth, standing in front of the now partially submerged cave. Looking toward the beach, Ezekiel saw that there was a steady flow of water flowing into the cave.

“You were right. This is definitely not natural, nor is it a good sign. Most likely, there is a nest of Spirits living underground near here.” Carrian said. “Can anyone tell me how deep it goes?”

Usually, Carrian would sense the flow of the water going into the cave. But the number of twists and bends made this difficult. Especially since he was trying not to disturb it to the best of his abilities.

One of the Cavern Mages spoke up.

“I can sense that the tunnels go out at least a few hundred feet inland. They also go a couple dozen feet down. Can’t see what else is past that.” The Hunter said.

“So, we’re expecting possibly a kilometer or more of twisting tunnels. Perfect.” Carrian sighed in frustration.

“Ah! Sorry sir. A few hundred feet is where it opens up. I can’t sense tell what’s past that since there’s a hollow area with no earth for me to sense.” The Hunter chimed in again.

This information did not make Carrian’s mood much better.

“We’re going to have to send a message to Ginny. She’s the strongest Obscure Mage we have right now. She’ll be the only one besides a few Cavern Mages that’ll be able to investigate without getting caught by whatever is down there.” Carrian said. His eyes were closed, and his face was scrunched up. He really didn’t want to give Ginny additional responsibilities.

“I want five Hunters guarding this cave from a distance. Anything that comes out is to be reported right away. Any powerful Spirits are to be run from. Do not engage in any fights if you can help it. Understood?” Carrian shouted.

“Yes, sir!” The Hunters all replied.

Carrian picked out who he wanted to have guarding the cave. Then he and the rest went back to the camp. He would have to send a runner to have Ginny come to the secondary camp. They needed to get this investigation started as soon as possible.



The next day saw Carrian standing in front of the cave with Ginny and another large group of Hunters. Ezekiel and Sasha were nowhere to be seen, as they only wanted Adepts to be involved for now. If it was deemed safe enough for Apprentices later, then they might get involved.

“Why don’t we just collapse it?” Ginny asked with disinterest as she looked at the cave. It was now low tide, and the cave was fully opened, even more so than when Sasha and Ezekiel had found it.

“Because that might make whatever’s in there angry.” Carrian said.

“Fine. You four!” Ginny said as she pointed at four Adept Hunters. Two Cavern Mages, A Tempest Mage, and a Radiant Mage. “We’re heading in. Get your stuff ready. We’ll go in twenty minutes.”

As the Hunters got their things ready, Carrian leaned over. Using his magic to make sure he wasn’t overheard; he gave some additional instructions to Ginny. She looked frustrated, and almost like she wanted to argue, but didn’t.

“Alright! Let’s move out!” Ginny called the other Hunters that would be accompanying her. They entered the currently dry tunnel with haste. They’d only have a couple hours before the tide came back enough to flood the cave again. They couldn’t block off the entrance to stop this either. As it would give away the fact that someone had made changes to the cave structure.

Watching the team head into the cave, Carrian turned to the rest of the Hunters.

“The moment they get out of there, I want someone to let out a signal. I don’t care how you do it, you get me informed.” With that said, Carrian marched back to the secondary camp. He still had to organize the rest of the Hunters in order to perform today’s tasks.

“The work never ends.” He muttered under his breath.



Several hours after Carrian had returned to camp, there was still no sign of the team's return. He was just about to gather more Hunters to head to the cave when he saw a flash of lightning streak into the sky. It then branched into multiple streaks heading upwards. It looked a lot like a tree.

“LIFE MAGES! THREE OF YOU WITH ME! NOW!” Carrian cried out as three Life Mages, Two Hunters and George, all ran forward. Carrian picked them up and stepped onto a platform he’d made of frozen water vapor he’d pulled from the atmosphere.

“You as well, get up here!” Carrian shouted at one of the Apprentice Scholars. A Death Mage that had been in the Alchemy station. “Fiana’s in charge until I or Ginny get back!”

Without another word, Carrian and the four other Mages were off. The speed was nearly too fast for Ezekiel to see. Fiana quickly started directing people to begin packing the more valuable items for travel. Just in case something bad had happened and they needed to do another retreat.

The atmosphere in the camp was somber as everyone began performing their tasks.

“Do you think they’re going to be okay?” Shine asked Ezekiel as they started packing up some equipment from the tool maintenance station.

“I’m not sure. I think Carrian will be able to handle any threats that pop up. But we just don’t know what that team ran into.” Ezekiel replied.

The two fell into silence as they continued to work. Ginny might’ve been a bitch. But that didn’t mean they wanted her or any other Island Hoppers to die because of a grudge.

It was three hours later, just before the sun was starting to set, that the entire party returned from the cave. Carrian looked fine. A little out of breath, but otherwise unharmed. Similarly, the Life and Death Mages he’d brought looked tired, but uninjured. As did the Hunters left as guards.

The same could not be said about Ginny and her team.

One of the Guards had a blank look on his face and was missing an arm. His Spirit was nowhere to be found. Clearly there had been casualties. The rest were rough. Cuts and bruises that had clearly been recently healed. Some even had bandages on them, meaning that more mana was used to purge the wounds of foreign mana than to heal them.

The fact that the Death Mage was also tired meant that there was something with a Death attribute in the cave. They would only look so tired if they had to expend a significant amount of mana and concentration. Since they hadn’t killed anything, that meant they were purging Death mana. Something Ezekiel had personally experienced. Even if he was unconscious at the time.

Ginny in particular looked nearly as bad as the man who’d lost his Spirit. She too was missing an arm but had also lost a foot. Yet she had rejected help and had clearly marched all the way to camp with the makeshift wooden prosthetic that one of the Life Mages had made. Her little bat Spirit was missing a wind, and her face was cut open and covered in bandages. Ezekiel couldn’t tell if she had lost her eye as well.

Fiana approached as the Hunters all filed into the medical area. Additional Life and Death Mages moved to provide additional assistance.

“Sir, do we need to make a retreat?” Fiana asked.

“No. But we will be fortifying this camp even further. We will be reinforcing this position with more Hunters once the second fleet arrives.” Carrian said. He was glaring into the distance as if lost in thought. “That cave is too valuable for us to abandon.”

Carrian’s words drew attention from everyone in the camp. A Hunter’s Spirit had died, and several limbs were lost. Whatever was in the cave must’ve been extremely valuable if they weren’t leaving it alone.

“Sir... What did that?” Fiana asked as she waved toward the medical area.

“... Adept Death Worms. I think I killed most of them but couldn’t get too far into the cave to be sure.” Carrian replied. Several Hunters flinched back after hearing that. Ezekiel and Sasha just looked confused, however. Seeing their responses, one of the other Hunters spoke up.

“Death Worms are an arthropod Spirit that are tied to the Death element. They are a rarity, not only because arthropod Spirits are rare, but because they only appear in places where a massive amount of death has occurred.” The Hunter explained. “They usually only appear at low Tiers in graveyards, or in Ruins where humanity was wiped out. But in the latter cases, the Cruor usually kill them all since such areas are mainly in the Desolate Lands. They’re vicious Wild Spirits that try to kill anything and everything they sense.”

“Indeed.” Carrian said, having moved over to join the conversation. The hunter who had been talking dipped his head nervously. But Carrian seemed impressed by his explanation. “Given the location, and their strength, this means that there is certainly the Ruin of a city or town nearby. We’ll be sending teams to search the top of the bluff to see if anything is there. If not, then we’ll see if there are any deep-water areas close to shore that might’ve had a small port set up.”

With that said, the camp got to work getting ready for a proper investigation of the area. What had originally been a secondary camp for explorations into the caldera had now turned into a second base camp to investigate the bluffs as well.

Their main goal was still to reach the center of the island. But they couldn’t just leave the possibility of another entire Ruin laying right next door unchecked. Too much might be lost if they didn’t, so they had to prepare.
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                Ezekiel stood at the edge of the high bluffs hundreds of feet above the ocean water below. White water frothed near jagged rocks and broken cliff faces. Even if he were to be Tier three, he doubted he’d survive a fall from this height. Yet as he stood at the edge, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe overpower and fear or concerns he had at the possibility of falling.

“Oy, Ezekiel! Come here! We think we found something!” Sasha called out from further back. Ezekiel turned, jumping a small distance away from the edge as he returned to his team.

“I’m coming.” Ezekiel said. Making his way back to where Sasha was calling him from, Ezekiel noticed that their group was the only one still in this location. Looking to the distance, he saw that the other groups had apparently moved on.

“What did you find?” Ezekiel asked as he approached.

“It looks like the remains of a structure of some sort. We also have what might’ve been a road at one point but has since been worn away by wind and rain.” Fiana said. She was examining several lifted pieces of stonework that were arrayed in a circular shape. It was fairly large, being nearly twenty feet in diameter. All they could see were a few worn down pieces of stone with gaps in between them. Though some pieces reached nearly six feet high.

“Walls for a signal tower, perhaps?” Ezekiel thought aloud.

“Obviously. The road looks like it might lead to whatever town might’ve been here before it was destroyed.” George said derisively. He wasn’t too pleased with how he and his team had been diverted to investigating the bluffs. The jungle inside the caldera had been what he’d been hoping to investigate. Not some rocky cliffs with little life on them.

“Well, let's map what we can then try to catch up with the rest. Sorry for the hold up. I just haven’t seen anything like this before.” Ezekiel said as he began to draw in a sketch pad. He knew that his group had been assigned to map this area because he’d been distracted by the view. But he couldn’t help it. It was beautiful. He wasn’t sure if he’d get a chance to see such a thing ever again.

George just grunted in reply to Ezekiel’s words. He let the younger Void Mage finish his mapping before moving on. Sasha helped by providing a sketch of the underground supports that were used to anchor the building. Apparently, it had been given additional support, rather than just shaped by Cavern Mages. Something that Ezekiel made note of.

From this information, he figured that something in the area must've been a threat to the stability of the tower. From the way the rocks were worn down, he figured that the area was likely buffeted by windstorms regularly. He and his team moved quickly to catch up and convey this information to the other teams. They’d need to be extra careful. If the winds got too strong, they’d be blown either into the sea or into the caldera. Neither were good options, even for Tempest Mages and their Spirits.

After informing the other half a dozen teams, Ezekiel and his group broke off from the rest. They were going to scout out an area separate from the road that had been marked out. The teams with Tempest Mages went to examine the areas near the caldera and ocean facing cliff, while the rest branched out much like Ezekiel’s team. Only one team stayed true to the road.

The exploration of the top of the bluffs continued for several hours, until all the teams eventually converged on the road once again. Markers had been left up by the Cavern Mages in the road team to show where the path had faded and made way. It seemed like smaller watch towers had been lining the road once upon a time. As the teams met up, they all reported their findings. Few as they were.

The teams that explored the random areas in the middle of the rocky expanse found next to nothing. A few misshapen areas of rocks here and there, but nothing of importance. The Tempest teams that examined the caldera and cliff faces had much better luck. They both managed to find the remains of what appeared to be shaped pathways leading down. It was decided that, after meeting up with the road team, they would try to examine the ocean facing cliffs first.

Meeting up with the road team threw those plans out the window.

Apparently, when the road team managed to find the end of the road, it was in the middle of nowhere. There were no remains of buildings, no remains of watch towers, no anything to indicate that a Ruin once sat here. Upon some initial examination, they only discovered two other pathways, each leading to another series of watch towers. One heading into the caldera, the other heading further down the bluffs. But a quick rundown with their Spirits showed that those paths also ended in dead ends.

Thus, the party remained at the convergence of the three paths. They decided that they would explore for a bit longer before heading back with their findings. They were told to search for anything interesting, so they would continue until it got close to nightfall.

Thus, for about an hour the parties continued to search. The Cavern Mages and Spirits spread out their senses in order to check for any subterranean abnormalities but found nothing. The Tempest Mages took to the skies, looking for any possible shapes or outlines that were too big to infer from the ground. There was no luck there either.

Ezekiel, having little ability to scout like some of the others, took to looking at the different maps drawn by the various teams. It was only after he managed to put most of it together as one greater whole that he noticed something interesting.

“Is that what I think it is?” Shine asked when they noticed the same thing as Ezekiel.

“I hope so, but we should have this double checked.” Ezekiel replied.

“Hey, Fiana! Can you check something for me?” He called out. The Scholar looked up from her own investigations and moved over to check what he was looking at.

Arrayed out on the ground were several copies of the maps made by each of the teams. They were all of different sizes and shapes, so there was a great deal of controlled chaos in their layout. However, Ezekiel had taken to redrawing the maps onto a single large map that covered all three paths leading to and from the convergence point that they were currently at.

Looking at the map that Ezekiel had drawn, Fiana shook her head in confusion. “What am I supposed to be looking at?” She asked.

Pointing out the shape of the map, Ezekiel explained.

“I know there’s points missing, but if we fill in those blanks with watch towers that have been fully eroded due to natural causes, or even Wild Spirit conflicts, then doesn’t this layout look a bit like a Spiral Path Formation?” Ezekiel asked. “I even took the small markers of stonework from the random areas that weren’t attached to any of the three paths into account.”

Fiana’s eyes grew wide as she checked over the map once again. She mentally filled in some of the blank areas as she took into consideration Ezekiel’s words. She immediately started writing down notes and marking off seemingly random areas on the map. The same ones that Ezekiel had mentally placed but hadn’t yet written down.

A Spiral Path Enchantment was a large-scale reinforcement formation meant to cover a large area. It used three anchor points surrounding a central focus. The central focus was never on the same horizontal plane as the anchor points, so as to allow the reinforcement to cover a three-dimensional area. Such a formation also served as a hub for other formations that could be incorporated into a large area for various purposes. Such as modular architecture.

Such a formation was extremely costly in the modern day, and required mana rich materials that weren’t readily available. They were known to exist in the Age of Hubris, but only a few cities in the world had them nowadays. As far as Ezekiel knew, the Willowbrush Empire had only one, which was their capital city of Trillious. From what he understood, there was no way, currently, for any cities in the Archipelago to have such a formation.

“I think you might be right. It would explain the layout perfectly. But the convergence point shows no signs of having a central tower.” Fiana said after she finished marking points on the map.

“The Spiral Path Formation only requires a central point at a different horizontal plane. It says nothing about that plane being above the ground.” Ezekiel explained. “If concealment enchantments were incorporated into the formation, that would explain why the Cavern Mages and Spirits haven’t sensed anything. Our best chance to break through it would be to just dig straight down. No indirect inspections will work.”

“Any one capable of laying such a formation would’ve thought of that. So, it’s probably protected from Cavern Magic.” Fiana refuted. “Unless they didn’t bother to, since the watchtowers and anchor points would’ve been visible already. But in that case why hide the underground pathways?

As neither of them were experts in Cavern Magic, the two decided to call back the rest of the teams. While there were only a couple of Scholars mixed into the other teams, there were enough of them to be able to provide a number of theories in addition to Ezekiel’s examinations. It was agreed, however, that the placement of the roads and watch towers, when combined with the miscellaneous buildings, did indeed make a rough and incomplete layout for a Spiral Path Formation.

Given that agreement, it was decided that the Cavern Mages would first try to open a hole in different areas of the road’s convergence point. To see if they could find anything. They immediately discovered that something was there, from the fact that none of the stone could be moved. The ground could not be moved, at all, by any of the three Cavern Mages, and their Cavern Spirits couldn’t dig through the earth either. Something was blocking them. Ezekiel was, similarly, blocked when he tried.

When going outside the convergence area, the Cavern Spirits were able to dig down a few dozen feet, but no deeper. They also noticed that there was a distinct lack of Ambient Cavern Mana. Something that was overlooked due to the fact that there was an abundance of Tempest Mana. So, it was considered that this area was simply of a high enough vantage point to have a specific Tempest elemental focus.

The group continued to examine the area as best they could. Moving some of the loose stones around, they noticed that there seemed to be a few hidden areas that could’ve concealed Runes for the enchanting. Overlooked due to the concealing nature of the enchantments. Ezekiel and the other Scholars frantically searched for whatever scraps of Runes they could find. But they were beginning to run out of time. The winds were starting to blow.

“Catch that paper!” One of the Scholars called to one of the Hunters.

“Quickly! Quickly! We need to mark those Runes down now!” Another called out.

“Make a bunker off to the side! It’ll be too dangerous to head back now!” The sole Adept Cavern Mage screamed over the fast-moving winds.

It happened in a flash. At first the wind seemed to come in slightly more frequent gusts. But it quickly turned into a constant swell of air being thrown into their faces. The Tempest Mages tried to fly up to see how bad the weather was getting. But they barely made it a hundred feet up before they were nearly thrown off their Spirits. Worse yet, in the distance there were storm clouds brewing.

“How the hell did this happen?! It was clear skies barely an hour ago!” George screamed. He was trying to make some branches that could support the walls that the Cavern Mages were putting up.

“The island is fairly huge. As far as we know, this could be the aftereffects of a couple of Legendary Tempest Spirits having a dispute!” Called out the Adept Cavern Mage. “Put an angle on those walls! Ninety-degrees will just make the winds hit them harder!”

Sasha and the other Apprentice Cavern Mage did as they were told. The fortifications were tiny if you were to compare them to the base camp. But they had to make do. Less space meant stronger walls in this case. But there was no guarantee they would last until the end of this storm.

“At least now we know why they didn’t build on top of the bluffs.” Ezekiel thought to himself and Shine.

“Yeah. But that doesn’t really help right now, does it?” Shine said.

Ezekiel did not reply. Turning his focus back to the rune scheme that he’d discovered. He and the other Mages that were adept in Runic enchantments had yet to find the door to the Spiral Path. It was somewhere on the convergence point, but they just couldn’t find it.

“I think I’ve got it!” one Scholar suddenly yelled. “It’s a Three Mountains, Nine Peaks gateway enchantment! Glacial, Tempest, and Cavern!”

“Stop Building the Walls! NOW!” Fiana screamed at the Cavern Mages Building the walls. “How Much mana do you have left? At least a Tier two Step?”

Sasha nodded her head, as did the Adept, but the Apprentice looked nervous. “If I borrow from Hinge, barely.” He said as he pointed at his Spirit.

“It’ll have to do. Where do they need to be?” Fiana asked the Scholar that had pointed out the enchantment.

“At the edges of the Paths.” The Scholar states. “It should open a hole in the center. The standard is one second for every Tier one Step of Mana.”

The Three Mountains, Nine Peaks, gateway enchantment was an enchantment that was used on openings and gateways to ensure that unwelcome people could not gain access to certain areas. It was not an enchantment that Ezekiel was familiar with prior to his second year at Sanafalls. Also, the other Ruins he’d been to before were either destroyed before they could be fully explored or were nothing more than common townships. Not fully fortified cities like this Ruin seemed to be.

This particular enchantment required nine sources of elemental mana. Three of three types. Three people, one of each of the three necessary elements, would have to stand at three different points. By channeling three different types of elemental mana into these points, they would activate the Runic engravings that sealed away the enchanted gateway.

In the Archipelago, Tempest and Glacial Mages were abundant. Cavern Mages less so. They were incredibly lucky that they were assigned as many Cavern Mages as they had been. If only because it was expected that they’d come in handy when searching atop a tall rock face.

The mood was still solemn, however, as they knew they’d only have one shot. A ten-second window to get everyone through the gateway before it closes. Anyone left out would get thrown from the bluffs into the ocean when the storm fully picked up. Worse yet, there was the possibility that they were wrong, and this was not the correct enchantment.

As the nine Mages moved into position, the rest moved close to the center of the convergent point in the three paths.

“NOW!” Fiana screamed. She was barely heard over the howling of the wind.

The nine Mages immediately channeled a full Tier two Step’s worth of mana into the ground. Unlike previously, the mana from the Cavern Mages was accepted, as were the other types of mana. Tri-colored lights spiraled inwards from the Mages. As they reached the center or the area, the ground rumbled as the stone moved aside.

The wind was nearly caught in this now hole in the ground. The resulting cyclone nearly threw Ezekiel and several others off their feet. They needed to move, or they would be thrown into the sea. Fiana screamed something again, but no one heard it this time. It didn’t matter though, since they were all moving toward the hole in the ground anyways. As were the Mages at the edges of the center area.

A part of Ezekiel wanted to wait. To make sure that Sasha and the others made it into the hole. But he knew that he couldn't. He didn’t know how much time had passed since the gateway was opened. He just knew that he would die if he didn’t get inside.

Struggling against the wind, he pushed himself as hard as he could, before he was almost thrown into the ground as the wind shifted and he was pushed downward. Rolling down what he could tell were several dozen stone stairs, Ezekiel tried to reinforce his body as best he could as he fell. He landed with a sharp crack as reached the bottom, landing on his arms. The pain in his wrists told him he’d likely strained or broken something. The pressure from the wind told him they weren’t quite safe just yet.

The sound of several more bodies hitting the ground surrounded him. Though it was barely a muffled thump with the wind making noise from above. Barely a few seconds after he’d landed inside, the gateway above closed. Then all that remained was darkness.



A small light illuminated the area around Ezekiel and the rest of the Mages were currently resting underground. A torch had been lit and was perched in the center of the platform that they found themselves on. There was a spiraling staircase off to the side. It led up to the top of the bluffs above. Around them were several tunnels, clearly manmade and with enchantments engraved along their walls.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that everyone had made it through. Although, that was mostly due to the two Life Mages forming vines and yanking the Mages that had opened the door through the wind and into the gate. Such actions had resulted in several injuries, but all the Mages had made it through. As had the Spirits of the Hunters.

They had all been resting for nearly an hour now. Both to recover from their wounds, and to regain as much mana as possible. Unlike above ground, in these tunnels the Cavern Mana was abundant, while the Tempest mana, and several others, was practically non-existent.

It had been debated as to whether or not it would be better to wait until the Cavern Mages had regained enough mana to re-open the door. However, it was ultimately decided that it would be more efficient to camp out here for the night and return to the base camp in the morning. They had no idea how long it would take for the storm to dissipate, but given the recent weather changes, it would probably be clear come morning. At least, that’s what the Tempest Mages said.

With that decision made, the groups decided to once again split into different parties. That way, they could do some initial exploration while those who needed it could rest. Everyone else would be busy setting up their temporary camp with what supplies were available in their Void Pouches.

There was some concern that they would run into the Death Worms from below, but the Scholars who had more extensive knowledge of the Spiral Paths Formation determined that that was unlikely. If the formation held up above ground, then it would’ve held up below ground as well.

Even with the missing components. Given that the three anchors were still standing, the Formation would remain until purposefully dismantled, or one of the Anchors was destroyed. Thus, nothing would be coming up from below. Especially since the Formation’s focus was somewhere below.

With the scouts getting ready to depart, Ezekiel looked to his previous team. Sasha would remain, as she would be necessary for opening the gateway again. Fiana was one of the leaders with the best management skills. George was a Life Mage, and there was no desire to have him put into danger yet again. As such, Ezekiel volunteered to be the member of his team that joined the scouting party.

There were two parties formed from members of the other teams. There weren’t enough of them to search every tunnel connected to the central area they were at, but they could at least get somewhat started. Ezekiel ended up being paired with a Scholar, two Apprentice Hunters, and three Adept Hunters. They would pick one tunnel to explore, returning when they either ran into a fork in the road, or when an hour had passed. Then they would return to rest for the evening so that they were ready to set out back to base in the morning.

Ezekiel and his party were quiet as they scouted out their tunnel. There was little to no talking as they descended. They spent nearly twenty minutes descending. The party passed through multiple rooms, some big, others small, but even as they stopped to inspect the rooms, there was nothing of import to be found. As they moved, Ezekiel took charge of marking out a map. This continued until they reached a large set of doors in an open area much larger than any of the previous ones they had passed through. To the side, Ezekiel also saw a smaller set of doors. But they appeared to be just as heavily reinforced as the massive doors directly in front of the team.

“Fork. Let’s turn back. Kid, mark it down.” One of the Adept Hunters said in a gruff and dismissive tone.

“Wait. I need to check something.” Ezekiel said. The party turned to him as he looked through the pages he’d made into maps. Looking through them, Ezekiel noticed a pattern. “We’ve been slowly walking outward, before walking back inward. I think we’re nearing the tip.”

Ezekiel’s words drew a startle look from the previously bored looking Scholar.

“Are you certain?” The Scholar asked.

“I’ve checked three times. I know my maps are correct. Please, check for yourself.” Ezekiel said. He handed out his maps for the Scholar to check. It took a couple of minutes, but the Scholar saw the same pattern as he did.

“What is it?” The Adept Hunter leading them asked.

“Well, it seems like one of these doors leads to an area outside the Spiral Paths Formation. While the other most likely leads to the focal point of the formation itself. Hence why Ezekiel said we’re near the tip. Most likely the focus is behind that door.” The Scholar said, pointing to the smaller, but heavily reinforced, door to the side.

“So, the big door’s the one leading to the city?” Their leader asked.

“Most likely, but we can’t be certain. Either way, it shouldn’t be too troublesome for us to open either door. None of them are trapped, nor are they tied into the formation.” The Scholar said. Ezekiel found himself nodding along. Nothing was out of place as far as they could tell.

“Why were there so many rooms if it all just led to and from the city?” One of the Apprentices asked.

They were likely checkpoints. The other paths probably have more rooms and connecting doorways. The structure we’re currently in might be an inverted castle.” The Scholar explained. “We just got lucky to have found the most direct route out.”

The party fell silent for a moment. They were all internally debating whether or not they should open the door. Being the first to confirm the presence of the city Ruins, not just the underground castle they were currently in, would be incredibly rewarding in its own way.

“Let’s open the door. But no one goes through. Understood!” Their leader said.

Agreements were made all around. Everyone wanted to look through the door. Ezekiel was somewhat apprehensive but decided to go along with the party. Though he decided to hold back a bit and stay near the rear. Something that was overlooked by the rest of the room. Shine silently agreed with his intentions. Even if it did mean they wouldn’t get a good look at the other side.

“One. Two. Three!” The Scholar quietly called out. A loud creaking sound echoed through the room as the doors slowly opened. Runic engravings glowed along the door as they created an opening a couple feet wide.

“By the Ancients...” The Hunters and Scholar all gasped in amazement.

Ezekiel took the chance to move forward. Looking through the gap in the doors, he saw a shallow slope winding downward. At the bottom lay a sprawling city with mostly intact buildings. The lights from their torches were drowned by the natural bioluminescent glow coming from countless strange and unusual plant life growing in the underground cavern.

Slowly, reluctantly, the party closed the door. Their party’s Scholar resealed it with the Runic enchantments. The party then made their way back to the top of the tunnel. As they reunited with the rest of the groups, they suffered a minor reprimand for not immediately returning after reaching the two doors. But none of them really cared. They had been the first to find the Ruins.
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                It ended up being two days before the parties within the Ruins were able to return to the bluffs. Once they did, their fastest Hunters made their way back to the second base camp. From there, Carrian made his way to the entrance above the bluffs, along with every single Cavern Mage they had. Ezekiel and the other Hunters and Scholars from the initial investigation stood to the side as they discussed plans for another base.

“How long will it take to put up an external shelter?” Carrian asked the Cavern Mages. He and the Cavern Mages were looking over a small model of a structure that they intended to put up to cover the entrance above the bluffs.

“A while. At least a few days to get anything that’ll last. Even then it’ll require constant upkeep.” The oldest of the Cavern Mages said as he looked over the model. “The hardest parts are going to be the road areas. The roads themselves can’t be reshaped, so any dome we make will have at least three structural weak points. If the covers that we make collapse, then the resulting wind tunnel will increase the strength of the wind. No offense, but I don’t think even you would survive the forces involved. Especially if the storm last night was any indication of what we can expect.”

This was a problem that they’d been working on for a while now. No answer had been found. At first, they thought there must’ve been a means by which the Ruined city repaired their above ground structures. But then they realized that they probably disabled the formation temporarily to make repairs before reactivating it.

This wasn’t a method that they could replicate, as the formation was barely holding on. If they deactivated the formation at this point, it was likely that the Anchors would fall loose, and they wouldn’t be able to reactivate it. The consequences of such a thing were unknown. With the structure being underground, they didn’t want to think about the possibility of the bluffs collapsing in their entirety.

“Excuse me, sir!” The Hunter who led Ezekiel’s scouting party a couple of days prior spoke up. “We may not need to create a base up here.”

Carrian and the Cavern Mages all turned to look at him. The Hunter fidgeted nervously under their scrutinizing eyes.

“Explain.” Carrian ordered.

“Yessir. It was something I saw when we were scouting the structure below. It was just a glimpse, we didn’t want to set anything off by accident, but it looked like the city had a dock area.”

Ezekiel didn’t know this. He’d stayed back just in case, so he didn’t get as grand a view as the others. However, he didn’t doubt the Adept Hunter’s words. It would make sense for a city hidden behind a massive bluff to have a docking area. The lack of remains for a dock outside the bluffs supported the possibility of the dock being inside the bluff. He didn’t think that a city with such extensive protections would’ve been so inefficient as to have the only entrance to the city be a small gate at the top of a cliff.

“That would make sense. Alright! Change of plans. We'll set up a messenger system to ensure that messages get in and out as soon as possible. I’ll be taking part since there might be more Death Worms.” Carrian instructs.

“What about the other tunnel at the bottom? Did we manage to find anything out about that?” One of the Scholars asks. Carrian shakes his head.

“It dead ended in a large, flooded cavern. Although it could’ve had another sealed entrance somewhere. The problem is that there were just so many more tunnels at the bottom of the cavern. I don’t even know if we got all the Death Worms. Their attribute means that they can technically survive anywhere. Perhaps there was a waterway, or sewer system that connected to the City. For the moment, it’s been sealed, so there’s no point worrying about it right now.” Carrian states. “We have a way in right here. Though we’ll have to be careful. If there were Death Worms outside the formation, then there’s bound to be more inside.”

Everyone's faces turn grim at Carrian’s words. They all knew how poorly things turned out for Ginny and her team. The fact that they ran into Adept Death Worms was lucky. If the city was fully populated when it was sealed off, then there would’ve been a lot more deaths. Maybe even enough to create a Legendary Death Worm.

“Sir... The second fleet will be here in another week or so. As long as the storm didn’t reach them and throw them off. Should we wait for Scarlet and the Legendary Hunter she’s bringing with her? If we lose you, then we won’t be able to do anything but hold ground.” Another Scholar asked. Her voice was weary and shook slightly.

She flinched when the Hunters from the Island Hoppers glared at her. No Guild liked being compared to another one. Especially when they were in a weaker position. Luckily for the Scholar, Carrian spoke up before the Hunters got a chance to reply.

“You might be right.” Carian said with a sigh. The Hunters looked indignant.

“Do you think we’re not enough to keep the expedition safe?” One of the Adept Hunters asked.

Carrian didn’t answer verbally. He just flexed his mana. Immediately the Hunters and Scholars all felt their knees buckle. Some managed to catch themselves. Others went face first into the ground. Ezekiel, as the weakest one there, should’ve also hit the ground. But other than a slight grunt and a dip, he stood firmly on his feet.

“Wow... Carrian’s not just an old man. Is he?” Shine asked. They had always known at the back of their mind that Legendaries were beyond them. But other than the Legendary whale they’d moved past when Scarlet went into battle, Shine had never actually been put under pressure by a Legendary before.

“Yeah... You get used to it.” Ezekiel replied. His words would sound utterly ridiculous to anyone else. But his powerful Soul, and his multiple experiences feeling a Legendaries pressure were enough to have him used to it at this point. The Island Hoppers would also likely get used to it. If one of their leaders could break through to Tier four. A couple of their leaders were close, including Riker, but it’d be difficult.

After a few seconds, Carrian let up on the pressure, reeling in his mana until it was once again fully withheld inside his body. The Adept Hunter that had spoken had wide eyes and was pale in the face. A faint tremble traveled up and down his limbs as he pushed himself to his feet.

“Do you think you’re enough to keep us all safe?” Carrian asked. His voice was quiet. Soft and gentle, with no sort of rebuke nor accusation in his tone. Just pity and concern.

No one else said anything as they all packed up and headed back to the second camp. Sensors were set up and concealed near the Three Mountains, Nine Peaks gateway. They would send regular scouts to ensure that nothing strange happened to the entrance, but otherwise, they would wait until their reinforcements arrived before returning once again. Only Adepts would be allowed to participate in this particular part of the expedition.



It ended up being closer to ten days than a week before the second fleet arrived. By that point, everyone from Ginny’s tunnel party had recovered. Except for the man who’d lost his Spirit. He had returned to the primary base camp. While they needed all hands available for this expedition, it would be cruel and dangerous to have him participate as part of the away teams.

When Scarlet and her ship did arrive, alongside two other massive ships belonging to the Saber Scales, a Rank three Guild from another island, it was with much relief that the Island Hoppers and Scholars informed their reinforcements what had happened so far. With maps and reports detailing the extent of their progress, everyone was quickly brought up to speed.

Hence why, a mere day and a half later, the three Legendary Humans, and one Legendary Spirit, were standing with several dozen Adept Hunters and Scholars.

“The plan right now is simple. We go in, search for the dock area and the possible enchantments to open it to the sea, and we kill any Death Worms that might pop up.” Carrian states.

“We’ll divide into three groups. The Island Hoppers with us will be split between Carrian and myself. The Saber Scales will go with Hunter Kari. Scholars will be split between all groups. Do not forget your emergency slates. If you run into trouble, break them. We’ll be notified and a signal will be released so we can find you. Understood?” Scarlet asked.

“Yes ma’am!” The Scholars and Hunters all called out. Scarlet gave a nod of approval before turning to Kari. The tall Legendary Tempest Mage was running a finger down the back of her Spirit. It took the shape of a massive gray bird.

“Given the expected dangers, we won’t be asking you to do all you can to ensure the Ruin stays intact. Death Worms are too dangerous for restraint to be used.” Scarlet said.

Kari just nodded in reply before standing up and moving into position. It would be easier for her and either Carian or Scarlet to be involved in opening the gate. That way the others would retain most of their mana for the excursion into the Ruin.

As the gateway opened the gathered Hunters and Scholars entered to begin their investigation.



Back at the second base camp, Ezekiel and Sasha were currently working together to gather food from the small farming area that had been set up within an extended wall of the camp. The originally small secondary camp had been enlarged to the size of their primary base camp back at the beach. Not only did it need to properly house their reinforcements, but it also needed to be able to defend against potential Adept Spirits that might move against them.

As the two were carrying their baskets full of fruits and vegetables magically grown from the island’s crops. Sasha couldn’t help but voice her displeasure at their new jobs.

“Why the heck are we having to do this shit? I thought that being a Cavern Mage, I’d be more involved with field work, or even construction. Why am I playing farmer in the middle of a forest? Also, why are you so okay with this?” Sasha asked.

“I’ve been working with Ginny for much longer than you have. This is nothing new. Also, I’m working on reaching Tier two. So, the fact that I don’t need to use my Mana with these jobs is quite nice.” Ezekiel explained. He and Shine had been working hard on their meditations. Given that he hadn’t used his mana when inspecting the bluffs, allowing Shine to use theirs instead, Ezekiel had managed to gather enough mana over the past few days to nearly reach Step nine. He’d break through later tonight after he could get some rest.

The untamed wilderness of the island, and the increase in ambient mana due to the heightened Spirit presence meant that Ezekiel was having a much better time gathering mana than he had when he was in the city. The increased number of people meant that the ambient mana was being used much faster, leaving most with scraps. Something he hadn’t really noticed before he’d started going on expeditions with the Island Hoppers.

He originally thought that the abundance of Spirits would mean that more mana would be consumed. But he’d later found out that the constant conflicts between Wild Spirits meant that just as much mana was returning to nature as what was being consumed. Also, Spirits tended to grow slower in the wild, so the speed at which they absorbed ambient mana, rather than the mana of their killed foes of the same element, was much slower.

“I still don’t see why I needed to get dragged into this.” Sasha grumbled. “Her treatment is almost enough to make me want to leave the Guild. Almost.” Tuff just chittered in agreement.

“You’re my friend, and you’re not an Adept. That’s enough for Ginny to dislike you.” Ezekiel said in a bland and matter-of-fact tone.

“I still don’t get why that lady is in charge.” Shine mentally muttered.

“Too many people support her for the other Guild Leaders to throw her away. The Guild would potentially split, and she’d take too many secrets with her.” Ezekiel explained to Shine for the umpteenth time. “If we’re lucky, one of the other leaders will have broken through by the time we get back to Sanafalls.”

“You really think that’ll happen?” Shine asked.

“No. But a man can dream.” Ezekiel said. “At the very least, she is still loyal to the Guild. So, we shouldn’t be expecting any betrayals from her anytime soon.”

Shine fell silent. They didn’t like thinking about betrayal. The few memories Ezekiel had shown of the people he had met that had betrayed Harkem were unpleasant. The Void Spirit didn’t want that to happen to them. Unfortunately, this was something that neither of them could do anything about other than be careful of who they trusted and prepare to defend themselves if necessary.

“Ezekiel! Sasha! You’re wanted in the command house.” A Hunter called out to them as the finished dropping off their harvest at the dining area of the camp. The man walked off immediately afterward.

“Let’s go. No reason to give Ginny a reason to get pissed at us again. Not that it’ll stop her.” Ezekiel muttered as he and Sasha began trekking to the central structure of the camp.

A relatively large house of raised stone acted as the command center of this camp. It was reinforced with magic but didn’t really do anything other than act as a gathering place for information and planning. It was better than the original command tent, but it was still just a plain stone box.

Walking inside after getting past the Hunters standing watch, Ezekiel noticed that Fiana and George were also seated inside the command building. Hunched over a table to the side were Ginny and the second in command of the Saber Scales. An Adept Lightning Mage and a large centipede shaped Spirit were arguing with the present leader of the Island Hoppers.

“Sending an up jumped little brat in as one of our primary scouting teams is foolish. He already messed up one scouting mission. I fail to see how he’d succeed in a second one.” Ginny states as she looks over the maps and reports from the scouting missions up until today.

“First of all, every single report indicates that it was the Scholar’s fault that the initial scouting messed up. The Void Mage had nothing to do with that. So, stop wasting time with an argument that doesn’t exist. Secondly, we are trying to find a Temple of the Void. It would only make sense to have our Void Mage involved. Every other expedition group on the island has a Void Mage volunteer helping them. We should too.” The man from the Saber Scales says.

As the two argued more and more, Ezekiel got a better idea of what they were requested for. At the same time, Sasha grew more and more incredulous as Ginny tried, and failed, to convince the stronger Adept that Ezekiel was a worthless child. As well as a fraud, if the words Ginny was saying were interpreted right.

“Why does she hate you so much?” Sasha whispered to Ezekiel.

Ezekiel took a moment to answer. He knew that the Adepts in the room would be able to hear them, but he then realized that he didn’t care at this point.

“It’s not just me. Ginny hates anyone and everyone that has more potential than her. So she tries to beat them down with words and blackmail to ensure that no one can surpass her and call out her bullshit.” Ezekiel whispered back, not once taking his eyes off Ginny and the Saber Scale Hunter. “She calls me a fraud because the idea that a kid like me could be so much better and successful than her is too much for her to handle. So, she tries to set me up to fail, thinking I’m incapable of doing my job. Like her.”

“You brat!” Ginny screamed as she turned to fully face Ezekiel and Sasha.

Ezekiel remained dead faced as he continued to stare at the camp’s commanders. Sasha turned pale as she realized that their conversation had been overheard. Unlike Ezekiel, she hadn’t had anyone call her out for her whispering. She hadn’t realized that an Adept’s senses were that sensitive.

“Enough!” The Hunter from the Saber Scales yelled. A loud crack echoed through the room as his mana sparked. The desk beneath him flashed as his mana was partially released. A fractal wood burned pattern appeared on the desk. “If you cannot act your age then sit down and shut up. I let you try to convince me that this course of action was wrong, and you failed. Ezekiel, Fiana, George, and Sasha will be joining with two Hunters from my own Guild to delve deeper into our inland scouting. To hopefully catch up to the rest of the expeditions’ search for the Temple of the Void.”

The Hunter from Saber Scales gathered up a folder of documents before handing it to Fiana. It contained recent reports and maps drawn to show the paths that had been marked heading in land. The area they had covered was quite small. Usually, with an expedition like this, the area covered would be bigger by two thirds, at least.

“Sasha and Ezekiel are operating as part of my Guild.” Ginny said through gritted teeth. “If you send them off like this, I’ll have their sashes removed!”

Sasha froze up. Getting kicked out of a Guild just a few months after joining it wouldn’t look good for her future prospects. Ezekiel just looked incredibly calm.

“Fiana, my position as liaison is being filled by Scholar Christoph, is it not?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yes. It is. Similarly, your contract has been fulfilled. Technically, you’re only part of the Island Hoppers right now because Riker and the other Guild leaders asked you to remain on hand due to your capability as liaison.” Fiana said.

“It seems like I’ll have to disappoint them.” Ezekiel said, as he removed his Guild sash and placed his Church Badge on the front of his uniform. The clothes were standard issue Guild clothes for the Archipelago. He had his Church robes that he'd put back on later. Folding up the sash, Ezekiel carelessly tossed it in Ginny’s direction.

“Luckily for me, I got a contract signed by each of the other Guild Leaders before this expedition, indicating that I would be compensated, should Ginny threaten to kick me out of the Guild. Unless it was for something illegal. Following the orders of a Hunter that is higher in the chain of command is not illegal. Not with these orders, at least. So, thank you, Ginny, for ensuring that I’m paid double for this expedition.”

Ginny’s naturally pale face was turning red in anger. She had hoped that she’d finally managed to one up Ezekiel since her superiors were gone. But it seemed like Ezekiel had been working his own strings behind the scenes. Even before they had reached the island.

But then she turned to Sasha with a grin. According to the accord between the Prime Guild and the Church of Ten, only Hunters and Scholars were permitted on expeditions to the Desolate Lands. Something that everyone in this room was aware of. If Sasha was kicked out, Ginny might be able to get back at Ezekiel by going after his friends.

“Sasha.” Fiana spoke up before Ginny could. “According to this document, signed and witnessed by all the Adept Scholar’s on this expedition. As well as proposed by both Grand Scholar Carrian and Grand Scholar Scarlet. I would like to offer you a place as an apprentice of the Church of Ten, under my direct supervision. Should you accept, please sign here, and remove your Guild sash.”

Silent shock spread through the room. George was aware of this beforehand but was pouting in his chair. While the rest of the room was looking at Fiana in shock.

“You can’t do that!” Ginny screamed.

“Yes, I can!” Fiana stated. “If you don’t like it, take it up with Scarlet and Carrian yourself when they return!”

Unlike Ginny, who was only at Step seven of Tier three, and her Spirit a Step below, Fiana was at the Peak of Tier three. In a one-on-one duel, Fiana would be taken out after a bit of time. But she was one of the Sanafalls Cathedral’s best fighters. Fiana also had back up, in the form of George, Ezekiel, Shine, and the Saber Scale Hunter who would support the Church should Ginny attack them. Needless to say, Ginny went silent quite fast. Her face puckered like she had just bitten into a lemon.

Sasha, on the other hand, looked conflicted. Technically, the Island Hoppers were the strongest Guild on Sanafalls. Not the only Guild, but the strongest, and most likely to reach Rank three in the near future. Giving up her Guild membership might make things harder for her, but she might not survive if Ginny kept sabotaging her place on this expedition.

“Girl. Don’t make a choice that you’ll regret.” Ginny threatened. Sasha turned to look at her. She made up her mind in that instant.

“I accept, Scholar Fiana.” Sasha said. Her voice cracking as signed the document. A contract with details regarding her acceptance into the Church of Ten as an Apprentice. As well as the additional responsibilities that would be placed on her for having a bonded Spirit.

Many Scholars still wished they could bond with a Spirit. Especially those that had lost one. So, she would likely have some additional work in the future. But it would be work that would actually be good for her. That said, Sasha couldn’t help but feel regretful as she took off her Guild sash. Until she saw the look on Ginny’s face and realized that she’d made the right choice.

“In that case. It seems that no Hunters from the Island Hoppers will be participating in this particular scouting mission.” The Hunter from the Saber Scales said with a clap of his hands. “That means you can leave, Ginny.”

No one in the room missed the lack of title in the Hunter’s address. Usually, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. But everyone could tell that he was mocking her. She had no authority over anyone in the room after all. After a few moments of silence, Ginny picked up the two Guild sashes and left the command center. Much to everyone else's relief.



Word spread through the camp fairly quickly. Luckily, it seemed like Ginny’s behavior was enough to convince even her own Guild that Sasha and Ezekiel were in the right. Though there was still some frustration at the fact that the Scholars seemed to be supporting a different Guild. Only the few Hunters that were truly loyal to Ginny actually made a fuss about it though. Trying, and failing, to get their fellow Island Hoppers to make a ruckus.

Luckily, for the most part, Ezekiel and his team didn’t have to deal with that nonsense. Instead, the next day they found themselves several kilometers deep into the caldera. Ezekiel had managed to break through to Step nine the night before, something that had helped both himself and Shine immensely. The increase in mana meant that they could now use their teleportation trick more easily. If things went well, then they might even be able to reach Tier two before they finished with this expedition.

“Hold up.” Fiana said as she looked over a map. They had been walking for several hours. The two Saber Scale Hunters had been incredibly helpful, for the most part following Fiana’s lead, and had managed to help fend off a few Wild Spirits they’d run into.

“What’s the problem?” A fairly tall man with blue eyes and hair asked. This was Martin, an Adept Glacial Mage. His partner was Nina, an Adept Tempest Mage. Martin’s Spirit was a small crocodilian creature. Nina was bonded to a serpent shaped Spirit. She was much quieter than Martin, who enjoyed telling Ezekiel and Sasha tales of his past expeditions and missions as a Hunter.

“The landscape has changed. If these maps are right, then there should be a massive tree, visible in that direction.” Fiana said as she pointed into the distance. “There’s no mention of these types of trees in this area either. So, either we got lost, or something changed.”

Martin moved forward to take a look at the maps and notes that Fiana was looking over. Nina joined them, while George just started looking around frantically, trying to find the apparently missing massive tree.

A cracking of branches drew all their attention as something made its way towards them. Making its way out of the brush to the side, a wooden figure walked towards them. Seeing the moving tree in front of them George took a step back. This surprised the group, as they all knew that George wanted to bond with a Life Spirit of some kind.

“We need to go! NOW!” George said as he tried to get the group to run, but it was too late.

All around them, the trees started moving. Bright green veins stretched upwards from the ground. But only a few of the trees, the ones that didn’t belong in this area, seemed to be affected. Suddenly, the ground began to tremble, and the foreign trees twisted together, their branches reaching out to bind and ensnare the Scholars and Hunters.
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                As Ezekiel and his team were wrapped up by tree branches, they all did their best to cut themselves free. Ezekiel and Shine channeled their mana as best they could. But the moment they inflicted any damage the cuts immediately closed as green Life mana filled and healed them nearly instantly.

The others weren’t having much luck either. Fiana found her fires doing little, and what wood that did burn fell to the ground as charcoal as the branches regrew without issue. Martin, Nina, and Sasha all made their own attempts to break free, but they and their Spirits were bound tightly, and nothing was going to get them loose.

Only George didn’t attempt to try and break free. Instead, he just stared listlessly into the distance. Muttering under his breath. Those that could enhance their senses realized that George was reciting prayers to the Ancients. Given George’s usual confidence and attitude, this made all of them nervous. But they had little time to dwell on this, as they began to move.

The trees themselves pulled them further and further away from the rim of the caldera. But only some of the trees were moving. Ezekiel realized that the trees that were pulling them along seemed to be old oak trees. They were in all shapes and sizes, many of which didn’t look like normal oak trees.

“Be not afraid!” A voice cut through the group's collective panic.

They all turned as best they could to look at the wooden figure that was riding atop some branches alongside them. As they looked closer, they realized that this figure was surprisingly humanoid in form. It was as if someone had carved a suit of armor from wood. It had glowing green lines running up and down its body, and glowing green eyes in the helmet.

“You will not be harmed. Please, do not panic. It is simply faster for you to reach me in this way.” The figure spoke slowly, with a low rumble that reverberated through the human’s skulls.

“Then, why are we bound?” Fiana asked. By this point everyone realized that there was no point in struggling. For a Spirit like this to be able to speak to them so clearly, it was obviously a Legendary Spirit. One that was near or at the peak of its Tier. Only those ones were powerful enough to vocalize their speech. None of them stood a chance if this Spirit wished to hurt them.

“You do not see how fast you are truly moving. As the trees move with you, you do not feel it. I am at the center of this island. It would take you a week to reach me at your fastest pace. Now, it shall merely take a few hours. The bindings are for your protection. Else you would feel the forces with your bodies.” The wooden figure explained.

Each of the Mages paled at the wooden figures words. The speeds they were travelling at were well beyond what they could withstand. A Legendary figure might be able to move that fast. But even then, it would be tough. If they weren’t protected by the branches surrounding them, they’d probably be bloody chunks from the wind resistance.

“Can you explain what’s going on?” Fiana asked. It seemed like the other Adepts were content to let the fiery Mage do the talking.

“I need to speak with the boy and his Spirit. I felt it best to bring their protectors as well.” The Spirit said with a rattle of wooden branches as it pointed at Ezekiel. For his part, Ezekiel just rolled his eyes. Of course, the Legendary Spirit was looking for him. Why wouldn’t it be?

“I think I get why you think a low profile is a good thing. Even if you don’t seem to keep one all that often.” Shine said to Ezekiel.

“It’s not my fault I’ve gotten worse at staying on the downlow. I kept my magic secret for five years, until I got involved with a Guild. Now I just can’t seem to stay out of trouble.” Ezekiel complained as he tried to defend himself. “I blame the fact that I’m giving puberty a second go. It freaking sucks.”

Now that he knew that he wasn’t about to die right away, Ezekiel decided that there really wasn’t any point in warping at the moment. Technically he could break free by warping himself and Shine out of the grasp of the branches. But then he’d just get captured again.

“May I ask, what kind of Spirit are you? I’ve never seen a Life Spirit use magic like this.” Fiana asked. She wanted to know more about how the Spirit knew about Ezekiel and Shine. As well as what it wanted with them but figured that finding out more about this Spirit was more of a priority.

“I am--” The Spirit suddenly stopped speaking. It turned its helmet shaped head away from the group. Staring into the distance, its eyes seemed to brighten for a moment. Its previously seated posture suddenly hunched over, and it seemed to tense its body as if angry at something unseen.

“The green fool knows what I am. I have something I must deal with.” The wooden figure then went still, its eyes and the glowing veins along its body turned dim. As the Spirit went quiet, the bound Mages and Spirits turned their attention to George, whose face was turning red from the attention. He hadn’t expected to be called out by a Legendary Spirit.

“It’s rare, but sometimes, when a Life Spirit becomes a Legendary being, instead of solidifying its power, it can spread it out evenly. Instead of a Legendary tree Spirit. This is more of a Legendary forest.” George explained. “I read about it when researching Life Spirits. Apparently, it’s the last phase that a Life Spirit goes through before it ascends to Tier five. Though, obviously this has only occurred once.”

Ezekiel was not as knowledgeable of the higher Tier Spirits in the world. But he did know that there were a few Exalted beings at Tier five. He didn’t know what elements they were, but it seemed that George could confirm that there was a Life Spirit amongst them.

“Essentially, what happens is the Legendary Spirit in question, splits their mana between multiple bodies. So instead of one tree with third Step mana, you’d have up to three trees with first Step mana. Each tree is then able to gather its own mana, as if it were its own Spirit.” George explained. “It also means that, if they can withstand the pain, they could split their mana into multiple bodies of a lower Tiered Step instead. Basically, giving them an army of Life Spirits.”

“Wouldn’t that mean that it could reach Tier five quite fast? If it has multiple bodies with Tier four mana, couldn’t it just add them all together in order to push to the next Tier? There’s no conflicting will if it’s all its own mana.” Fiana asked. The two Hunters were still silent. Not as knowledgeable about such things as the Scholars.

Ezekiel also kept quiet. But that was mostly because of how familiar this process sounded.

“Apparently it has to do with the soul. Splitting one’s mana into a new body means that the soul is damaged. Repairing it leaves scars that are difficult to heal, which act like blockages that prevent the mana from being added back together perfectly. Mana can still be shared between bodies, much like a Spirit and a Hunter. But it can’t be used to push one body higher than the other. That has to be done individually. Similarly, the strength of their soul limits how many bodies of a given Tier that the Forest Spirit can have. If the soul is too weak, the newly split body just dies.” George explained. “Of course, this is all hearsay. The Exalted Life Spirit hasn’t exactly allowed any Mages to examine it. Not that we could, with a Tier five mana being too dense to examine by those of lower Tier.”

Ezekiel and Shine shared a mental glance. The process of becoming a Forest Spirit sounded almost exactly like what had happened to them. The only difference being that they could still share mana to push one higher. Though only because Ezekiel was of a much higher Step than Shine. When they eventually reach the same Step that might end up changing.

The party fell silent as George finished his explanation. Whilst terrifying, as much as it was amazing, none of them were in the mood for small talk. They also had no reason to make plans, as their captor would doubtless be able to hear them. For now, all they could do was wait until they arrived at their destination and hope that they could somehow get word back to their camp later.



The sun had not yet set when the captured party reached their destination. It had certainly dipped much closer to the horizon. In the nearing distance, they could all see a massive oak tree surrounded by what looked like many smaller oak trees acting as a defensive line. A soft crackling sound was heard as the wooden figure next to them all was animated once again.

“Apologies for my silence. There was an issue on the eastern borders of the caldera that needed to be dealt with. It seems my actions were not unnoticed by the enemy.” The Spirit said to them.

The humans all flinched. Their initial eye in the sky scouting had shown them the areas of the island that were firmly under the Cruor’s control. The crimson lakes and rivers showed that the eastern half of the island was firmly under the Cruor’s control. Given the Forest Spirit’s words, that most certainly meant that their presence was known on the island now.

If that was the case, then they would need to be especially careful near the shores. While the number of Spirits nearby wasn’t small, the Deep Cruor might still make it to the western side of the island at some point. Even the more southern and northern tips were now much more dangerous.

“I don’t suppose you might allow us to send word to our people? To let them know of the additional dangers.” Fiana asked the Spirit.

Their guide fell silent, the light in its eyes dimming for a moment before brightening once again. A wooden plate grew from one of the branches and was placed in front of Fiana. Her arm was released from its hold and a shiny metallic green leaf was placed in her hand.

“Write your message here. I shall convey the message to one of my bodies nearer to your camp. It will relay a second bark with your message engraved upon it.” The Spirit said.

Fiana nodded in thanks before writing her message. She simply summarized their current situation, and their placement on the island. Explaining to them that it would take them a week to reach their location if they had a straight path. Given the Spirits and obstacles in their way, it would likely take them double that time realistically.

“My thanks, Exalted one.” Fiana said as she released the pen. The Spirit wasn’t Exalted just yet, but to them it might as well be. The pen fell to the ground beneath them and was lost in the brush as they moved past. They were nearly at the foot of the massive oak tree now and their movement was slowing down. Just a few hundred meters from the base of the tree, they fully stopped, and found themselves on the ground, free to move around once again.

Looking toward the colossal tree in front of them, each and every one of them was in awe. The tree was at least a kilometer tall, and several times wider. The canopy was so thick that it blocked out all view of the sky from below. The only reason they had any light at all was due to the low position of the sun, but even that was mostly blocked out at ground level.

It was composed of multiple trunks and branches acting as pillars to support its size, with one central pillar that was bigger than any tree Ezekiel had ever heard of. Though he had to admit to himself that he hadn’t exactly spent too much of his life in the wilderness of the world. Especially not one as old as this. A living Relic from the Age of Hubris.

A bridge made of tree branches grew from the ground and reached out from the many smaller oak trees that surrounded them. It led up towards the central trunk of the tree. A doorway had appeared on the bark of the tree. Simply designed, but the spiraling knots of wood made for a unique aesthetic that Ezekiel didn’t expect a tree, no matter how old, to have.

“Please, enter. I believe that we should speak. Face to face.” The wooden figure said. It then fell into pieces, turning into mulch as it was absorbed into the surrounding trees. Turning to the wooden bridge, the Scholars took a deep breath to calm themselves, though George was slightly trembling. The Hunters, Ezekiel included, found themselves petting their Spirits for comfort. As one, they moved forward.



Back at the second base camp, a large oak tree now stood prominently in the center of the camp, having broken through the stone command center. Carved into the trunk of the tree was the message written by Fiana. Mixed in were several phrases and codes that the other Scholars used to confirm the validity of the message.

It didn’t take long for the various Adepts to call a council, nor for the different scout teams to be recalled, and for messages to be sent to the away teams still in the underground city. As they waited for word to get back to them from the away team, they had little to do besides wait, and make some preliminary plans to deal with the situation. Of course, some people were not content to let things lie, and felt the need to point fingers.

“I told you all, that brat was bad news!” Ginny practically screamed at her fellow Adepts.

“How the hell is it the kid’s fault? No one could’ve known that a Legendary Spirit would take interest in him.” One of the Scholars replied.

“Ginny, stop it. We get it, you don’t think the kid deserves to be here. But can you honestly say, for a fact, that he can’t do his job?” The various Adepts all looked at her as the Hunter from the Saber Scales spoke. The fact that a Hunter from a different Guild was supporting Ezekiel meant that he had managed to impress more than just some Island Hoppers Hunters. Even in the relatively short time they’d actually interacted with each other.

Ginny just huffed and ignored the question. Everyone else continued to devise different strategies. Some wanted to pull back. Take the necessary defensive precautions and get ready to leave as soon as possible. They saw little point in continuing an expedition that might break out into a war at any moment. Others said that they needed to get word back to the nearby human islands. If they could get more reinforcements, then maybe with the help of the Forest Spirit, they could break the Deep’s hold on the island, and expand humanity’s territory. At least for a little while.

Ultimately, the decision would boil down to whether or not the Forest Spirit could provide aid to them. As well as whether or not the other expedition teams were willing to continue with the expedition. There were a number of groups on the island, after all. It wasn’t as if this decision was something that only they could determine.

“We should wait until the Leader and Grand Scholars return from the underground city. That way we can ensure that none of our plans are put to waste.” One of the Sable Saber Hunters said. Many other Hunters agreed with her.

“Perhaps we should send a separate team to find the Guild Leader and Grand Scholars. Clearly our messages are too slow.” The nominal leader of the Saber Scales put forward. “That way, we could try and--”

The Hunter was cut off as the opening to the hastily made command tent was torn open. A gasping and panting messenger was standing at the entrance of the tent. He was an injured Tempest Mage and looked to be on the verge of collapsing. His sash indicated him as being a part of the Island Hoppers Guild. His Spirit was nowhere to be seen.

“Attack! There was an attack at sea. One of our fishing boats was destroyed.” The man fell over. He was barely caught in time by one of the Adepts near the entrance.

“Was it Wild Spirits?! Or have the Cruor moved their forces already?!” One of the Saber Scale Hunters asked.

“Neither... It was humans... Hunters... From a Cult!... Four Legendary Hunters!” The scout was beginning to lose consciousness. “Wild Spirits... held them off... whole ship... lost...” With those words said, the man fell unconscious.

Silence spread through the command tent. Before Ginny and the present leader of the Saber Scales began giving orders.

“Get that man to a healer. NOW! The rest of you begin packing up. Send our fastest messenger to the rear base camp. They are to pack all non-stationary equipment into Void Pouches and destroy whatever they can’t pack up. They need to get to the top of the bluffs as soon as possible!” Ginny shouted. The leader of the Saber Scales ordered his own Hunters to provide aid, and to accompany the messenger to instruct their own Guild forces at the rear camp.

“Our camps out here can’t defend against one Legendary, let alone Four Legendary Hunter-Spirit pairs. Our only choice right now is to regroup with our own Legendaries. Hopefully they’ve managed to get control of the defensive mechanisms of the city. Perhaps those will be of better use at this time.” The Hunter from the Saber Scales stated. “Move, people, move!”

A frantic chaos seemed to spread as the Hunters and Scholars alike began to pack up everything they could. They knew full well that they wouldn’t stand a chance against the forces that were coming for them. If it was one Legendary Hunter, then perhaps they would stand a chance, if they all worked together. Most of them would die, but they might take their enemy with them. But four Hunters? They’d be wiped out in an instant. They could only hope that they could get away in time.

Unseen by all in the tent, a small oak leaf that had been blown into the tent prior to the messenger’s arrival flew out of the tent as they all got to work. There was no wind as this occurred.



Several hours later, the entirety of the expedition teams from the Church and the two Guilds were atop the bluff at the entrance to the gateway leading down. Each and every one of the Hunters and Scholars was moving into the opened gateway as fast as they could. As the last few Hunters made their way through, the center point was swept clean of any evidence of human presence, and the gateway closed as the last Mages who held it open entered underground.

As the assortment of people made their way down, they were surprised to see that another camp had been set up at the bottom of the path. As well as defenses set up in front of the door to the focal point of the formation.

“Have the Guild Leader and Grand Scholars been informed of the situation?” Ginny asked as they all began setting up at the new base camp.

“Yes, ma’am. They were informed of both situations. The Forest Spirit and the Cult. All attempts to open the docks to the ocean have since been halted, and they are returning to the camp now. Well, all but Grand Scholar Scarlet. She’s already here.” One of the Apprentice Hunters from the Island Hoppers said.

He then explained how Scarlet and her team had run into a Legendary Death Worm while scouting the center of the city. There had been a waterway nearby that had given Scarlet the upper hand, allowing her to kill it. But they battle still resulted in injuries all around. She and her team were very lucky that no one had died during the fight. Nor had any Spirits, though most were going to be out of commission for a least a few days.

“Take me to her.” Ginny ordered. She and the nominal leader from the Saber Scales followed the Apprentice to a medical tent. Inside, Scarlet was staring at the roof of the tent as Death Mages worked to extract mana from her wounds, including a missing arm, while Life Mages worked to keep her stable. Ginny, having experienced such injuries herself, winced as she saw the same operations performed on her take place on the Legendary Mage in front of her.

“Guild Leaders. It seems like things have taken yet another turn for the worse.” Scarlet said. Her voice was flat and emotionless. Something that took Ginny by surprise, as she knew full well how much pain the Legendary Scholar would be in right now. “Report”

Ginny and the Adept from the Saber Scales did so. Going more in regarding the information sent to them from Fiana. As well as what they knew of the Cult’s movements. The messenger was still unconscious, so they were missing several details. But they knew they couldn’t take any risks, even if they didn’t have confirmation of the claims just yet.

“You made the right decision. I have little to no doubt that this is the Cult that has been making moves to take over the various pirate groups for the past few years. It doesn’t surprise me that they’re making a move to take whatever spoils they can from the Ruins on this island. Taking a bite out of the Church almost certainly helps them as well.” Scarlet said with a heavy sigh, shifting as her chest twinges in pain.

“Grand Scholar, please stop moving.” One of the healers said softly. By now, the Death Mages had finished up. Apparently, they had been working on her for the majority of the day. At this point, the Life Mages just had to finish closing Scarlet’s wounds and then let her rest for a day or so before regrowing her arm. Scarlet just grunted in reply but did her best not to move.

“For now, continue to set up fortifications around the camp. Expand it as best you can. But stay at least a couple hundred meters away from the city walls. The Death Worms don’t seem to care about leaving their nesting zones. So, we should be safe here near the Spiral. Also, have some Scholars set up traps and defenses in the Spiral leading upwards. I doubt they’ll know how, but we don’t want to risk the Cult figuring out how to get into the path.” Scarlet instructed.

“Other than that, do not send out any scouting teams. We might’ve been able to map out the general layout of the city and surrounding caverns, but that doesn’t mean we know where all the nests are. We know that there’s at least one Legendary Death Worm.” Scarlet nodded to her missing arm. “Let’s not find out if there’s more without anyone strong enough to fight it being nearby. Understood?”

Ginny and the other Adept nodded in unison. Neither of them wanted to face a Legendary Spirit in general. Let alone a Death Worm Spirit. With that said, the two current Guild leaders left to begin giving orders to their respective Hunters. Outside the tent, several Scholars were waiting patiently for their chance to speak with their leader.

Scarlet could only sigh as she realized that she wouldn’t be getting any rest before Carrian and Kari returned. She hoped that the other expedition teams weren’t having as many difficulties as her expedition was. If they couldn’t find a way to regroup and work together. Between the Wild Spirits, the Cruor, and now the Cult, she wasn’t sure if this expedition was something they would survive.

She really hoped that Ezekiel and his team managed to work something out with the Forest Spirit. For all she knew, it may be their only hope right now.
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                Just off the coast of the Ruin’s island where the expedition teams made camp. Several large ships, nearly twice the size of the Church and Island Hoppers ships were circling the wreckage of several ships. In the water were the dissolving bodies of several powerful Tier three wild Spirits, as well as a Single Legendary Wild Spirit.

“Are we done here?” Meryn, clad in his Spirit Armor, asked his companions, also clad in the Legendary Spirit armor. “We have already been delayed for too long. It’s likely that word has been spread to the Church and Guild Expedition teams. It would not be in our interests if they were to group up.”

Gwen and Francis, the reinforcements for the Church of Light from the continent, were standing atop the dispersing mana of the wild Spirits below. They kept watch as the mana from the Spirits was allowed to dissipate. Their presence ensured that no additional wild Spirits would approach at the prospect of additional mana. Seeing that the bodies were mostly gone, the two rose into the air to step back onto one of the ships.

“We’re done. Let’s move.” Francis said as he and Gwen dispelled their Spirit armor.

Meryn dispelled his as well, trusting his fellow Followers to know what they were doing. Kameira had already done so, having retreated back into the belly of her ship the moment she saw that the wild Spirits only had a single Legendary amongst them. Had there been more, she and Meryn might have participated in the later portions of the battle, after they had finished wiping out the Island Hoppers in the area. As it was, Gwen and Francis were more than enough, though Meryn did support from a distance.

Each of the three Legendaries of the Cult of Light was more world weary than before. Their bodies were somewhat worn down, and their clothing was no longer the immaculate garb of a religious worshipper or member of the nobility. Having been driven from the primary trade islands, they were forced to take refuge on an entirely uninhabited island. One that didn’t even have a Ruins that they could search for treasures on. This had made them lose a number of valuable resources as they tried to turn the island, they had into something they could use.

The lack of trade and people with skills to be put to use meant that they had to turn to piracy in full. Something that the Cultists had hoped that they could simply dabble in and oversee. But the cost of supporting their forces was too much for their meager facilities, and they needed food and clothing from other islands. Islands that were wary of possible cultists and pirates. Hence their difficulties.

Things were made even worse for them since word had been spread about their presence in the Archipelago. As far as Meryn and his allies were concerned, the Followers of Radiance were there to spread the light of the Ancients, and the civilization they created to the various islands in the Archipelago.

As such, to hear their actions be turned into baseless slander and lies that turned all potential followers away from them was a serious blow to their goals, and ego. Of course, the fact that they actively tried to kill any Void Mages they found, especially ones that practiced Void Meditation techniques, didn’t do them any favors.

More than a few islands were wary enough of them to request their Legendary Guardians to ensure that the Followers of Radiance weren’t able to step foot in their cities. This had led to a number of scars marring the faces and bodies of more than a few of the cultists. They just didn’t have enough Life Mages to fix all their injuries in time to prevent such things.

Meryn stared out towards the island where the Church of Ten and numerous Guilds awaited them. The sheer number of Hunters from the various Guilds was more than enough to overwhelm them, if they were a single army. But while the Followers of Radiance weren’t able to get any spies directly as a part of the Guilds, that didn’t mean that family members were out of the question.

“Let's get to the shore. We can take over whatever’s left of their base to make our own camp. Let our fellow Followers rest for a time. We can begin striking tomorrow. Hopefully those damned Com Slates haven’t advanced enough to send full messages.” Meryn said. “We might even be able to set up an ambush if we can confirm they sent an emergency call.”

“That might be hoping for a bit too much, Meryn. It might be better to begin picking off the other expeditions while we still have high numbers.” Gwen said. “We don’t know what, exactly, they’ve managed to find so far. They could have support from an undiscovered Ruin.”

“We’d know for certain if someone hadn't been overzealous in her attack.” Francis muttered angrily. He and Gwen were in charge of taking care of the Spirits when they were whipped into a fury from the battle with the Island Hoppers.

Kameira was supposed to take some Hunters from the Guild alive. They knew having prisoners would be helpful. Only she didn’t bother listening to orders. Sadistically taking the lives of all the Hunters without restraint. When they demanded she explain herself, she just muttered something about lesser Hunters not knowing their place, before heading into the ship, a fresh bottle of something held in her hand.

Meryn ignored the complaints from his companions for now. He knew they were legitimate, as Kameira’s behavior had been deteriorating as of late. It seemed to him that she would never be able to accept their religion’s goals. He had accepted that, but as of late it seemed like she had begun to give up. She no longer took to her tasks with the vigorous zeal she once did. It seemed like she no longer had anything to distract her, and she was lost.

“So long as she helps us kill the Anathema, I don’t care about her other mistakes.” Meryn said. His voice cut through Gwen and Francis’ argument. “We’re nearly there. So long as we play our cards right, we’ll have a twofold victory for when we return to the continent. The head of the Anathema, and a ship filled with Relics from a Temple of the Void.”

The three Legendary cultists smiled at the thought. Meryn had been suffering for just over three years, while Gwen and Francis had been in the Archipelago for nearly as long. None of them wished to remain here any longer than necessary. With their ultimate goal in sight, they felt confident that they’d reach it soon.

“My lords.” A messy haired woman with a gaunt face and wearing a patchwork dress approached the three Legendaries from behind. It was Milicent, but she looked horrible. Nothing like the stately woman who was once the elected leader of a large city district.

“Apologies for the interruption, but one of our scouts reported something. Regarding the Hunter who managed to flee while you were preoccupied with the wild Spirits. It seems like the nearest expedition has retreated from their camps. They were headed to the extensive bluffs not far away from their initial landing zone. It’s likely that some signal has been sent to the other expeditions, but we’re not sure what that message might be.” She said in a subdued and slightly nervous tone.

“Disappointing. Did the scout see why they went there?” Francis asked.

“No. They recalled their Spirit when the Hunters brought themselves to full alert. Given the heightened alertness, the scout feared getting caught.” Milicent explained.

“Fine. We have a temporary heading. We’ll make our way to their initial camp and follow in their steps. Then, we’ll figure out where they went after heading to the bluffs. They’re likely hiding something if they haven’t left that area.” Francis said. “Tell the captains to bring us in. I want us landed and set to take over their camps by nightfall.”

Given the height of the sun, they would not have much time to do this. Knowing that failing their leaders wasn’t an option, especially for a non-believer like herself, Milicent ran as fast as she could to convey their orders to the crews. As the ships turned fully toward the island, the three Legendary cultists continued to stare at their destination for a while before heading to their individual ships. They decided that it would be best to get what little rest they could for now.

They’d be hunting down some dangerous prey come morning after all.



Meanwhile, within the underground Ruins beneath the bluffs. Scarlet, Carrian, and Kari have reconvened at the base of the focal point for the Spiral Paths Formation. Now healed, the Hunter that survived the encounter with the Cult of Light was giving a full and in-depth report.

He detailed their Spirit, their numbers, and their elements. The last of which brought some major concerns to the Legendaries in the camp. A Cavern Mage, and a Legendary Tempest, and Glacial Mage would be able to easily open the gateway to the Spiral Path. That meant that their current hope rested on the messages to the other expeditions via Com Slate.

If just one other expedition could meet up with them, then they’d be able to match the Cult of Light’s Legendaries. At least in numbers. It was an unfortunate fact that Legendary Hunters had the upper hand when compared to Legendary Mages. Even if the latter worked in pairs.

“Go get some rest. You look like you need it.” Carrian said to the messenger. The Hunter didn’t say a word, merely nodding before listlessly leaving the temporary command center. Along with the Legendary Mages there were also a number of Adept Mages and Hunters. Given what they were facing, there was no chance that they’d be able to handle everything by themselves. Even if they were the strongest people there.

“Any suggestions? For the moment, we’re cut off from the other expeditions. Our supplies will last us a few weeks at best, and we’re still dealing with Death Worms. Please keep these facts in mind before you speak up.” Carrian said. No one said anything for a few moments. Some of the Adepts even closed their eyes and slumped into their chairs. Others crossed their arms over their faces, and more just looked lost. This was a bad situation all around, and it wasn’t looking like anyone would be getting out alive.

“What about the current away team? The ones captured by the Forest Spirit. Is there any chance that they could get a more in-depth message to the other expeditions?” One of the Island hopper Adepts asked. Seeing her subordinate trying to rely on Ezekiel made Ginny grit her teeth, but she acknowledged that this was perhaps their best bet.

“How would they know to send a message though? If we could send that team a message with a Com Slate, then we could send a message to the other expeditions directly.” Another Adept stated. The table fell silent once again. All of them lost in thought.

“... I’m surprised that you’re not demanding we go rescue your precious little genius.” Ginny finally said as she looked toward Scarlet and Carrian. The two glared at her, a small amount of pressure leaked into the room as they briefly released their mana.

“Just because we acknowledge and appreciate Ezekiel’s genius doesn’t mean we can’t prioritize. As it is, they are safer with the Forest Spirit than they are with us. So, sending a team that might very well be captured by cultists would be foolish. Especially since secrecy is currently our best defense. It's the same reason you didn’t send messengers directly to the other expeditions. The dangers of crossing Wild Spirit territories to reach them would be suicide right now.” Scarlet said through gritted teeth.

Neither she nor Carrian wished to allow Ezekiel and his team to remain with the Forest Spirit without backup. But given what they were facing right now, they both acknowledged that Ezekiel was safer where he is now. It would take the cultists over a week to get to them after all. Maybe less if the Legendary cultists blitzed the island. However, doing so would make them targets of every Spirit there. Including whatever unknown Legendaries were hidden from them.

Ginny, for her part, didn’t say anything else. As much as she hated the additional privileges that the so-called geniuses she’d seen in her life, she appreciated the fact that her superiors weren’t bending over backwards to save theirs. She wasn’t stupid enough to want Ezekiel dead, after all. Just brought to heel and put in his place where a Tier one Mage was meant to be.

“If no one has any suggestions, then I propose that we continue to fortify the defenses of the Spiral Paths Formation. We have almost managed to fully map out the enchantments to the formation’s core. If we can finish that then we might be able to change the elemental keys for unlocking the gateway. If we can do that, then we can change it to elements that will be harder for them to acquire. Agreed?” Carrian proposed to the group.

After everyone gave their approval to the plan, Scarlet spoke up.

“We should also continue with our investigation of the Ruins. We might be able to find something that can help us in a pinch. Wiping out the Death Worms should also be a priority. I know that it means making things easier for the Cult if they manage to beat us. But being trapped between two antagonistic forces is not exactly good for our survival.” Scarlet said.

“Agreed. We’ll organize a few new scouting teams. You’ll be staying here though. We need someone to manage the camp directly. It’s grown too big for us to all leave. Especially if a Death Worm manages to get past whatever it is that’s keeping them away from here.” Carrian stated. “Kari, I’d like to change your investigation area while we’re here. I want you to begin investigating the areas outside the city, near the inland side of the caverns.”

Kari, surprised at being addressed, was confused as to why her area of investigation was being changed. She thought it’d be better to keep her with the rest while they investigated the city.

“I want you to see if you and your teams can find the entrance to the Caldera side of the bluffs. From what little we’ve managed to uncover, and from what wasn’t destroyed by the Death Worms, it seems like there were roads leading inland. If we can find it, then we might be able to use it as a backdoor to sneak past those cultists.” Carrian explained.

Everyone at the table looked excited at the prospect of another gateway being found. They’d originally wanted to find the external entrance to the docks. But given the cultists were coming in from the sea, it was determined that that was a bad idea. So, finding an exit that took them inland would be a lifeline they couldn’t afford to give up on.

“...Understood. I will find it.” Kari said quietly. Her voice was gentle, but also seemed strained from disuse.

Carrian nodded in approval. Looking back over the assembled Adepts, Scholars and Hunters alike, he couldn’t help but feel weary as the weight of the situation sat heavily on his shoulders. As the room slowly emptied, the Adepts setting off to assemble teams for their tasks, he couldn’t help but feel a hint of regret. He couldn’t help but feel like he should’ve pushed harder to hunt down the Cult of Light when they first appeared in the Archipelago.

Shaking his head, he knew that he needed to focus. There were more pressing matters to be concerned with. Here and now, he had people to protect, and enemies to fend off. He just hoped that the other expeditions didn’t do anything stupid while they were cut off.



Elsewhere on the island, the various expedition teams had received notice on their Com Slates. Given the limitations of the Com Slates, it was impossible to send extensive messages. There were attempts to create a language to convey such things, but the conflict between different branches of the Church meant that no singular language had been created yet. Instead, expeditions determined preset messages beforehand, so as to allow teams to determine dangers in a given situation.

The current problems that the Sanafalls expedition was facing were not something that was clearly determined before the expeditions split up. However, the message they did send was able to summarize an approximation of the problem.

It signaled that there were multiple Legendary combatants. Eight in this particular instance. As well as stating that a Ruin had been found, though not the Temple of the Void. That the expedition was currently safe, and that they were trapped, and in need of assistance.

They were unable to explain that it was a Cult that had reached them. Nor could they explain that it was four Hunter and Spirit pairs that made up the eight Legendary figures coming after them. As such, the current details were insufficient to explain the full details of the danger. Worse yet, the second signal, conveying the increased Cruor presence, meant that all the expeditions were on the cusp of panicking.

They were too far away to send assistance in any immediate or meaningful manner. As well as currently in the midst of dealing with their own issues. It would be weeks before any of the other teams managed to meet up with any other expeditions. If not longer since they would be needing to cross through several Wild Spirit territories to get to the Sanafalls expedition.

Going by sea was also dangerous, as well as costly, as the expeditions would need to retreat from their established camps. But it was the only feasible method they had available to them.

Ultimately, a couple of the expeditions chose to do this. They ended up taking the time to create a power block that would allow them to hopefully face whatever the Sanafalls expedition was facing. But sending help would take some time all the same.

Thus, it was with heavy hearts that most of the various Cathedral representatives had to convey that they couldn’t help right now. Something that the Sanafalls team was expecting but had hoped otherwise all the same. It was just unfortunate that they couldn’t convey more information.

Had the others known that it was a cult that was invading then they would’ve dropped everything to eliminate this threat. Such a thing affected more than just the expedition after all. But since no signals had been set to explain cult presence, such worries were not present.

For now, all they could do was slowly chip away at their intended goals. Ships would be sent to try and meet up with other expeditions to create better defenses when they could. But given they were still a month or so away from any additional reinforcements, they just didn’t have the manpower. The island and its dangers were just too big.



Several days later, back at the evacuated secondary base camp. Kameira was scouting alongside several of her remaining Hunters from the Reaching Spires Guild. Given her recent behavior, as well as the killing of any potential prisoners that the Followers of Radiance could interrogate, she was in charge of scouting. The rest were back at the Sanafalls’ expedition’s primary base camp.

Kameira found this just fine, however, as she had long since lost any desire to remain near any of her so-called allies. Even now, she felt herself shudder as she saw members of her once great Guild wearing the symbol of the Followers of Radiance on their garments, as opposed to the symbol of the Reaching Spires. Fewer and fewer of her Guild mates wore their symbol. Many of them have since been converted into Followers of Radiance in truth.

She took a chug from her bottle as she marched through the abandoned camp. Her bonded Spirit looked at her in worry as she nearly tripped over a topple wall. She kicked it away, revealing some supplies that had been hidden beneath it.

“Oy! Someone get over here and bag this stuff. We’ll need all the supplies we can get our hands on!” Kameira yelled at her subordinates. Along with scouting, she and her team had been told to gather whatever supplies they could to maintain the base camps.

“Leader Kameira! We’ve found a garden. It looks like they had previously set up a small farm for crops. There’s not much left, but we might be able to get the Life Mages to make something of it.” An Adept Hunter wearing the Reaching Spire’s symbol said as he approached.

“Good work. Add it with the rest. No! Check it over with the Life Mages here first. No point in bringing it if we can’t use it.” Kameira ordered after a moment of thought. “Any sign of where they likely went? I know we know they went to the bluffs, but did we find any signs that explain why?”

The Adept Hunter shook his head. “No, Leader, other than the tracks leading to the bluffs there is really nothing left with information on it.” He said.

“Hmm... get a party together. I want a search party ready to investigate. We’ll head to the bluffs now. But we’ll only check the bottom for now. No point in walking into a trap without preparing for it first.” Kameira commanded. Her subordinates nodded in affirmation before setting out to gather up more Hunters. “A dozen or so of you will stay here. Try to fix up what you can. Get some sleeping quarters set up. We’ll stay the night here before we set out back to the ships to report tomorrow.”

With those words said, she took the rest of her Hunters with her as she went to investigate the bottom of the bluffs. Hoping that she would be able to find something that would get this over with. While she still hated her current lot in life, she knew that the faster she got this done the faster she could crawl into her bottle and lament her now gone glory days.

It took them only a few minutes to get to the bluffs since they were rushing. They weren’t at the water’s edge yet, but still within the forested area. Walking along the cliff face, they ran into a surprising encounter. Several ground bound birds pecking at the ground for food. Rushing forward, the Hunters managed to grab all of them before they could flee.

“It seems like we’ll be eating fairly well tonight. Keep them alive for now. We’ll need them for rearing more meat later.” Kameira said as she licked her lips. It was relatively rare that she got to eat fresh meat. But if they played their cards right, then it might be possible that they’d have a regular supply while on this island.

“Actually,” she said after a moment’s thought, “let a couple of them go. We can follow them back to their nesting area. Maybe get some more of them.” Two of the Hunters did as she requested. The birds immediately set off towards the beach. Several Tempest Hunters took to the sky to follow at a distance.

As the party moved towards the beach, they stumbled across the same cave that Ezekiel and the Sanafalls expedition managed to find previously. Looking at it in confusion, she ordered some of her Hunters to follow the birds to capture more of them. In the meantime, She and the rest of the Hunters moved to investigate the cave.

At the moment, the tide was at its lowest, so they had ample time to investigate. Going deeper and deeper into the cave, signs of battle became more and more prevalent. Cracked walls, jagged slash marks, melted stone, and signs of something digging. Something big. Yet the group continued to go deeper, all of them itching for a fight, as they were certain that this was the direction the Sanafalls expedition had gone.

A crackling sound slowly grew in volume. They were approaching a cavernous area. Their group didn’t currently have a Cavern Mage, as they had been left behind to aid in the base reconstruction. As such, no one knew what was around the corner.

Coming to a halt, Kameira gestured for her followers to hold back. She knew that she was the only one likely to survive an attack if one of the Sanafalls Legendaries was around the corner. Donning her Spirit armor, she and her Spirit moved as one as they dashed around the corner, ready to attack the first thing she saw. Only for her blood to run cold, and her face to pale in fear.

Nestled in the walls around the cavern, above the water that created a small lake at the bottom, were hundreds, if not thousands of worms covered in dull cracking carapace. Death Worms of all tiers were there for her to see, and to see her. Lit up with lightning as she was, she immediately grabbed the attention of the numerous enemies before her. Including not one, but two Legendary Death Worms.

“RUN!!!” Kameira screamed, not even waiting to see what was happening. She barely noticed the Worms all begin burrowing into the walls before she rushed back around the corner. Her Hunters had followed her orders immediately, knowing that it must be something horrible if their Leader screamed for them to run. But for some of them it was too late.

Worms reached out from above, below, and to the sides of the tunnel they were currently in. Two Hunters lost their lives barely a dozen steps from the corner leading into the cavern. Kameira saw this as she flew as fast as she could past her Guild mates. The rest continued to run as fast as they could. If they got trapped, then they would be dead. There were just too many to fight.

Suddenly, in front of Kameira, one of the Legendary Death Worms borrowed out from the side of the tunnel. She didn’t hesitate, charging up her deadliest attack as she turned into a bolt of lightning, piercing through the side of the Death Worm’s body, but that barely slowed the Wild Spirit down. It ultimately decided to turn its attention to the Adepts that were still further back in the tunnel.

Their screams echoed through the tunnel like a nightmarish chorus of damnation. Kameira kept moving, however, knowing that she would be joining them if she didn’t get out of the tunnel soon. There was still one more Legendary Death Worm after all. Yet, as she flew past the opening of the tunnel, she breathed a sigh of relief as she continued outward, past the edges of the water.

As she floated in the air, she turned around. Watching as the other Legendary Death Worm broke out from the sand and blocked off the entrance to the tunnel. Five seconds longer and she’d have been trapped. She wasn’t certain she’d be able to break past the second Death Worm, given the mana she’d expended against the first.

Looking down at the beach, she saw that the Hunters she’d sent off to capture more birds had been successful, and they were making their way back to the second camp.

Taking one last look at the Death Worms she’d just escaped from, Kameira reached for her Void Pouch, intent on having another drink. Only to sigh in frustration as her hand came back empty.

Along with her desire for a drink, she couldn’t help but feel regret and despair. Her actions had led to the deaths of nearly all her remaining Guild mates. The rest, besides the bird hunters, were converts. Needless to say, she was not looking forward to reporting the situation to the other Legendary Hunters from the Followers of Radiance.

            

    
        CH 87 (Book 2 Ch 25): The Forest’s Request for Aid

    
    
    
    
                Within the massive oak tree composed of numerous Legendary and Adept Spirit bodies, Ezekiel and his team were greeted with the sight of a massive open area. Above them were countless branches tangling together to create a canopy so thick it couldn’t be seen through. Yet there was still plenty of light as lines spanned up and down the trunks of the trees surrounding them. There were also glowing leaves filled with mana that acted as light sources from above.

“Please, come toward the center so we may speak face to face.” A voice rumbled through the large room they were in.

It seemed to come from no particular source, instead echoing through every corner of the room. The party approached the center of the large room. The wood on the ground seemed to spiral toward the center. A much smaller tree stood in the middle of the room. As the group got closer, they could see a human face shaped from the bark. Looking up and down the tree, there were actually several faces. A mix between masculine and feminine. Though the masculine faces outnumbered the feminine ones.

Upon getting within a few feet of the tree, the eyes of the faces all opened up, and the tree seemed to bend to allow the faces to look at Ezekiel and his group. A deep sigh echoed through the room as the faces seemed to inhale and exhale, as if breathing for the first time. A breeze momentarily formed and drifted past the group as this happened.

“Greetings. I am... Morncrest... The Spirit of this forest, and overlord of this island. I have watched as you and your... expeditions... have attempted to find the Temple of the Void. You have had little luck so far. But that would only make sense, since they have yet to enter the inner regions of this island.” A cacophony of voices, no longer a single deep rumbling one, spoke to the group.

“Be thankful, for you, ten, have reached your goal.” The voice of the forest informed them.

“Ten?” Martin muttered as he did a quick count of the group. From his, Nina, and Sasha’s perspective, there were only nine of them, when you included the Spirits.

Ezekiel and Fiana held a neutral expression. Though that still stood out from the confused faces of Sasha, Martin, and Nina. But it was George that gave them away as he winced and stared at Ezekiel. This caused the three Hunters to look at Ezekiel as well. But they couldn’t speak up before the forest did.

“The boy has a Void Spirit. Though its form is not like yours. The Void is immaterial and must be contained within material objects. It cannot form a physical body out of mana. Not at the lower Tiers. At least.” The Forest Spirit said. “Perhaps when it becomes a Legendary being it will be able to hold its own form, without the need for a vessel.”

The Hunters in the group looked at Ezekiel in shock. They knew that Ezekiel was impressive, as he wouldn’t have official apprenticeship with the Church of Ten, nor guild membership if that was not the case, but none of them expected him to have a Void Spirit. As far as the world was aware, the only things close to Void Spirits that existed were the Remnants of the Void within the Temples of the Void. But what records remained indicated that they once vehemently denied being Spirits.

Ezekiel ignored the looks being sent at him as his eyes narrowed in annoyance. He knew he couldn’t get angry at the Forest Spirit for revealing his secrets like that. But it was for safety purposes for Shine. So, he certainly wasn’t happy that the Forest Spirit revealed his bonded Spirit to two four strangers and a friend that he wasn’t too close to yet.

“It’s fine. People were going to find out about me sooner or later. At least now I can do more things in my statue body.” Shine said. They weren’t pleased either, Ezekiel could feel it, but they also didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. There were bigger things to be concerned with after all.

“What do you want from us?” Ezekiel asked. He didn’t want his team to start asking questions he didn’t want to answer. Nor did he want them to forget the reason they were here in the first place. “Also, what do you mean when you say that we have reached our goal?”

The Hunters slowly turned back to the Forest Spirit. The Adepts understood that this was not the time for questioning Ezekiel. But Sasha looked somewhat hurt. Like she hadn’t been expecting Ezekiel to be keeping such a big secret from her. Fiana and George just focused on what the Forest Spirit had to say.

“I mean that you have reached the Temple of the Void. It is located beneath here, entangled within my roots. Its seals are intact, but even so, I sit here as its guardian. A role that I shall fulfill until the monster you called the Cruor have been removed from this island.” The Forest Spirit explained.

All the Mages in the room immediately looked down. They were not expecting the very thing they were looking for to have been so close to them. Yet they realized that it was essentially impossible to reach it given what stood atop it.

“As for what I want from you. I want your help in destroying the Cruor that infests this island. Do this, and I will do all within my power to ensure you acquire the spoils within the Temple that you seek.” The Forest Spirit promised. Its voices became harsh and guttural as it spoke of the Cruor.

“May I ask, what did they do to you, besides the obvious?” Ezekiel asked. There was an innate conflict between the Cruor and the Spirits. As the former could consume the latter in order to grow stronger due to the fact that Spirits were beings of mana.

The faces of the Forest Spirit closed their eyes. They seemed to be collecting themselves. Internally debating whether or not they should bother answering.

“They killed my bonded one. It was during the times before, when this island was still inhabited. However, during the fall of this island’s cities, humanity fought, and lost. I formed a bond with the former Grand Scholar of the Temple of the Void. The last of Morncrest’s Scholars.” The faces on the tree seemed to stare off into the distance. Lost in a memory from hundreds of years ago.

“At the time, the waters of this island did not have the powerful Wild Spirits that it now does. It had few, if any defenders to protect it. Once, the Cruor on this island were far more numerous, if far less powerful. There were only Tier three Cruor, but it was enough to eventually overrun and kill all the humans here. Eventually, more powerful Spirits realized what was happening, and came to the island’s aid. But it was too late. The waters had turned red, and the Deep ones had entrenched themselves. We managed to find a balance, eventually. But only after Spirits and Cruor became the only living beings on the island.” The Forest Spirit’s voices were filled with pain as it recalled its countless battles.

“I thought that by dividing myself I might turn the tide. For a time, I did, but once the Cruor discovered the Temple, things turned for the worse for a time. There now stands an army of Tier three Deep ones. And dozens of Tier fours. Most are bound to the water around the island. Unable to breathe the air as humans do. But a few of their allies, the Winged ones, face me and other Spirits in battle on the land, and in the sky.” The Spirit fell silent after saying this.

The group of Mages didn’t know what to think or say. They knew that the Cruor and Spirit presence on the island was large, but they didn’t know it was this bad. Had they known, there expedition would have either been canceled, or quadrupled in number. But the latter would only happen if they were willing to put their home islands at risk from the depleted forces.

“How can we help you? None of us are a match for a Legendary being. Not even if we pooled all our powers together. Let alone being powerful enough to remove them entirely.” Martin asked. He felt like the Forest Spirit’s request was abnormal and overwhelming. It was simply too much to ask of them.

“It is not your help that I need. Just the boy’s.” The Forest Spirit said. A branch moving from its avatar to point at Ezekiel. “With his aid, I will be able to take action that will deal a swift and devastating blow to the Cruor. Enough so that my forces, and the forces of the surrounding Legendary Spirits will be able to finally remove the Cruor from this island.”

Ezekiel’s team all turned to look at him. They didn’t know what to think of this. They knew that Ezekiel was special, but this wasn’t what they were expecting. He was only Tier one, after all. Peak Tier one, but still just Tier one. The only one he’d have a somewhat equal chance of defeating in a battle was Sasha. Had he fought any of the Adepts seriously, he’d be taken out quite quickly. Unless he chose to run, but even then, he’d just go down tired.

“Don’t look at me. I have no idea how he wants me to help him. I know full well that any of you could kick my ass in a spar. Let alone dozens of Legendaries.” Ezekiel said as he pointed at the Adepts in the room. For a second, all of them looked relieved that Ezekiel didn’t have some unexpected ultimate power. Then their faces turned confused, as they couldn’t figure out what the Forest Spirit wanted from the young Void Mage.

“Your Void is immune to the effects of the Ichor. As such, you will not be subject to the mana drain from entering the Desolate side of the island. Beyond that, your Void should allow you to pass by utterly unseen, as an empty space that your presence is erased from, so long as you desire it. As well as having a host of other abilities that should allow you to infiltrate the Home of the Cruor on this island.” The Forest Spirit told them.

“I’m sorry, but, while I have some abilities, I don’t... '' Ezekiel trailed off as he noticed that Shine had fallen into another trance. “I need some time. My Spirit just figured something out as you were speaking. Is there a place where we can rest. Perhaps eat and drink something to refresh ourselves?”

The Forest Spirit stared at Ezekiel for a moment. Specifically, he stared at Shine, who was attached to Ezekiel’s hip. It seemed like it was seeing something that no one else could. Though Ezekiel figured that it was examining Shine’s soul. It was at a high enough Tier to be able to after all. After a few moments, a path of branches lit up and an opening appeared in the wall of the room.

“Follow that path. I have created approximations of your human accommodations. Do not attempt to leave my grove. Beyond that, you may do as you wish. Simply speak, and I will know when you wish to speak with me again.” The Forest said to them. “Rest, prepare, for I will have your answer the moment you are ready.”

Ezekiel nodded in thanks and acceptance as he and the rest turned to walk down the path that was made for them. As they passed through the opening it closed behind them. No one spoke for a time as they made their way to what was going to be their quarters for the time being. As they continued to walk through the corridor of tree branches, they finally came to yet another open room. This one having six beds within it, made of branches and giant leaves. One for each of the humans. The four spirits would have to share. Though Shine didn’t really have that problem.

“Alright. I know that Forest Spirit can hear me, but even so. I think you need to explain what the heck is going on right now.” Martin said as he rounded on Ezekiel and the Church Scholars. Nina nodded along. She was also curious as to what was going on.

This wasn’t the first time Hunters from the Saber Scales had worked with the Sanafalls Cathedral, but it was certainly the first time they’d heard of the Church having a Void Mage with a bonded Void Spirit. Given they were in this situation because the Forest Spirit wanted something from Ezekiel, they felt it was reasonable to want some proper answers. Sasha also looked like she wanted to demand an answer. But knew she wasn’t in a position to do so.

Ezekiel shared a look with his fellow Scholars. Fiana looked frustrated at the situation, but George was looking around nervously. As if he still couldn’t get a grasp on their situation. He looked like a mouse under the claws of a cat. He just wouldn’t stop looking around for possible threats.

Looking down as Shine for a moment, Ezekiel centered himself before turning to the Hunters in the room. He wanted to have Shine there to give their input on the matter, but that wasn’t an option with them being in a trance as they realized something new about their element. It was a bit of a long story as well, but Ezekiel figured they had time for it right now. Past experiences showed that Shine wasn’t likely to wake up any time soon.



Several hours had passed by the time Ezekiel had given the Hunters and Sasha an in-depth explanation. The story itself hadn’t taken that long, but some arguments popped up regarding how much information he should actually provide. Fiana supported Ezekiel’s decisions to keep some bits and pieces secret. However, Martin and Nina argued that they needed to know everything they could.

Ezekiel countered this by asking them if they’d be willing to tell him, Fiana, George, and Sasha every deep dark dirty secret they had in exchange. The two Saber Scale Hunters became upset at that, growing angry at the demand for equivalent exchange.

By this point, Ezekiel had realized that he’d fallen into his state of emotional nullification as his Void Mana stunted his feelings to deal with what was happening. He knew that he should’ve stopped it but didn’t think he could deal with things as they were without it. Especially if he was going to be going into Cruor territory, likely one his own, within the next few days.

Ezekiel’s dead expression, and his demands for equal exchange of information did not go over well with Nina and Martin. They said that Ezekiel was the problem here, not them, so they deserved answers in exchange for the aid they provided, as well as the fact that they were trapped because of Ezekiel. He countered this argument by saying that if they refused to be allies anymore because of this, then that was fine. Ezekiel would ask that Forest Spirit stop treating them nicely, since it seemed like it was only doing so because it needed something from Ezekiel.

The room got quiet after that, and Ezekiel could tell that he’d burned a bridge. Although he and Fiana both considered it to be a bridge that the two Hunters burned down demanding things they had no right to. Fiana supported this decision, however, and while Martin and Nina went to their own little corner to sulk, Ezekiel tried to talk to Sasha about what was going on.

“Are you okay?” He asked quietly. Martin and Nina were a fair distance away. The room was smaller than the previous one they were in, but still quite large.

“I don’t know. I feel like things have really gotten out of hand right now. I always knew that expeditions were dangerous. Given what happened to my dad. But this is beyond anything I’d expected to have happen in the first few months of being in a Guild. Heck; I’m not even in the Guild anymore.” Sasha said with her head in her hands. “Now I also find out you’re some kind of super Mage? The only Hunter Void Mage in the world!”

Sasha wasn’t taking the information particularly well. She’d always been a little bit envious of Ezekiel. Most people that knew him tended to be. He just stood out so much that it was hard not to. But he’d been someone that Sasha thought she could rely on after he’d proven his worth when they first met. She didn’t even let the fact that Ginny was mean to her due to association with Ezekiel get to her. At least, she thought she didn’t.

“I just... I don’t know what I should be doing right now. I want to trust you, and I want to consider you my friend still, but I just think that this is too big for me to deal with right now.” Sasha told Ezekiel. “For now, can you please just leave me alone. I need to think for a bit.”

“Sasha-” Ezekiel tried to apologize, to explain, but a soft growling from Tuff made him back off.

The little groundhog Spirit had moved to the top of Sasha’s head and was perched in a threatening position. Ezekiel knew that if he moved any closer, he’d have a Tier two Cavern Spirit jumping at his throat. He backed away slowly, moving back over to where Fiana was trying to get George to calm down. Her attempts did not seem to be working.

“What the heck is the matter with you?” Ezekiel heard Fiana asking as he got closer. “You look like a mouse in a den full of cats.”

“Because that’s exactly what our situation is. We are alive due to the mercy of a Wild Spirit. One that lost its bonded Mage hundreds of years ago. We have no idea how sane it is, nor why it used so many voices and faces in its avatar when it spoke to us. Splintering a Soul like this has side effects. The records from the only other Forest Spirit clearly indicate that the only reason it stayed sane was because it was grounded by its Human.” George was nearly hysterical in his whispering.

“That’s not the kind of thing I want to hear right now. Especially when the Spirit told us it could hear everything we say and see everything we do.” Fiana said. She nervously looked around the faintly glowing room surrounded by branches and leaves.

George, realizing what he’d just said, and remembering where they were, frantically clamped his hands over his mouth. He glared at Fiana as if his words were her fault before standing up and marching over to one of the unoccupied beds and laying down. It seemed like he either didn’t realize, or didn’t care, that the beds were made from more branches with giant spongy leaves for cushions. Something that could more easily wrap him up and take him out.

“I hate to say this, but I think George has the right idea. We’ve been up for a while. I think it’d be best if we all got some rest. Maybe our heads will have cooled in the morning.” Fiana said to Ezekiel when she saw he’d come over to her. She made her way to another one of the beds and laid down as well.

Looking around the room, he saw that Martin and Nina were avoiding the beds that were available to them. As was Sasha, but it seemed like Tuff was trying to convince her to get some sleep. Ezekiel knew that trying to talk to anyone else right now would be useless, so he also crawled onto a bed, holding Shine tightly to his chest, and slowly drifted into a restless sleep.



The following morning found the group slowly waking up one after another. It seemed like Martin and Nina weren’t willing to sleep on the beds, so they unpacked some of their supplies to sleep on the ground. Ezekiel also saw that Tuff had managed to get Sasha to sleep on the bed. So, of the group only the two Hunters were stiff and uncomfortable. They still refused to interact with Ezekiel and the Scholars.

“Ezekiel.” Shine’s voice rang through Ezekiel’s mind. He was just about to ask them what they had gained from their enlightenment when Shine decided to drop a bomb on his head. “I think we can do it. I think we can help the Forest Spirit.”

Ezekiel was shocked. He knew full well that Shine was not a suicidal Spirit, nor were they the kind of being to overestimate their abilities. But this was fairly ridiculous. They were only tier one, and even if they gained a new stealth spell, it wasn’t like they would suddenly be able to use it to perfection. It would take time to train with it until they could use it efficiently.

But even so, Shine’s words gave Ezekiel hope in an otherwise hopeless situation. Maybe, if they tried bargaining with the Forest Spirit, then they would be able to at least get their teammates out of there.

“Are you certain that this is something we can do? I’m not even going to attempt it unless you can convince me that we have at least a fifty percent chance of surviving.” Ezekiel said to Shine.

Shine didn’t reply in words. Instead, they simply filtered the information regarding the new spell into Ezekiel’s head. This one was a bit more extensive than their previous spells. Hence why it took more than a full night to learn, rather than a few hours. Yet when the information finished flowing into Ezekiel’s mind, he realized that Shine was right. They would be able to aid the Forest Spirit with its request. So long as they had enough mana to maintain the spell.

“Morncrest.” Ezekiel said aloud. His teammates all turned to look at him. “I’d like to bargain for the aid you have requested.”

“Ezekiel, what are you doing!?” Fiana asked in shock as another opening appeared in the room.

“Getting you out of here.” Ezekiel said as he exited the room. “Please close the room behind me.”

“Ezekiel!” Fiana nearly screamed as the door out of the room closed before she could reach him. Ezekiel’s team was now trapped in the room on their own.

“Well, it seems like your little wonder boy has decided to leave us all to our fates. And you said we needed to trust you.” Martin said in a scathing tone of voice. Fiana turned to glare at him.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but Ezekiel is trustworthy. You’re the ones who demanded more than you deserved to know.” Fiana said to him.

Martin and Nina moved toward Fiana, their mana flaring and their Spirits growling angrily. Fiana responded by flaring her own peak Adept mana. The room immediately grew warmer. George looked around in fear, while Sasha grew even more upset.

“Enough! What’s the point in fighting right now! There’s nothing we can do until Ezekiel gets back, so what’s the point in fighting each other? If we fight right now, the Forest Spirit might think we’re a threat and separate us. Maybe even remove us or worse.” Sasha said.

The others grew quiet. Their mana became more subdued as they looked around the room warily. It seemed like they hadn’t gotten the Forest Spirit’s attention. But they all focused on the spot that Ezekiel had walked through. As much as they hated to admit it, Sasha was right. There was nothing they could do in this situation. Nothing to do but wait until Ezekiel was done.



After walking through another corridor of branches and leaves, Ezekiel returned to the first chamber he’d seen where the Forest Spirit resided. Approaching the Spirit, Ezekiel no longer felt the nervousness and frustration he had the previous day. His emotions were fully muted now, and his determination was set in stone.

“Ezekiel...” Shine, finally noticing the differences in Ezekiel, grew worried at his lack of expression.

“When this is over, you will need to snap me out of it.” Ezekiel said to his Spirit. The best way for him to return to normal was to simply suppress his mana, but doing so in this situation would take away his focus. Something he needed more than anything else right now.

“What is your decision? Are you able to do as I have requested?” The cacophony of voices asked once again.

“I should be able to do as you have requested. But I will require something from you beforehand.” Ezekiel said.

“And what would that be?” The Spirit asked.

“My companions. Return them to our expedition. They aren’t needed here. You know full well that I’ll do as you ask, with or without their presence.” Ezekiel stated. His voice was firm in his request.

“That will be difficult. As your expedition has come under the attack of several Legendary Hunters. They have locked themselves away in Trigat, but there is no telling how long it will be before they come under assault.” The Spirit told him.

The shock from this information nearly snapped Ezekiel out of his emotional nullification.

“Do these outsiders have any symbols to identify them?” He asked.

The Spirit didn’t say anything. It just formed a pair of symbols. Ones that Ezekiel easily recognized as the Cult of Light and the now defunct Reaching Spires Guild. Ezekiel found his pulse increasing as his blood ran hot. He was angry, despite his mana, he was growing angry.

“In that case,” Ezekiel said in an ice-cold tone, “I request that you send my team to the next nearest expedition, as well as provide them with a full explanation and breakdown of what has happened. Beyond that, I need either some time, or some pure mana crystals in order to break through to the next Tier.”

“Very well. We can do this. You shall have your crystals before the day is done. But you will begin aiding us by tomorrow. No later.” The Spirit said.

Ezekiel had hoped that he’d be able to get a few days to practice the spell he would be using to infiltrate the Cruor’s nest, but he figured that this was the best he would get, considering that he was getting free pure crystals. That would take a month or two off of his progress.

“Agreed. But my team is leaving now. And you will need to further explain what exactly your plan is. Why do you need me to infiltrate the Cruor’s home? What will I be doing while I am there?” Ezekiel asked.

“You will be planting seeds. Seeds that I will use to attack from the inside of their base. This will allow me to destroy their land forces once and for all. My Legendary avatars will be able to strike from within, where they least expect it.” The Forest Spirit said with fervent vigor.

“Won’t they be drained of their mana?” Ezekiel asked.

“Not if you work fast enough. You will need to. Else you die or be converted by the Cruor.” The Forest said. “Now, I shall be sending your friends away to their new expedition.”

“Show me!” Ezekiel demanded. The faces on the tree in front of him seemed to glare for a moment before a branch extended to Ezekiel, placing a leaf on his forehead.

Suddenly, Ezekiel saw another room. It was the room where his team was resting in. They had all been bound in branches once again. Martin and Nina were struggling, but the rest were calm. As if they had given up. Then, the branches moved them through the grove. The team was pulled away and moved at incredible speeds away from their current location. Ezekiel’s vision snapped back to his own body.

“For your cooperation, we will allow you to witness when they reunite with their fellow Mages. It will be sometime this afternoon when this occurs.” The Forest said. “For now, go and meditate. Your crystals will arrive soon.”

With those words, the Forest fell silent once again. Another opening appeared, and Ezekiel walked down it to find himself in another bedroom-like chamber. Knowing there was nothing he could do, and taking what comfort he could from Shine’s presence, he sat down to meditate. There was no time to waste when he would be facing death in roughly a day.

            

    
        CH 88 (Book 2 Ch 26): Splitting Up and Breaking Through

    
    
    
    
                The five Mages waiting for Ezekiel were shocked and outraged as they were bound in leaves and branches. Martin and Nina immediately tried to fight them off but failed to make a mark. Fiana was too surprised to do anything, while George and Sasha seemed to be resigned to their fate. So, it was much to their surprise when they found themselves being dragged through the forest at speeds similar to when they were originally brought to the massive Forest Spirit.

Looking around, Fiana managed to calm down enough to realize that they weren’t being harmed, nor did it seem like they were really being kept prisoner. Moving her arms, she noticed that she was much more comfortable than she was on the initial journey. However, she also saw that Ezekiel and Shine were nowhere to be found. To the side, a smaller figure that looked like the wooden knight from before grew out of the branches.

“Greetings once again, humans. As per the agreement with the young Void Mage, you are to be released within the proximity of the next nearest expedition that is not the one you originated from.” The little figure said in the deep rumbling voices of the Forest Spirit.

“Where’s Ezekiel!?” Fiana asked. “Why isn’t he here as well?”

“The Void Mage has agreed to aid me. He will begin his infiltration of the Cruor’s Desolate territory, come tomorrow morning.” The Forest Spirit explained.

The group was entirely shocked at this. Martin and Nina couldn’t believe that Ezekiel had agreed to such a ridiculous request. Fiana felt guilty for allowing Ezekiel to go through with this. George felt relieved to be free, and a little bit worried that Ezekiel was going to die. While Sasha felt horrible, thinking that she could’ve stopped him from agreeing to a suicide mission.

“You’re not worried he’ll turn on you? Void Mages can turn into Original Cruors after all. Wouldn’t it be a big problem if he suddenly decided to turn against you in the middle of the mission?” Martin asked.

He wasn’t sure of the exact process, but he knew that such a thing was possible. He had no desire to have the most prominent Void Mage in the world turned against them. He honestly thought that it’d be better if Ezekiel died than to have him become a Cruor.

“Do not be concerned. I will be taking precautions to ensure that does not happen. Also, the boy would not have agreed to this quest if he did not think he could survive without being turned. He has too much to do in this life to simply forsake humanity.” The Forest Spirit stated. “I have no doubt that he would rather die before being Turned into a Cruor. The Remnant of the Void he once met would not have aided in providing him a Void Spirit otherwise.”

This surprised the Hunters even more, as they hadn’t known that the Forest Spirit was fully aware of Shine’s origins. They had only learned the bare minimum from Ezekiel the night before, so they were only partially aware the Ezekiel had bonded to a Void Spirit due to his experience in the Senera Temple of the Void. They hadn’t been aware that the Remnant of the Void had been the one to directly give him a Void Spirit. Though they were still unaware that the Void Spirit was born from Ezekiel’s split soul.

“Bring me back!” Fiana said to the forest Spirit. “You can’t just send him into the island’s Desolate territory on his own. I don’t care how skilled he is, he’s only Tier one. He won’t last long enough to do whatever it is you’re asking him to do.”

“By the time he leaves he will be Tier two. I made a deal with the boy. You will be brought to one of your expeditions. Besides, you will need to focus on other problems right now.” The Forest Spirit said.

That brought the group up short. As far as they were aware, there were no other problems that they needed to worry about. They were the ones that were kidnapped after all. What other issues did they need to concern themselves with?

“Wait, you said you’re taking us to the next closest expedition. What happened to our expedition?” Nina asked. Her question made the others look towards her with wide eyes before they turned to the Forest Spirit.

“There has been an attack. Your entire expedition has hidden themselves in the ruins of Trigat. The city beneath the bluffs. These are the symbols of the Hunters that are attacking.” The Forest Spirit showed the symbols of the Cult of Light and the Reaching Spires Guild. “The boy nearly became distraught when he saw these symbols. He demanded that I explain all that I knew of the situation so that you might convey it to your fellow expeditions.”

George and Fiana turned pale when they saw the symbol for the Cult of Light. They were aware of what Ezekiel had been though, so they could understand why he would’ve been upset at knowing they were here. It was obvious that they had managed to get information regarding Ezekiel. While the possibility of finding new Ruins, especially a Temple of the Void, there was no doubt in their minds that they were here for Ezekiel as their main priority.

“As it is, you face Four Legendary Hunters. One of the Radiant, Tempest, Lightning, and Glacier affinities. As well as at least a hundred others of varying strengths. It seems like there is a mix between Hunters and Mages.” The Forest Spirit told them. “I believe it would be in your best interests to gather at least two, if not three expeditions together before you attempt to reclaim your territory. If you even can.”

Martin and Nina couldn’t help but clench their fists at the sound of the Forest Spirit’s voice. To them, it sounded like the Spirit was mocking them. As if it was saying that their own expedition wasn’t enough to take care of its own problems. Their pride took a heavy blow. But there was nothing they could do about it. They had already been blindsided by the dangers of the island.

However, as they remained bound by the Forest Spirit, they realized that the Spirit’s words were likely meant to be a warning. As if there was something going on that they weren’t aware of. They knew they were playing into the Spirit’s hands at this point but figured that it was likely necessary for them to team up with the other expeditions. If only because there was no way the two of them could take on a Legendary Hunter set on their own anyways.

For Fiana and George, they had no problems with the Forest Spirit’s advice. They were Church Scholars. As such, they were more than accustomed to working with other groups and Guilds. Given the situation, it just made sense to them that they would need to work together to take down four Legendary Hunter teams. It wasn’t like they could do it on their own after all. A Legendary Hunter wearing their Spirit armor could usually beat two Grand Scholars at the same time if they were within a Step or two of each other in the same Tier.

At the same time, Sasha was just growing paler and paler by the second. She was starting to realize that she might be extremely in over her head at this point. With everything that had happened up until now, she couldn’t help but feel like joining a Guild was the worst choice she’d made since she got strong armed into helping pirates. She was only supposed to be a part of the support teams. Not get involved with what seemed to be mounting up to be a war between two religious factions.

“How long will it take to get us to the closest expedition?” Nina asked.

Right now, she wanted to get word to the other expeditions as soon as possible. Given the size of the island, she knew that it would take them days, after reaching the other expedition, to get word to the other expeditions, as there weren’t any preset signals for cult activity. From there it would take even more time to meet up with each other to actually form an attack force to strike back against the cult.

Unless the expedition they were meeting with was willing to extract all its members to gor and directly meet with another expedition. From there they could just strike the cult directly, not needing to ferry messages back and forth. Unfortunately, it was unlikely to happen. The Church forces might be willing to perform such actions, but the Guilds were too competitive to give up on being the first to reach the Temple of the Void. Though the fact that it was guarded by a Forest Spirit might make them back off for the time being, as they would likely have to regroup with this information anyways.

“It shall take us until midday before I will have brought you all to an area within the territory of the closest expedition. Then, I will need to retract my avatar. I will need to prepare to commence an attack on the Cruor as soon as possible.” The Forest Spirit said. The knowledge that it was going to attack the Cruor confused them all.

“Why do you need to attack the Cruor? Don’t you have a mission for the kid to do?” Nina asked.

“Yes. But a distraction will help him fulfill his mission. I am not so insane that I would send a child to die on a quest without any intention of making sure that he completes his objectives. If I can help him survive without undermining the removal of the Cruor, then I will do that as well.” The Forest Spirit said.

The group fell silent at that point. Fiana knew that there was nothing she could do about Ezekiel at this time. The best hope she had was to deal with the cult as soon as possible. Then she could worry about getting a team together to try and help Ezekiel. If such a thing would even be permitted. Ezekiel had chosen to take on this mission of his own free will, after all.

As for the rest, bridges had already been burned. For now, they would worry about the enemies attacking their expedition. Then, they could worry about what was happening with the Cruor. Though Martin and Nina fully intended to disclose the information they had obtained to their superiors. It didn’t sit right with either of them that the Church was hiding things from them like this. The fact that it was their expedition that was attacked also made them suspicious, considering what they had recently learned.



Back at Morncrest, a couple of hours after Ezekiel’s team had been brought away, Ezekiel found himself meditating as best he could to ensure that he could break through to the next Tier without too many issues. He had, of course, read as much literature on the process of reaching Tier two as he possibly could. As well as asked several Scholars and Hunters, when available, what their experience was, so that he could get a sense of what to expect.

In all honesty, he wasn’t certain that he’d be able to break through today, which was why he needed to get the pure crystals from the Forest Spirit. If he failed the first time, he’d need enough mana to reach full mana capacity to try again. Usually, so long as you could find your second Chakra, it was possible to break through even if you used some mana up in the process.

However, if you failed, then the moment you dropped to less than the ninth Step when it came to the amount of mana you had on hand, then you would need to work your way back up to the top of the ninth Step before you could try again. Usually, for Hunters, this wasn’t too big an issue, since they and their Spirits were close enough in power to share both ways, allowing the Hunter to try again soon, if not right away. But Shine was too many Steps below Ezekiel at the moment, and while their soul might be strong enough to get close enough to share mana, it wasn’t something they wanted to risk. Especially since it would be a waste of the pure crystals they would soon be receiving.

Thus, as Ezekiel did his best to absorb anything but Life mana in order to form Void Mana, all they could do was wait until the promised pure mana crystals arrived for them to use. Hopefully, when he reached maximum capacity, Shine would still be able to help him search for his chakra. If not, then they were in trouble.

Neither Ezekiel nor Shine believed that the Forest Spirit would allow them to leave without attempting to complete this mission. Regardless of whether or not they were powerful enough to pull it off.

“I’m sorry I can’t help you.” Shine said in a morose tone as they meditated together with Ezekiel. “If I was just a bit stronger...”

“You have nothing to be sorry for. You are only three years old. Even with knowledge from my memories, your soul is young, but it can already nearly reach Tier two. You have nothing to be ashamed of when it comes to your strength and progress.” Ezekiel said to placate Shine.

His voice was somewhat dead, however, as he focused on his task, his mana taking much of the feelings out of his tone. Shine couldn’t help but flinch, as they had never seen Ezekiel go this far into his mana before. They didn’t like it. Not one bit.

“Are you sure you can’t ease up on the mana a bit? I don’t like it when you’re like this.” Shine muttered quietly.

“You will need to make me.” Ezekiel said back. “I believe I’ve gone too far at this point. Even further than I did in Senera. I’m doing this on purpose after all.”

“How can I stop you?” Shine asked. “Why can’t you do it yourself?”

“You can stop me by knocking me out. As to why I can’t stop... I fully believe that this is necessary for us to survive right now. It seems like, being a Void Spirit, you are immune to the emotional effects of our element. However, that means that you do not have anything to compare this state to. My meditation has improved, and my focus has enhanced.” Ezekiel explained. “I know that this state will not make me happy, nor is being in this state a good thing for me, but I honestly can’t imagine how we will be able to survive without this focus. As such, I cannot bring myself to stop. You will need to do so in my stead.”

“... Okay. When we’re done with the mission, I’ll snap you out of it.” Shine agreed.

“Thank you. I do appreciate it. It may not even be necessary, so long as I can do it myself.” Ezekiel said back. “One step at a time. That’s all we can do.”

Shine didn’t say anything else. The pair just fell into silence as they worked on gathering as much mana as possible. There wasn’t any point in attempting to practice the spell at this point. They were going to have to make do with the instinctive knowledge of the spell that Shine had acquired. Ezekiel hoped that it would be enough.

Luckily, they didn’t need to spend too much longer in silence, as the Forest Spirit’s avatar came through a newly grown doorway. It was carrying several sacks on its back. Tossing them onto the floor, Ezekiel nearly gaped at how many pure mana crystals were in front of him. There must’ve been at least a couple hundred. Give or take a dozen or so.

“It would be best if you broke through as soon as possible. You will be alerted when it is time for you to begin.” The Forest Spirit said before the avatar was absorbed into the walls.

Ezekiel moved to the pile of crystals. He wasn’t sure if there were enough to get Shine to the peak of Tier one, but after they got Ezekiel to Tier two, it might be possible.

“Are you ready?” Ezekiel asked. He pulled Shine from their sheath, placing them across his lap as he grasped a hand full of crystals.

“Yes.” Shine replied.

Ezekiel immediately absorbed the mana within the crystals, bringing him up to the maximum his soul could contain. The moment he did, he dropped the still partially full crystals that were left in his hand. He then fell into a deeper state of meditation. However, instead of imagining a phenomenon to attract mana, he began to imagine himself. He pictured every inch of his body and began channeling his mana throughout his body in the process, mentally diving into the image he had visualized.

At this point, Shine seemed to reach across the bond that existed between them. They pulled themself toward Ezekiel, until they both felt something click into place. Ezekiel felt somewhat bloated, while Shine felt as though he was being squeezed on all sides. Shine’s soul was now occupying the same ethereal space as where Ezekiel’s mana was gathered. They then began to travel through Ezekiel’s soul, along the countless pathways that mana seemed to travel through when it was being channeled.

As this was happening, Ezekiel also worked to find his second chakra. He spread his consciousness throughout the pathways that Shine’s soul was not traveling through. The two of them would continue to do this until they finally managed to find a hole. An empty space within his spiritual pathways that could be opened up and used to expand upon the gathering space for his mana.

The two seemed to travel the pathways for what seemed like hours. Yet neither of them managed to find anything. Time eventually became meaningless to them both. Yet no matter how long they looked they couldn’t find anything. It was as if the chakra they were looking for didn’t exist. But that was impossible. Carrian had already informed the both of them that Ezekiel’s soul was more than strong enough to have developed a second chakra. It needed to be there. Somewhere.

Suddenly, the both of them felt a sudden ‘snap’ and Shine was ejected from Ezekiel’s spiritual pathways. The sword resting on Ezekiel’s legs seemed to jump as it shuddered from an invisible impact. Ezekiel himself nearly threw himself backward as he felt like his heart was pulled from his chest.

The pain was not exactly staggering, but it was still harsh enough for tears to form in his eyes. A dull throbbing pulsed through his torso, centered around his chest and stomach. This was followed by a cold feeling, as if he had become somewhat empty inside.

“Ezekiel! Are you okay?” Shine asked in worry. Ezekiel sent them a feeling of reassurance, but it took him a few minutes to answer with words.

“I’ll be fine. I knew that this would happen. I’m just... shocked, at how little we actually managed to travel. I had thought that having a larger, stronger, soul would be a good thing for me. That it would make it easier to break through to the next Tier. It seems like I was wrong.” Ezekiel said.

“How so?” Shine asked.

“Having a bigger soul definitely means that I have my chakras fully formed, but it also means that there’s more soul to search for us to find them. The cool feeling that I have in my chest is due to the presence of both our souls consciousness searching my spiritual pathways. Less than a tenth of my body is feeling this. Meaning we need to search for a lot longer before we manage to find my second chakra.” Ezekiel explained.

Shine fell silent at that. Ezekiel to the moment to catch his breath and center himself. He realized that he had fully used up an entire Step of his mana. Looking at the pile of crystals in front of him, he realized that if they weren’t lucky, they might not have that much left when they were done.

“Morncrest.” Ezekiel called out the Forest Spirit’s name. “How long has it been since you gave us these crystals?”

“Two hours.” The Forest Spirit’s voice rumbled through the room.

Ezekiel’s face scrunched up in worry. Even if they managed to search the entirety of his spiritual pathways, they might not be able to do it in time before the next morning came. It might take them another twenty hours before they’d searched everything. Barely long enough to get any rest before they needed to go to the Desolate territory on the island.

“Looks like we’re gonna be at this for a while.” Ezekiel said to Shine. “How’s your mana.”

“I only used a Step. Same as you, but since I’m a Spirit I don’t need to be at Step nine to enter your spiritual pathways. I can go five more times before I need a break. How about you? Is the strain on your soul going to be alright?” Shine asked with worry flooding their voice.

“I’m going to need to be. But I think we can do this before evening.” Ezekiel said. “I just wish I had reached the maximum of Step nine sooner. If I had, then you would’ve been able to search for my second Chakra much sooner since the ‘door’ to my pathways would've been opened much earlier.”

“Yeah...” Shine was quiet as Ezekiel expressed his own regrets at not growing stronger sooner.

“Let’s do this. We need to keep going.” Ezekiel said as he fell into meditation once again. Shine mentally followed him, and they both began searching through his spiritual pathways once again.



It had been several hours since Ezekiel had the Forest Spirit take his team away. They had been left to their own devices after getting a final review of their situation. From there, the Forest Spirit told them where they needed to go to reach the other expedition. It took them less than ten minutes of walking before they managed to run into a scouting team. One that recognized Fiana and George right away, as they were dressed in their Church garbs.

From there it didn’t take long for them to meet up with the rest of the expedition, wherein Fiana and George reported to the Grand Scholar in charge of this particular team. A man with mostly gray hair tinged with red named Marwyl. He wasn’t from Sanafalls, coming from an island a bit further away called Tillsmont, but he was still respectful towards the two Scholars. From there the party gave an in-depth rundown of the events that had transpired.

At first, he didn’t seem to believe them, but then George showed him something that changed his opinion. It was a leaf that George had taken from the Forest Spirit. In fact, George had taken numerous leaves from the Forest Spirit. It just seemed like it didn’t care.

Even disconnected from its main body or avatars the leaves still had the remnant aura of a Legendary Being. That, plus the fact that it would be impossible for them to have reached the Tillsmont expedition within a day as they supposedly had, made it slightly more believable. Only a Legendary Being would be able to move them that fast.

Unfortunately, there was little they could do at the moment. The Legendary Guild leader tied to this expedition was off making contact with a Legendary Wild Spirit that had been attacking them for about a week now.

Unlike the Sanafalls expedition, which had needed to split its focus on the city under the bluffs, and to move further inland, the Tillsmont expedition wasn’t at a point where it could simply pull back and reroute themselves. Pulling back now would mean abandoning the expedition from this avenue. At least for the foreseeable future.

Luckily, Marwyl seemed like he was more than willing to pull back if it meant joining up with another expedition to wipe out the cultists that were attacking them from behind.

“Once my fellow Legendaries return, we can begin planning our retreat. It seems like this avenue isn’t going well for us anyways.” Marwyl said to the team. “But you need to know, the Guilds that I am working with will undoubtedly demand compensation for this. You likely won’t be able to keep the spoils from the Ruins you count to yourselves.”

“That’s only to be expected. Ideally, given the true dangers of the island, I am starting to believe that splitting up into multiple expeditions was not a good idea.” Fiana said. “If anything, we should’ve looked at this as more of a resettling rather than a standard expedition.”

“Many other Grand Scholars agree. But given our location within the Desolate Land’s territory, that isn’t likely to happen. Though, things may change if your Apprentice can get the job done.” Marwyl said. “Though, I’m not going to hold out too much hope.”

Fiana and the rest looked confused. They had no idea what Ezekiel’s ultimate objective was, other than to infiltrate the Desolate Territory on the island. They weren’t sure how that would change the state of the island. Marwyl noticed their confusion.

“If I’m right, then your Apprentice is going to be spreading seeds throughout the Desolate Territory. This will allow the forest Spirit to strike at the heart of the Cruor’s territory.” Marwyl explained. “If the strike goes well, then it will allow the various Spirits on and below the island to devastate the Cruor. Potentially pushing them back enough to clear the waters a little bit.”

A look of surprise appeared on all their faces. They hadn’t expected the mission the tree Spirit had needed Ezekiel for to be that significant. But it seemed like it was more important than they’d expected.

“As it is, the only reason we’re not suffering the full effects of the Desolate Lands on this island is because of the distance from the continent. We’re near enough to the boundary that we might be able to cleanse this area. If given enough time. The Desolate part of the island might even become inhabitable within a few years.” Marwyl continued on. “Although, like I said, I’m not keeping my hopes up. That mission... it’s practically suicide.”

The team was silent at Marwyl’s statement. The ones who cared the most were Fiana and George, who had a several year’s long relationship with Ezekiel. They didn’t want Ezekiel to die, but it was hard for them to think otherwise. Even an Adept wouldn’t likely survive what he was doing right now.

Sasha was also worried, but to a lesser extent than Fiana and George. The sting of the secrets Ezekiel had kept was dulled now. But the memory wasn’t gone. She was thankful for everything that he had done for her, but she also felt like everything might’ve been his fault.

For now, work needed to be done to get enough people together to meet up with the other expeditions. Messages needed to be sent, and teams needed to be organized. There was too much to do on their end to be spending time worrying about Ezekiel. It was unfortunate, but most people who learned of what had happened had already written him off as dead.



It was evening back at the Ruins of Morncrest. Ezekiel and Shine had gone through nearly half of the pile of mana crystals while searching through the expanse that was the spiritual pathways within Ezekiel’s soul. Ezekiel felt like he was going to faint, while Shine had taken a few hours to rest, naturally regaining their mana since the crystals were necessary for Ezekiel to maintain a peak state.

Shine already had it much easier than Ezekiel, so they were in significantly better condition than Ezekiel. It had gotten to the point that Shine wanted to make Ezekiel stop, but they knew that they needed to do this. It was only a matter of time before they set off to the Desolate territory of the Cruor. They needed to find that second chakra soon if Ezekiel was to get any rest beforehand.

It seemed like it wasn’t going to happen, however, as they were nearing their time limit, something they grew accustomed to recognizing the third time they’d been expelled from Ezekiel’s soul.

A feeling of hunger suddenly passed through Shine’s soul as they moved through the spiritual pathways. They stopped, mentally moving themselves backwards. The feeling was amplified. A feeling of emptiness. Hollowness that desired to be filled. Like a dry throat that needed to be quenched.

“Ezekiel!” Shine mentally exclaimed. “I’ve found it!”

Ezekiel gave a mental sigh of relief before they seemed to tense up in the connection he shared with Shine. Suddenly, it was as if Ezekiel was pulling on Shine. He was using him as an anchor to lead him to his second chakra. It was uncomfortable for the both of them, but they didn’t have much time before they’d lose their chance to open it in this session of meditation. If they needed to do it again, then they’d need to waste more mana crystals.

A sense of urgency flooded the minds of both Ezekiel and Shine. They could feel their time coming up. As Ezekiel’s consciousness moved through the ephemeral pathways within him, he lost track of how far he had moved. How far he had left to go. For a moment he felt like he wasn’t moving at all, such was his focus that all other things seemed to disappear.

A nonexistent ‘crack’ echoed through Ezekiel’s soul as his consciousness collided with Shines. He barely had the attention left to realize what had happened. It was only when he felt that foreign feeling of hunger that he knew where he was.

By reflex he flooded the area around him with his mana. The remaining nine Steps of mana filled the hollow area that he was feeling. Instantly he felt as if an unknown pressure was released from inside him. A new chakra had been opened, and with it, a new limit to just how far he could grow with his mana.

As this happened, he found himself gasping for air as he returned to the waking world. With shine lying across his lap, he couldn’t help but cry tears of relief as he felt his soul seem to open up even further to the world around them.

He then realized that he’d let go of his mana, unwillingly, as he had forced it to move. Because of this, his emotions had returned, but they were not as bad as he’d expected it to be. It was as if he knew the emotions were there, but they didn’t ram into him like before. Not that there was nearly as much repressed this time around, but still. It was different. It was like he could withstand more, mentally, than before.

“Ezekiel, are you okay?” Shine asked. They were incredibly worried when they’d been forced out of Ezekiel’s soul. Even more so when they realized he was crying.

“... Yeah... I think I’m okay. I just... I’m so happy I managed to break through. Even if it was with the use of mana crystals.” Ezekiel explained.

“Oh, okay. Can we get some rest now? I’m kinda tired...” Shine asked.

“Yeah, we can rest now. We’ve got a big day tomorrow, and I might need to focus again.” Ezekiel said with regret in his voice.

Shine did not reply. They were already sleeping. Ezekiel stood up, moving back toward the bed in the room. Though he did not forget to pack up the mana crystals into his Void Pouch. He sheathed Shine, holding them to his chest as he curled up on the bed. Rest was what he sorely needed right now. As he wouldn’t be getting any come the morning.

            

    
        CH 89 (Book 2 Ch 27): Off to the Desolate Territory

    
    
    
    
                It was early morning when Ezekiel was awoken by the sound of rustling leaves and cracking branches. Feeling his bed moving beneath him, he shot up in surprise. Looking around, he realized that he was being brought to the same room as the Forest Spirit’s primary body. The many-faced tree stood before him as he was tilted off of the bed he was resting on.

Checking over himself, he felt his freshly advanced Tier two mana thrumming gently within his soul. He felt a steady calmness envelope him, even as he felt himself entering a state of mental focus. The brief sense of worry he was developing faded away.

“Shine, wake up. It’s time to go.” Ezekiel said to his Spirit.

“...Right, I’m awake...” Shine’s groggy sounding voice drifted through Ezekiel’s mind.

As Shine rose to full consciousness, Ezekiel turned his attention to the Forest Spirit. Once again, all the faces seemed to be turned towards him. Their eyes glowing a faint green light as they gazed down on him. But Ezekiel felt like there was an emptiness to them. As if the Spirit’s attention was turned elsewhere at the moment.

“Are you prepared?” The Spirit asked. Unlike before, this time it was only two or three distinct voices that Ezekiel could make out. Unlike before when there was an uncountable amount.

“I am. Where am I going, and what am I doing?” Ezekiel asked.

A pedestal of wood rose from the ground, opening up like a blooming flower as it reached Ezekiel’s chest. Inside was a sack of seeds. Several hundred from what Ezekiel could tell. If not more than a thousand. They all seemed to glow ever so slightly in the dimly lit area. Yet from what Ezekiel could tell, there was no mana being released from them.

“These are the seeds that you will need to spread throughout the Desolate territory. You need not spread them all, but at least half should be used. You must get as far into the Desolate territory as you can. Else my strike will be of little use against them.” The Forest Spirit said. “Once you are down to the last of the seeds, or you manage to sneak into one of their larger encampments, channel your mana into one of them. It will awaken, and I will be able to sense and sprout from all of them. Forming Avatars of varying power as needed to take down as many Cruor as possible.”

Ezekiel took the bag quietly. He knew he’d be feeling stressed and terrified of what he was about to set out to do if not for his mana suppressing his emotions. Nonetheless, he still had numerous concerns now that his mission was right in front of him.

“You understand that this is crazy, right? Even if I manage to get to the Desolate territory with your help, it’ll take me weeks to get to the heart of the land under their control. If not even longer. There’s no possible way I’ll be able to get all the way in without being caught.” Ezekiel said.

“That is fine. Even if your spell should fail, you need merely bring as many sees as you can into the heart of their territory. I will do the rest.” The Forest Spirit said. “If anything, getting yourself caught by the Cruor would be a good thing. So long as you avoid getting killed by their Umbral Beasts.”

“How so!?” Ezekiel asked, nearly feeling outraged at the Forest Spirit’s disregard for his safety.

“As a Void Mage, they will first attempt to sway you to join their side, which is something we cannot have.” The Forest Spirit spoke with a harsher tone as it said this.

The next thing Ezekiel knew he felt a stabbing pain in his gut as a tree branch tore into him.

“EZEKIEL!” Shine cried out in shock and outrage as he feared for Ezekiel’s safety.

‘Cough’ Ezekiel nearly spat up blood. It was only the fact that the branch was glowing green with Life magic that stopped him from suffering severe injuries. Yet, even as the branch pulled away, leaving no wound whatsoever, Ezekiel could tell that he was not okay.

“WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM YOU STUPID TREE!!!” Shine screamed at the Forest Spirit. But they were unheard by all but Ezekiel, who winced from both the physical and mental pain.

“I have planted yet another seed within your stomach. It is attached to the lining and wil sprout and grow should you attempt to gather Ichor within yourself. It will not be affected by your mana. My remnant ‘will’ that rests within it will not allow that to happen, so your magic will not be affected.” The Forest Spirit explained. “Given that I have allowed your friends to go free, I need to have insurance. To guarantee you will not betray me, or them. Regardless of what the remnant of the Void may see in you.”

A part of the Forest Spirit felt guilty, given what it had said to Ezekiel’s team when they had questioned it regarding the possibility of Ezekiel turning on them. But that part was small, and in the cacophony of voices within it, the quiet whisper of guilt was quickly snuffed out for cold pragmatism, born from hundreds of years of constant war.

“Heh... I knew you were being too accommodating for a Wild Spirit of your age and experience.” Ezekiel muttered under his breath. “Will I be allowed to live if I succeed?”

“Of course. So long as the seeds are grown within the depths of the Cruor’s territory, a branch from one of my Legendary avatars will remove it, and you will be escorted from the Desolate territory post haste.” The Forest Spirit told Ezekiel.

“Swear it. Swear it on your soul. In the name of the Ancients of Void and Life. Swear upon your soul. All, your souls.” Ezekiel said, glaring at the Forest Spirit in front of it.

“... Very well. I swear upon all the pieces of my immortal soul, split as it is, as well as the Void and Life itself, that should you succeed in what I have asked of you, I will remove the seed that threatens your life, and do the best I can to return you to the safety of your Church of Ten.” The Forest Spirit filled its voice with mana as it spoke.

Its words had returned to the cacophonous state that it originally had. The walls of the cavernous room seemed to shake, and the many-faced tree’s eyes closed as its mana seemed to turn in on itself. Unseen to Ezekiel, a magical binding was imposed upon the Forest Spirit’s soul.

Unlike with human Mages, a Spirit’s word, when sworn upon its soul, was much more binding, and did not require the use of external contracts. However, only Legendary Spirits could invoke such power. Those at Tier three and below simply didn’t have the mana to do such a thing.

“Alright then. Let’s get started.” Ezekiel said to the Forest Spirit. Then, as suddenly as his friends had been bound up the day before, Ezekiel was also bound, and found himself being brought away from the ruined city of Morncrest. Moving closer and closer to the darkening sky of the territory of the Cruor.



The journey to the Cruor’s Desolate territory was a silent one. Ezekiel had little to say, and Shine, who was the only one Ezekiel had to talk to, was busy devouring the mana within the remaining pure mana crystals. Given the number of crystals available, it was barely enough to get Shine the the cusp of Step nine, at which point Ezekiel shared enough mana to push them just past the breaking point to Step nine.

There was a brief moment when the two of them considered saving the crystals for later use. But they realized that they would act more like a beacon, drawing the attention of the Cruor and Umbral Beasts once they got further into the Cruor’s territory. So, using them up in this instance was the best thing to do right now.

It ended up being several more hours before the branches carrying Ezekiel and Shine finally stopped. It seemed like it was somewhere around noon, but neither of them could really tell. The islands in the Archipelago weren’t cast in total darkness like the Desolate Lands of the continent.

Islands like this, that were within the red ocean borders of the Desolate Land, were still almost entirely covered by dark clouds. The clouds would be somewhat cleared with the presence of Spirits and an abundance of mana, hence why only half the island was covered in darkness, but even so, it made it difficult to tell the time of day once one got closer to the Cruor’s territory.

“Here we are. Roughly an hour's run in that direction is the defining border between the Spirit controlled territories and the Cruor’s territory.” The Forest Spirit said to them as it placed them on the ground. “This is where you will need to make your own way. My presence will likely draw in Umbral Beasts quite quickly. If not members of the Cruor themselves. You must go now, while I create a distraction.”

“Is that something that you usually do?” Ezekiel asked, focusing on how he and Shine were going to get into the Cruor’s territory. “Because if you start acting out of character, then it’s likely to make them more suspicious, not less.

“... Usually, I would not attack them directly like this. But how else am I to draw them away from you?” The Forest Spirit asked.

“Do not make a concentrated attack. Instead, spread it out across the border so that there are no glaringly obvious areas that you seem to be drawing attention away from. That way, they won’t be able to tell if there is a specific area that they should look into.” Ezekiel explained.

“But Ezekiel, won’t that make it so we’re in the crossfire of any attack?” Shine asked after hearing Ezekiel’s plan. The Forest Spirit voiced the same concerns.

“Perhaps, but ultimately, you don’t need to worry about me right now.” Ezekiel said. The next thing he did surprised the Forest Spirit and Shine both. He dashed off toward the direction the Forest Spirit had pointed in. “I’d suggest you get ready for your distraction; however you intend to go about it.”

Ezekiel didn’t wait for the Forest Spirit’s reply. He had roughly an hour to make it to the border before the attack happened. Whether or not he’d have to avoid a battle directly, or if he managed to sneak past without any issues was ultimately going to be up to chance.

He didn’t actually know if the Forest Spirit’s plan would successfully draw the forces of the Cruor away from this area of the border. Hopefully it would, but the Forest Spirit had clearly not considered the changes in its behavior in the face of the plan. Given that it was not usually that active in its actions, specific attack zones might draw suspicion, or it might not. Ezekiel didn’t know. He just wanted to make sure the Forest Spirit was operating on all possible information. The experience of the Forest Spirit would hopefully help in whatever decision it ultimately made.

“Are we going to be alright?” Shine couldn’t help but ask with worry.

Ezekiel didn’t answer at first. He knew there was no way that he could guarantee their safety, even with their advancement in mana. They were headed for dangerous waters, and there was little to no way to know what they would encounter. But given what the Forest Spirit had done to him, there was nothing he could do. This was the only path open to him right now.

“I can leave you here. If that is something that you’d like.” Ezekiel said. He began to slow down his sprint to a fast walk. His mental voice was barely a whisper. As if he could barely bring himself to make the offer.

“NO!” Shine practically screamed at him. “Don’t you dare say that! Don’t you dare think, for even a second, that I don’t want to join you on this mission!”

Shine’s voice was filled with hurt and betrayal as they nearly cried at Ezekiel’s offer. A Spirit was intricately bound to their Mage’s soul. To be separated from their boned human was to have their soul split in half. Sometimes, it would heal, as Ezekiel’s had when the remnant of the Void had done to him. But there were no guarantees.

Worse yet, it wasn’t like cutting something clean with a knife. According to records and accounts from other Hunters, losing one’s Spirit was like boring out a hole inside yourself. A hole that could sometimes be filled, with time and life. But whatever filled it was never the same as what used to be there, and you always knew that it was there.

The number of Spirits that survived their Hunters was far less than the number of Hunters that survived their Spirits. So, the records were few and far between, especially since it was difficult for Spirits below Legendary to be able to speak without directly making physical contact with a human. Given the unstable nature of Spirits that had lost their bond, this was very rarely safe.

“... I’m sorry. You’re not the only one that thinks that this is dangerous. I just... I don’t want you to get hurt.” Ezekiel said. He knew it was hypocritical of him to want Shine to be left out of danger. Especially given the dangers they had already faced together previously. But he knew that this was going to be a step above anything they’d done before.

“You don’t get to leave me behind.” Shine said. Their voice was rough and filled with determination. “We’re in this together, and we’ll get out of this together as well.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He just tightened his grip on Shine’s handle and picked up his speed once again. He could faintly feel the rustling of branches at the edge of his senses. There was no doubt in his mind that the Forest Spirit was still watching him, though through a much weaker avatar. Likely to make sure that he wasn’t backing out of his promise. They were still a distance away from the actual border between the Spirit lands and the Cruor’s territory. Hopefully the Forest Spirit would figure out how to hello them before they got there.



Having been near the borders of the Desolate Land on the continent, Ezekiel had been expecting something similar. A slow change in the environment to something less thriving with life, and more barely clinging to life, with strange and broken plants and animals here and there. However, this was not the case. Not once during his journey to the border did the environment seem to change. Just the inhabitants.

The few Umbral Beasts he actually saw were incredibly surprising. Although they were never higher in strength than Tier three, the sheer variety of the creatures was amazing. They showed the feathered features of the Winged Cruor, even when the animal was one that shouldn’t naturally have such features.

Such as a land tortoise with feathers sprouting from its shell in a spiraling fashion. Or a dire wolf with fully grown wings that allowed it to glide short distances. In some areas there were even feathered snakes and vines with leaves that fluttered in such a way as to let it drift through the air aimlessly. Whenever they got closer to Ezekiel, he would do his best to avoid them without using his new spell.

Luckily there was plenty of cover to hide behind as he moved through the underbrush of the forest. By suppressing his mana to the absolute maximum, he also made sure to keep himself out of any Umbral Beast’s sight. The few times he nearly got caught, he was able to get out of the way for long enough for the Forest Spirit to take out said beasts with one of its countless avatars.

Thankful for the assistance, as it allowed him to proceed with little to no stopping, Ezekiel continued forward with as much haste as possible. He knew that the best way to thank the Forest Spirit would be to finish the job that was given to him. Shine agreed, so the two of them continued forward as fast as they could, before coming to a stop at what was obviously the border of the Desolate territory.

The border was a sharp and direct cutoff. It was as if a line had been drawn in the ground. On one side, the Spirit side, the land was lush and green, with mixtures of brown and other colors added in. It was a display of life that Ezekiel greatly appreciated, and that reminded him of the rainforests he’d see in movies as a child in his previous life.

On the other side of the line was a red and gray landscape. Stone had crumbled and fallen to rubble. While trees were blackened and cracked, with red and white leaves, as if vitality had been sucked out of them.

The sky had grown darker and darker as they had approached, but it was as if the line was also a border between light, and the sharp edge of a shadow. The Light seemed that much dimmer in the lands belonging to the Cruor.

It was a sickening contrast of colors and atmosphere. The sounds coming from the Desolate territory were also just as different. Unlike the vibrant forest behind him, which he could still hear some ambient noise from, the Desolate side was nearly silent. The only noise was the rustling of leaves in the wind. It was eerie, and Ezekiel had no desire to tread further.

“We’ll take a break for now and move forward after I’ve changed.” Ezekiel said to Shine as he retreated toward the forest a little bit. Finding a larger tree to rest beside, Ezekiel sat down for a brief respite before reaching into his Void Pouch and pulling out a piece of equipment he didn’t think he’d have to use on this expedition.

It was something that wasn’t very special, just a cloak with the basic colorings of the Desolate Lands. He felt it was reminiscent of the camouflage jackets you could get in his previous life. There were no enchantments, as those would be sensed by most Umbral Beasts. Instead, it was just a colored jacket made from expensive, but highly durable material.

There was a jacket, pants, boots and cloak all in the same style. Quickly stripping down his robe and unnecessary clothing, he changed into it as fast as he could. It was baggy enough to fit over what little armor he still wore.

“I guess the money you spent on making this thing was finally put to good use.” Shine said. “I don’t really get why more people don’t do this.”

“Most people don’t go into the Desolate Lands alone, unless they’re Void Mages that want to be caught and turned. As such, with a larger group, the need for secrecy becomes more difficult, and less efficient.” Ezekiel explained. “Especially when you consider that most people going into the Desolate Lands are Guilds that will usually have wagons upon wagons of supplies and bounty to take back and forth. We’re not doing that. We want to get in, drop the seeds, and get out as soon as possible.”

“Right!” Shine replied. They knew that Ezekiel had not been expecting to use these clothes.

The camouflage suit was something he’d off-handedly mentioned to some of the other Scholars when he’d been reporting to the Church roughly a year ago, between work for the Island Hoppers. Fiana had passed it on at the beginning of this expedition since it was finally completed. This would be his camouflage suit’s first test run.

Standing up, Ezekiel stretched briefly before picking up Shine from where he’d laid them against the tree. Making sure everything was in place, Ezekiel started moving. Rounding the tree and approaching the border, Ezekiel started channeling his mana in a new way.

“We’ll go in stealthy at first. Try to find a place to take a break as soon as we can and continue on when we’ve regained some mana.” Ezekiel said.

“Won’t it take us hours to regain our mana?” Shine asked.

“Usually, yes, but upon Tiering up, you regenerate mana according to the new Step you’ve reached. Given I’m a Step one Apprentice, that means it’ll only take me an hour to fully regain my mana. The one perk of being at a lower Step within a Tier.” Ezekiel said.

Shine didn’t say anything, but Ezekiel could sense the feelings of guilt and powerlessness once again. Shine wasn’t able to reach Tier two right now. So, they were stuck having to spend a full nine hours to passively regenerate their mana. If he thought it was safe, Ezekiel would not be opposed to sharing his mana to get Shine to Tier two.

But he just knew that they wouldn’t be able to handle it. Now that he was a higher Tier than Shine, he could tell, just faintly, that their soul wasn’t large enough to accommodate the transformation of quantity and quality of mana that Tier two contained. Perhaps after this mission their soul would be strong enough, but for now it was not.

Allowing his mana to channel throughout his body, Ezekiel formed a thin sheet of mana attached to the surface of his skin. As he did this, he could feel his senses shift as the warping effect of his mana went to work. What was behind him was now shown in front of him, and vice versa from all directions.

From what Ezekiel could infer from the instinctive knowledge of this spell that Shine had granted him, his mana essentially warped space around him to essentially make him invisible to all non-touch-based senses. If he was hit by something physically, then the sheet of mana on his body would dissipate, shattering like glass.

But light and sound passed through him. He couldn’t mask his scent with this, as he permitted air to pass through so he could breathe, but for the most part that was a small issue. In a pinch, he could completely isolate himself, for a short time, as he would run out of air as soon as he could no longer hold his breath if he did so.

Feeling his mana slowly dissipating, Ezekiel ran forward as fast as he could, only barely using his mana to push himself forward. At his current rate, he figured he would be out of mana within a half an hour. But he was also moving nearly three times faster than he had been previously.

That’d get him about as fast past the border into the Cruor’s territory than the distance between him and the border when the Forest Spirit dropped him off. To be safe, he knew he’d better start looking for a place to lay low and regain his mana before he got too close to this time limit.

A mental nudge from Shine reminded Ezekiel that he could also rely on them for a little bit more time if needed. But for now, Ezekiel would see how far he could get on his own.



Ezekiel had been running for barely five minutes when he heard the first screech. Sparing a glance upwards, he saw a veritable swarm of twisted, flying, things descend from the air. Across the ground there were Umbral Beasts that couldn’t quite fly, but instead ran and jumped to glide short distances. They were swarming towards the border that he was quickly putting behind him.

He could still just barely see the green border of the Spirit lands on this island writhing ferociously as they whipped and lashed at the Umbral Beasts on the ground. A few branches even managed to grasp and pull down the Beasts in the sky as well. But as Ezekiel allowed his attention to remain pointed upwards, slowing ever so slightly to get a better look, he saw a handful of flying creatures that were holding back. Overseeing the assault on the forest behind him.

These creatures were much more humanoid in nature. Similar to the Rot that he’d seen in the Senera Temple of the Void. But unlike those grotesque and misshapen figures, these ones were much more noticeably human in their appearance. The small handful of people reminded him of depictions of harpies, with only one or two looking more birdlike than humanoid.

Ezekiel and Shine had long ago learned that the Cruor were originally humans that had forsaken their humanity and accepted the Ichor of the Broods to become what they were now. But to see the incredible similarities was shocking to say the least. Other than the wings, there was even one that was so human-like that he would’ve easily fit in in any town or city in the Human regions, so long as he wore gloves, long sleeves, and pants.

Mentally shaking himself out of his minor stupor, Ezekiel continued to run, picking up his pace since he knew that the skirmish behind him was obviously part of the distraction. It seemed the Forest Spirit decided that the sudden change in its behavior would indeed bring suspicion to any areas he did not cause a ruckus in. So, it was trying to change how it bluffed the Cruor.

Ezekiel could only hope that it worked. Having hunting parties setting out to track him down or investigate what was going on was not something that he wanted to deal with. Too much was at stake, at least for him, for him to be distracted as well.
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                It had been several hours since Ezekiel had crossed the border between the Spirit and Cruor territories. Quite a bit of distance had been covered, but the regular stops he had to make meant that he was only able to move every couple of hours. Shine did their best to help, but the amount of mana they generated was only a tenth that of Ezekiel’s.

Shine was still helpful in other ways, of course, as they were able to throw up a Shroud, the name they called their new spell, at a moment’s notice when Ezekiel was taking his breaks. This was exceptionally helpful when they chose to stop beneath what they thought was a large and dead tree. Only to find out that it was the home of several Tier three and Tier two Umbral Beasts. An unnoticed escape was quickly performed, and they took some time to find another relatively safe space to catch their breath.

However, the sun was starting to set. Ezekiel could barely tell in the already dimly lit landscape, but the few bioluminescent flora and fauna that existed were starting to come out. The sky as well was turning from a dull, dark gray, to a pitch black. It wouldn’t be long before Ezekiel couldn’t make out anything at all from the lack of usable, trustworthy, light.

“We need to find a shelter for the night. Sorry, but it seems like you’ll have to take a watch as well.” Ezekiel said.

Currently, Ezekiel and Shine were in an area of broken and dead looking trees. Though they appeared dead, Ezekiel knew better than to assume such, now. Many of said trees were also enormous, not far off from the size of the giant sequoia or coastal redwoods from earth. Though they were twisted and had roots that stuck from the ground that provided shelter for several packs of beasts.

“We might have to clear out a den. Maybe we can block one up?” Shine suggested.

Unable to think of anything better, Ezekiel hopped down from a ledge he’d been standing on as he looked for any possible areas to set up for the night. Given that this was Winged Cruor Territory, making camp above ground was a bad idea. Fortunately, it seemed like he might be able to find shelter fairly soon. A small pack of relatively weaker Umbral Beasts was coming out of their den.

A dozen or so feathered feline-like beasts were crawling out from an opening they had dug into the bottom of a tree. It partially went underground, and it seemed like this pack was led by two Tier two beasts. Ezekiel could barely make out their shapes, given that these were not a species that produced the dim bioluminescence that some other did. Yet, as he extended his enhanced senses, he was able to make a plan of attack.

As the last of the pack made its way out of the den, Ezekiel climbed up a tree in the path that they were moving along. Watching from above as the pack moved a few hundred feet away.

He was just under half his mana right now, so Shine was going to need to help him. As the two Apprentice level beasts passed under him, he silently dropped down, swinging with all his might in the direction of the beast’s necks.

Given the mana enhanced nature of the attack, Ezekiel made quick work of the first beast, decapitating it, before his swing continued toward the second beast. Though the blade only got halfway through before it stopped.

It still did the job, however, and Ezekiel dashed towards the remaining pack. High pitched yowling echoed through the woods, but the tier one beasts stood no chance against Ezekiel and Shine’s combined might. A few quick stabs here and there saw them killed before any other creatures could get close. Seeing he was finished, Ezekiel shrouded himself again, this time taking a deep breath, and made his way back to the now ownerless den. His scent was masked as well, to prevent anything tracking him.

As he reached the den, Ezekiel found a large rock not too far away. Using his enhanced strength to haul it back to the den, Ezekiel set himself up to sleep for the night. Propping the boulder with a stick that he could move as needed and creating a few small air tubes to allow for breathing, Ezekiel made his way into the small den.

Using a few of the standard Hunter’s supplies he received from the Island Hoppers, he cleared out the den of any other pests as he crawled deeper. Wrapping himself and Shine in a reinforced, mundane, blanket, Ezekiel reached out to remove the stick propping up the boulder. It rolled over the hole to the den with a soft crunch.

“You should sleep first, Ezekiel. You’ve been under more mental strain than me.” Shine said as Ezekiel wrapped them both tighter into the blanket. “I don’t feel physically tired like you do, so I should be alright for now.”

“... Wake me if you sense anything getting too close to us. Neither of us can keep a Shroud up all night, but if I’m awake I should be able to get away fairly quickly.” Ezekiel replied. Shine agreed, and Ezekiel allowed himself to drift off into a restless sleep, as the stress he’d been suppressing finally caught up to him.



Back with Fiana and the rest of the team that had been sent to the Tillsmont expedition, the various higher ups had all gathered and been given the information that Marwyl had received. It was late, and many of the assembled Scholars and Hunters who had returned had wanted to get some rest, but given the seriousness of the situation, that wasn’t an option at the moment.

Currently Fiana and George were grouped with Nina and Martin at the command table, while Sasha was sitting, bleary eyed and tired, off to the side. Tuff was sitting on her lap, doing his best to help keep her awake. The rest of the table was surrounded by several Adept Scholars, as well as the Legendary Guild leader that was there as their primary Hunter.

The Hunter in question was Yorn, a tall wiry man with black hair and eyes. A pitch-black bird sat atop his head, nestled in the messy curls that made the man’s hair. He was covered in cuts and bruises, though he wasn’t missing any limbs. He had refused additional healing beyond what his team had provided on site when the negotiations with the Wild Spirit they had met with the day before went awry.

“So that’s the situation right now.” Marwyl said after laying it all out for the rest to hear. “If we continue on with the expedition, we’ll be stonewalled by that damned bird that’s blocking our current route or led in circles by the Forest Spirit that’s sitting on top of the Temple. Given the other problems elsewhere on the island, I think we need to pull back and regroup with the other expeditions. Best not to get stabbed in the back while blocking from the front.”

There was a fair bit of grumbling as Marwyl said this but given their lack of progress over the past few days, even though they had made it fairly far into the island, pulling back to the coast and sailing to the other expeditions was sounding like a good idea. Especially since they couldn’t convey full and proper messages with their Com-Slates.

“If we head to the coast now, then that means that we’ll have wasted the last few weeks of effort. We’ve already lost a number of resources from that darned flock. I’d rather not give anything else to them without making them pay for it.” One of the Adept Hunters said with a growl.

“But given the situation, attempting to move forward when we know what’s waiting is just foolish.” One of the Scholars said.

“How do we even know if what they’ve reported is even true? For all we know they made a deal with a Legendary Spirit and are trying to focus our attention elsewhere.” Another Hunter called out.

“The Church of Ten doesn’t betray its own members. Calling us away from the planned expedition like this means that all the Cathedrals will be missing out on whatever knowledge is gained from the Temple. There is no reason for the different Cathedrals to compete over this. It’s you Guilds that want to get there before anyone else at any cost.” Another Scholar yelled.

The table soon fell into a cacophony of voices as the Scholars and Hunters began screaming at each other. Some wanted to stay, others wanted to leave. Most just wanted to fight or sleep. It didn’t seem like they were going anywhere, however, as they were simply going in circles.

“Enough!” Yorn exclaimed. The pressure released alongside his word brought silence to the room again. Marwyl had just sat calmly, allowing his fellow Legendary to do the talking. Given the difference in power levels, it was ultimately the Hunter’s call.

“I’m assuming that both the Scholars and the Hunters that provided this information, either already swore oaths and signed contracts, or at least agreed to do so?” The Hunter asked. Marwyl nodded in confirmation. “Then we have no good reason to believe that their words are false. Besides that, negotiations with that damned Legendary pigeon have fallen through. There’s no point wasting more resources getting past it. Meaning we’d have to route anyway. So, I’m making a call. We’ll head back to the base camp, meet up with the rest of the Guilds in our group.”

The rest of the room begrudgingly agreed to the Hunters orders. Marwyl just nodded his head with his eyes closed. It was as if he already knew that this was going to be the decision that was made.

“At that point, we will decide how to proceed. I, for one, do not want a cult of town destroying pirates stabbing us in the back. Especially since I remember what remained of their first major settlement. I know some of you do as well, since I was not the only one from our Guild that was there.” Yorn said.

Several other Hunters nodded in realization, and there were far fewer people looking upset. They had seen the town that had previously housed the Cult of Light. Though there weren’t many bodies, the horrors detailed in the journal of the man that had hidden was something that none of them wanted to have continuing in the Archipelago. Let alone something that they trusted to have on the same island as them. Especially with as many Legendaries as they apparently had.

“For now, everyone go get some sleep. We’ll start packing up in the morning. I want us all back to the coast within the next couple days.” Yorn ordered. Everyone soon cleared out of the room, including Fiana and the rest of the members from the Sanafalls expedition.

“... What do you think, old man?” Yorn asked Marwyl when the room was cleared.

“I think that you made a good call, in a bad situation.” Marwyl said after a moment of thought. “The Temple isn’t going anywhere, and the defenses around it are far too strong for us to get through on our own. A Forest Spirit of this level must be bargained with, not dealt with. Especially if it’s the main defense against the Cruor above land.”

“Kylie isn’t going to like this.” Yorn said. He shuddered to think of what his fellow Guild Leader was going to think of them retreating like this.

“You leave my daughter to me. She’ll know I didn’t influence your decision, but I think it best that I be the one to explain anyways.” Marwyl said.

Yorn just nodded in thanks. He had always had difficulties dealing with the hotheadedness of his fellow Guild Leader. The fact that they were nearly the same age made it so there wasn’t even a good sense of seniority between them. So, they often butted heads rather than agreeing to work together.

With a plan now set in motion. Yorn and Marwyl also headed out. Yorn to finally finish healing, and Marwyl to get some rest. It was going to be a long trek to get back to the coast. But it was likely going to be worth it. Especially if they could get back to take out the Cult sooner rather than later.



It had been several days since Ezekiel had entered the Cruor’s territory. Physically, he was quite exhausted. Mentally, he felt like he was nearing his breaking point. While he had managed to get some sleep, in short intervals, constant moving from one point to another was draining.

Especially when he had to run from a number of Tier three Umbral Beasts. He’d broken several personal records when it came to holding his breath. Though he had managed to drop and bury a few of the seeds that the Forest Spirit had given him here and there. Just in case.

The fact that he had to keep up his Shroud made things even more difficult. Especially since he was without much human contact and interaction.

Shine was an immense help in this regard, as Ezekiel wasn’t certain how well he’d fare if he was doing this on his own. On occasion, he mused at the possibility of dealing with things better if he wasn’t in the middle of enemy territory. However, that was something that would have to wait until he returned to Sanafalls in order for him to find out. If he returned.

“Hey! No feeling down. You’re the one who said we’d get out of here alive, remember!” Shine exclaimed, sensing Ezekiel’s mood shifting as they descended another hill.

Ezekiel, who’s posture was beginning to slump, was brought out of his negative musings. The bags under his eyes were dark and droopy, and his eyes were bloodshot from dryness and exhaustion. Yet even so he continued to move forward. Hearing Shine’s words, he straightened himself up a little bit, and continued on, trying to cheer himself up.

“Right. We’re going to survive, and we’re going to go home.” Although positive, Ezekiel’s words rang hollow, as another pack of Umbral Beasts crossed their path. Luckily only one was Tier two, and there were no Tier threes.

Exerting some effort, Ezekiel launched himself behind a tree, making his way up into the branches and out of sight. Luckily, the tree he was in didn’t seem to be inhabited, or its regular occupant had left to hunt.

“We’ll wait for a moment. See if they simply pass by, or if they bother with trying to find us.” Ezekiel said. Tightening his Shroud, Ezekiel waited to see if Shine had any suggestions, given that their mental state was in a somewhat better condition than Ezekiel’s.

Over the past few days, Ezekiel and Shine had been forced to slow down their journey. The number of Umbral Beasts they had been running into had been increasing. Something that hadn’t been an issue after the first two nights had, but now prevented proper sleep as Ezekiel was often woken up in the middle of the night with only an hour or two’s rest.

Throwing up a Shroud and not moving helped with throwing off any scavengers that caught their scent, but it was difficult getting by with short intervals of sleep. He knew that people had survived worse, and he might be able to do something to help himself if he trained in the future but given this was the first time he’d been in such conditions, he didn’t think he was doing that well.

Ancients forbid he run into any true Cruor. The Umbral Beasts were difficult enough to deal with. Fighting something that actually had intelligence that could potentially match his own, or his fellow Hunters, was something he didn’t want to risk. Especially since he was on his own, and it wasn’t likely that he’d have the fortune to only run into a single Cruor, rather than multiple.

A sudden howling cut through the air, and Ezekiel was forced to jump from his resting spot in the tree. The pack on the ground had begun to circle the tree. A couple of the smaller beasts had begun climbing in an attempt to draw Ezekiel out. The larger ones remained on the ground in order to attach anything that might fall to the ground.

Hitting the ground with a thud and a roll, Ezekiel made off in a sprint, channeling his mana through his body and beneath his Shroud to ensure that nothing leaked. However, the branches beneath his feet cracked and broke, grabbing the attention of the beasts he’d tried to avoid.

“Dammit!” Ezekiel mentally cried. He was already beginning to run low on mana. Fighting right now would mean they would need to stop once again for another hour or so before they could continue.

“A break wouldn’t be a bad thing right now. It’d only roughly midday, I think. So, we can probably afford to rest before we continue moving forward.” Shine said. Their voice was almost pleading as they desired to have Ezekiel rest. They weren’t sure that Ezekiel would be able to make it if they continued on for any further before finally finding a place to settle down for a break.

Ezekiel didn’t slow down. If anything, he began to run faster, wasting mana as he wasn’t getting any further from the pack than he was before. Only continuing to barely stay ahead of them.

“No. We need to keep moving forward, or else we won’t-” Ezekiel’s words were cut off as Shine pulsed some of their mana.

This briefly shattered Ezekiel’s control, causing his own mana to jolt to a stop. Suddenly, Ezekiel felt a sense of dread and worry come over him. All the stress and panic he’d been suppressing that day briefly flooded into him. He lost his footing, tumbling onto the ground before he could throw his Shroud back up and reinforce his body. Luckily nothing was broken when he fell, but he knew he’d have some bruises.

“You need to rest!” Shine shouted. “You’ve already gotten tunnel vision. Think! What does that mean?”

The sound of the Umbral beasts hunting him were getting closer. He barely had a moment to recall what had happened on their third day of travel. He’d gone several hours without replying to Shine. His mana had hollowed him out so much that the only thing he could think about was his goal of moving forward. He’d only snapped out of it when Shine blasted his mana with their own.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel mentally muttered to Shine. Now that he wasn’t locked onto his goal of moving forward, he realized that Shine’s words were right. His fatigue was catching up to him, and he wasn’t going to make it much further without more rest.

Looking around himself, Ezekiel saw that the pack, fairly small for where they were, only consisting of five, was surrounding him. Circling his position as they tried to figure out where he was. His Shroud was still up, so he knew they couldn’t see or hear him, but they could still smell him.

He wasn’t certain that he’d be able to get away in the time he could hold his breath to mask his scent. The fact that there were enough branches on the ground to make noise no matter what he did also meant that they could track his steps.

Instead, he moved toward the biggest beast first. This pack consisted of lizard-like creatures. Like a mix between a giant iguana and a crocodile. Shine channeled their mana, and Ezekiel took its head with one swing. His Shroud, now broken due to physical contact, cracked and allowed the beasts to see him. As one they jumped toward him.

With the Tier two beast taken out, Ezekiel was able to take down the other four without too much difficulty. Though the exertion of his mana did ensure that he wasn’t going to be making it much further under his Shroud without a break.

“I think that’s it for today. I... really need to rest.” Ezekiel said. Words barely formed in his mind as he stood over the corpses of the beasts he had slain.

A part of him was regretful. If he’d been with an expedition, then he’d be able to harvest most of the parts these Umbral Beasts were leaving behind. However, it wasn’t safe for him to do so on his own.

“I’m still pretty good on mana. Maybe we can carve ourselves a little hole on one of the bigger trees that you can sleep in. We’ll put a curve, so it doesn’t open up directly outside.” Shine suggested.

This was one of the methods of making a shelter that they’d tried before. But it hadn’t worked when the inhabitant of the tree had found them and nearly gored Ezekiel with a talon as it broke through the shallow door, they’d covered the hole with.

“Yeah. That sounds like a good idea. Let’s do that.” Ezekiel was barely able to focus.

He’d been moving for nearly a week straight, and only knew he was heading in the right direction when it was midday, and he could see which parts of the sky were darker than the rest. A part of him wanted to blame the Forest Spirit for not giving him better directions, but he knew the Spirit wouldn’t know where anything was too far beyond the border.

Ezekiel hoped that he’d find a coast soon. That way he might be able to find out where the Cruor’s encampments were. That or a river. He knew that even the Cruor needed water to survive.

Finding a large tree that appeared to be unoccupied, Ezekiel and Shine got to work carving a much deeper hole for them to rest in. Cutting through the wood wasn’t hard when Shine Channeled their mana, so they managed to make quick work, forming an ‘L’ shaped hollow that he blocked with multiple layers of wood.

“I’m going to rest my eyes for a bit. Wake me up in a couple of hours.” Ezekiel said.

“... Sure.” Shine replied.

As Ezekiel drifted off to sleep, Shine focused on the world around them as best as they could. They decided, as Ezekiel’s breathing finally evened out, that they would not be waking Ezekiel up unless something was coming for them. Otherwise, Shine was going to allow Ezekiel to sleep for as long as possible.

Completely unaware that the result of staying relatively close to the now dead pack would ultimately save their lives.



Unbeknownst to Ezekiel, although his efforts were admirable, there was little to nothing that went on in the Cruor’s territory that they were not at least partially aware of. Especially the Winged Cruor, who’s scouting capabilities were the best of all the other Cruor. Worse yet, Ezekiel was actually just a dozen or so kilometers away from a Cruor encampment. So, when the Umbral beasts in the area began to make a fuss, they became aware of it.

High in the air, well above the incredibly tall tree line, several Winged humanoids were flying over the umbral forest. They were observing the corpses of the beasts Ezekiel had slain, watching as they were feasted upon by others.

“This is the fourth time we’ve found an entire pack wiped out in the past week. We don’t know if there’s more or not, but these are the ones we’ve found. It appears that they lead back to the border. Though we’re not completely certain. There doesn’t seem to be a line or pattern in these groupings.” One of the Cruor said. A woman, according to the shape of their body. Though she was covered in feathers and had talons for hands and feet. Her head was bowed as she faced the largest of the group.

Also female, the leader of this group of Cruor was nearly a foot taller than the next tallest member. However, other than her wings, she had no feathers on her body, which was garbed in loosely fitting clothes that resembled a dress, or toga. If not for the wings and talons on her feet, she would be indistinguishable from a human.

“Then it is likely that the damned Forest Spirit did something. He may very well have let loose some Hunters to cause trouble.” The leader of the Cruor said. “Perhaps this is why the old forest retaliated as it did. To cause a distraction so our border guards wouldn’t notice something slipping in.”

The rest of the group became angry at that thought. They didn’t like the idea of one of their enemies getting so far into their territory. It meant that these camps might be facing some trouble soon.

“Keep an eye out for any other instances of packs being wiped out like this.” The leader said.

“Should we investigate the area? To see if they're still around?” One of the Cruor asked.

“There’s no point. If a Hunter managed to get this far into our territory without getting caught or causing enough of a conflict with the Umbral Beasts to grab our attention, then they would know not to stick around when they’ve left such a mess. They’re likely long gone by now.” The leader said. “Now go. Try to find where the next dead pack turns up. Maybe we can figure out where they’re going.”

With a nod of their heads, the other Cruor flapped their wings several times, flying off in different directions. The leader looked at the small map they were carrying. On it were several markings that indicated where the other three packs had been wiped out. But after scratching her head a few times, she couldn’t figure out whatever it was she was looking for.

Letting out an angry sigh, she too flew off, heading back towards her camp.
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                When Ezekiel woke up, he found himself slowly coming to consciousness in a much more natural manner than the previous times he’d fallen asleep over the past week or so. However, the moment he realized that he was awake, he shot forward, nearly slamming his head into the inside of the tree before Shine calmed him down. The fact that he’d been asleep for something like fourteen hours didn’t help.

After a brief panic, Ezekiel took a moment to calm himself as Shine explained what had happened. To say that Ezekiel was upset was an understatement. It was at this moment that he expressed more emotion than he had at any point since he’d entered the Cruor’s territory.

“Do you have any idea how much trouble we’ll be in if it turns out that they managed to find the dead beasts we’ve been leaving behind?” Ezekiel mentally shouted. “We can’t afford to keep still right now!”

“But you needed to rest! You were on the verge of collapsing, and if you get hurt now then there’s no guarantee that you’ll recover. There’s no Life Magic to heal you.” Shine cried back. “I was going to wake you the moment anything seemed to approach or get close to the first block we put on the hole. But nothing showed up, so I let you sleep for as long as you needed to.”

Ezekiel could tell that Shine was upset that he was mad at them for taking his health into account. Shine truly believed that they had done the right thing in allowing Ezekiel to get some much-needed rest. A part of him believed that Shine was right, but they were so deep in enemy territory right now, that Ezekiel was constantly worried that they were going to get caught.

For him, he’d merely die. Either by the claws and talons of the Cruor, or by the Forest Spirits Seed that was set to kill him if he absorbed any Ichor. But for Shine, they may very well not get the chance to die, and Ezekiel didn’t want to think about what the Cruor might do to them if they fell into the Cruor’s grasp.

“It worked out fine this time. But that doesn’t mean that it will in the future. Besides, we still need to find an encampment. Ideally, we’ll find their main base, but for now, anything will do.” Ezekiel said.

He figured that the main base would likely be at the furthest point from the border as possible, as it would allow the Deep and Winged Cruor to have a joint base of operations on the water. Unfortunately, with how big the island is, it was impossible for him and Shine to get there in under a month of travel. Most likely longer, given that he and Shine had to slow down in order to stay hidden.

Given they were just over a week into their journey, that meant that they weren’t getting there anytime soon. Ezekiel hoped to find a smaller encampment in order to maybe sneak in and find more information. The world had a unified language, so he figured he would be able to learn something that could help him.

Even if not, then planting some seeds in an encampment might at least make the Forest Spirit’s job easier when he would eventually activate the seeds. At the moment, the seeds were strewn about in relatively random locations that Ezekiel thought would make do as jumping points, like islands, that could act as safe zones for Spirits or Hunters to use in order to infiltrate the Cruor’s territory.

“Just, promise me you won’t do something like this again. At least not until after we manage to either find and infiltrate an encampment, or another week has passed.” Ezekiel said.

“... Fine. I promise I won’t.” Shine begrudgingly said.

“I’m just trying to keep us both safe. That’s impossible so long as we’re in the Cruor territory.” Ezekiel said. Shine did not reply, and he let out a frustrated sigh as he allowed himself to sink deeper into his mana.

Over the course of the time, he’d spent in the Cruor’s territory, he’d realized that if he passed out while his mana was suppressing his emotions, the feedback wasn’t bad enough to paralyze or make him sick when he woke up. It meant that he had nightmares and a restless sleep, but it allowed him to function during the day.

This time around it seemed like he was so exhausted that he slept through any restlessness. He figured his fairly good condition was either due to that or the fact that he was growing accustomed to the nature of their situation. He honestly didn’t know what a better option at this point was, as he knew that getting used to this situation had its own downsides.

Making his way out of their little tree hole, Ezekiel made sure to Shroud himself, but left his hands for now, so that he could cover up the hole as he left. There was no point in allowing others to see where he’d been without making them put in some effort, after all.

Then, he set out into the wild once again. Making his way further and further into the Cruor’s territory, and unknowingly straight towards a Cruor encampment.



Things had officially turned for the worse for Ezekiel, as he finally ran into his first patrol team of Winged Cruor. It was barely a couple of hours after he and Shine had set out from their temporary shelter that he noticed smokestacks rising in the distance. Knowing that such a thing was only caused by small scale fires, like campfires, Ezekiel headed in that direction. Within a few minutes of his detour, he found himself running into a team of three, Winged Cruor, all with prominent avian features.

He came to a stop roughly a hundred feet from them, making sure that he wasn’t upwind from them. Luckily, he had just finished resting not long ago, so his mana was still mostly full. So long as he didn’t enhance his physique, he would be able to hold his shroud for another forty minutes or so.

Seeing the Cruor confronting a pack of Umbral Beasts, Ezekiel was surprised to see that they didn’t finish off the pack. Just the most powerful members, and one or two of the weaker ones. Afterwards, the rest ran off, and the Cruor didn’t move to chase after them.

This made Ezekiel’s heart nearly stop. He realized that, not only would the corpses of the Umbral Beasts he left behind be a potential clue to his presence, but the sheer number would also stand out.

He hadn’t seen any other packs fighting with each other. But, given the way the Cruor were behaving, it might be that they left some alive to continue to reproduce. That, or maybe it for efficiency when it came to hunting for what they needed, and not wasting energy.

“We’ll have to make sure we don’t make that mistake again. If they run in the future, we leave the Umbral Beasts alone.” Ezekiel muttered.

“Okay... But what if they don’t leave you alone? They eat mana, don’t they? Why would they just leave?” Shine asked.

“Void Mana is different. Maybe the Umbral Beasts won’t look at me like a parched man in a desert looking for water. It’s not like we’ve bothered to risk testing it before.” Ezekiel replied. “Besides, weren’t there a few instances where we chased down some of the Umbral Beasts that attacked us, not wanting them to get away to bring back trouble?”

There had actually been several instances where Umbral Beasts had tried to run away from Ezekiel and Shine. But he hadn’t allowed them to get away since he believed that they would either return, or that they would draw trouble. Now he knew better.

“Regardless, let’s let this group be. Killing Umbral Beasts is troublesome enough. Killing these Cruor will be far more difficult and will raise an alarm with the encampment. We’ll go around. I can still see the smokestacks.” Ezekiel decided. “We’ll get a bit closer before taking another break. I’ll need to be at my best before I go into the camp.”

“So, it was a good thing I let you rest last night.” Shine sounded smug as they spoke.

“... Thank you.” Was all Ezekiel was willing to say. Too embarrassed to do more.

A feeling of forgiveness and warmth filled him as Shine didn’t say anything back, only sharing the feeling that they knew Ezekiel was truly sorry.

Neither one said a word as they watched the team of Cruor fly away with their quarry. The moment the Winged ones were out of sight, the pair moved forward, wanting to get closer to the camp, but also to find a shelter where they could rest again. Ezekiel would hopefully recover his mana within an hour. Then they would be able to make their attempt to infiltrate the Cruor and plant some of the Forest Spirit’s seeds. Hopefully without being noticed.



It took longer than he would’ve liked, but Ezekiel and Shine managed to find an area where they could safely regain as much of their mana as possible. Once Ezekiel was fully rested, they set off toward the area they knew the encampment was in. It took little over fifteen minutes to get there, but it seemed like, since they could fly, there were little to no ground patrols from the Cruor.

Above them, however, was a different story. As they had gotten much closer to the encampment, the number of flying Cruor had increased by a lot. Luckily, there was enough cover in certain areas so that it was possible for the pair to find their hiding spot. If not for his Shroud, however, it would’ve been impossible for Ezekiel to get as close as he had. To the point where he found himself outside the large wooden walls of the encampment itself without being seen.

“Are you sure that we can do this?” Shine asked with worry. “We don’t know what we’re going to see on the other side. Maybe we should just bury the seed in the ground right here. I don’t think that they’ll notice.”

Looking up at the walls of the Winged ones’ encampment, Ezekiel took a moment to think. Spotting several Cruor flying above them as they stayed on the lookout. Tall guard towers with posts jutting out to the side like telephone poles with branches for them to perch on.

All around them was nearly a hundred meters of flat land with little vegetation. No trees were nearby. Ezekiel thought that this was weird at first, given the Winged Cruor didn’t have anything to roost on. But then he realized that it was ultimately a smart decision, as it wouldn’t allow enemies, if any got this close, to peer into the camp from nearby trees due to the distance.

Not that Ezekiel had been able to do so. The tree line was littered with Cruor, and he’d had to hold his breath in several instances in order to keep his scent enshrouded.

“... Do you think they’ll notice a hole in the ground as we bury the seeds?” Ezekiel asked Shine. “If not, then fine, but if there’s even a chance, they notice the earth moving, then we need to go in, and find a place away from prying eyes. Preferably one with lots of cover.”

Shine remained silent. Ezekiel took a long slow breath and moved to jump over the wall.

“What about the little gopher holes?” Shine asked. Ezekiel paused mid crouch before he could jump. “Could we stick some of the seeds in there? They’re utterly hidden when it comes to their mana, so maybe they won’t get eaten?”

Ezekiel thought about it for a second.

“We’ll try it.” He said. Remembering that there was a gopher hole along his path to the wall, Ezekiel began to backtrack, finding it with relative ease roughly twenty feet away. “Watch my back and let me know if you sense anything coming up from the hole.”

Ezekiel placed Shine on the ground next to the hole. They immediately put up their own Shroud before Ezekiel let them go, feeling his intent as he got onto his knees. Looking into the hole, Ezekiel didn’t just drop the seeds. Instead, he held his breath, and using his fingers he slowly carved out another hole, this one a few inches below the top of the main hole and a few inches into the side.

He then placed one of the seeds he’d palmed before leaving their hideout into the newer, smaller, hole. Lifting some more dirt from within the hole, Ezekiel covered the seed and packed the dirt as best he could. Once it was in place, Ezekiel pulled away from the hole.

“Don't move!” Shine’s voice sounded panicked as it passed through Ezekiel’s head.

Ezekiel stopped. His breath still held, but his body was now incredibly tense. Glancing upwards, Ezekiel saw that there were a couple of Cruor gliding in his direction. He knew his Shroud was up, and he knew that Shine’s would last for a little while as well. But the moment it looked like they might be approaching him, Ezekiel internally swore that he’d make a break for it.

The two Cruor landed roughly ten feet in front of him. They were walking slowly towards him. Closer and closer they approached, but no threatening motions were made. As they continued forward, they walked right past Ezekiel, calling out to the guards watching from their roosts along the wall.

So focused on remaining hidden, Ezekiel barely listened to them when they mentioned how frustrating it is to have to land whenever they wanted to enter and leave the camp. As they got closer to the walls, a large gate was opened up to allow them entry. However, the words that Ezekiel heard as they entered drew his attention.

“I heard you lot were scouting for a human. How’d it go?” The guard opening the door asked. His voice was deep and gruff. “As if he wasn’t used to small talk.

“No luck. Honestly, I have to wonder if there even is a human in our territory. I know the Chief said there was, but I don’t think so. We’re too far from the border.” One of the Cruor that landed sounded frustrated. “Even if there was one, they’re likely out of our range at this point. Let the other camps find it.”

“That kind of talk will get you put on border defense. I heard the old Forest is acting recklessly lately.” The gruff guard said.

The scout just made a sound of derision and disinterest before pushing past and entering the camp. The guard took one last look around outside before reentering the camp, closing the large gate behind him.

Ezekiel didn’t take any chances. He slowly picked up Shine, before making his way to the tree line. Making sure to step on larger rocks and solid ground that wouldn’t give away his footprints. Even with his carefulness, he still didn’t let out his breath until he was well past the tree line, and nearly halfway back to his previous resting area.

Crawling into his little hole, Ezekiel took several deep breaths in order to calm down. Even with his current focus and state of mind, he nearly panicked just now.

“Ezekiel.” Shine quietly spoke up. “Those were Cruor, right?”

“You saw the feathers, the talons, and the beaks just as well as I did, didn’t you? I’d say yes, those were Cruor.” Ezekiel said. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s just... those ones were different from the Rot you showed me your memories of. These ones... they almost seemed human.” Shine’s words came out as barely a whisper to Ezekiel’s mind. Yet they struck hard and deep as Ezekiel was forced to face a realization that he’d been trying to ignore.

“Yeah... Yeah, they did. But we can’t let that get to us. We need to do our job. Besides, just because they seemed like humans, doesn’t mean they won’t kill us if they find us. Besides, we’ve killed people before. Now is no different” Ezekiel said. “Just try not to think about it too much. Okay?”

“Okay.” Shine seemed conflicted with their reply.

The two fell into an uncomfortable silence as they rested for a little while longer. There was still plenty of time left in the day, and Ezekiel wanted to put some distance between the camp and himself. Even if he didn’t think he’d been caught, that didn’t mean he wanted to stick around for much longer.



Later the next morning, after Ezekiel managed to get another full night of sleep, he couldn’t help but feel a hint of regret. He’d intended to infiltrate the first Cruor encampment that he could find. Information regarding the other encampments was sorely lacking for him, so any help right now would greatly improve his chances of survival. Unfortunately, he now realized that his hopes were too high.

Now that he’d actually been right up at the gates of one of these encampments, he knew that actually getting in and out would be far more difficult than he’d expected. He now understood that getting seeds planted as close as possible was already a challenge. He needed to ensure that, if he was going to break into one of the Cruor’s bases, then it had to be a much bigger one.

Of course, this just made the task all the more daunting.

“Is it just me, or did it seem like it was easier to sleep last night than almost all the other previous nights?” Shine asked as they set out.

“It’s not just you. Now that we’re further in, and close to one of their camps, they need to make sure that the Umbral Beasts don’t get too rowdy. It’s just like us when it comes to Wild Spirits. Sometimes you need to clear the area.” Ezekiel explained. “That doesn’t mean we’re safe though.”

“Oh. I guess that makes sense.” Shine said.

The two fell into a more comfortable silence than before as they continued onward. Ezekiel was once again using his mana to move faster. This time, Shine focused on holding up a Shroud for the beginning of the day. This would allow Ezekiel to get them further away more quickly as he expended more mana to enhance himself.

“Shine.” Ezekiel spoke. His voice was weary but determined. “The next encampment we come across; we need to make sure we actually go into it. We got lucky with this one, but we need to get more information. We can’t just keep doing what we’re doing. Not anymore.”

“Alright... I guess we were going to have to do that sooner or later, weren’t we?” Shine replied.

“Yeah... For now, let’s try to find a river or something. Maybe we can get some water that we can cleanse. Or stores aren’t running low, but still.” Ezekiel said. “A river might also lead us to another camp.”

“Right!” Shine replied.

As they continued moving forward, away from the camp, Ezekiel couldn’t help but muse to himself about how he seemed to be doing much better now that he’d actually seen his enemy. Looking back, his time in the wilderness was much worse than his brief proximity to the encampment. Even though he’d nearly been caught. It seemed the areas safe for the Cruor were, ironically, safer for him as well.



“When did you find this?” The Chief of the encampment Ezekiel had fled from asked as she looked over the remains of the shelter Ezekiel had made for himself.

The sky was essentially pitch black as the sun had set not long ago. A patrolling team noticed a pack of Umbral Beasts causing a fuss and moved to investigate, only to discover a large hole that had been partially uncovered. Usually this wouldn’t be anything to make note of. Beasts dug holes all the time.

However, this one had clean walls, carved from a blade, not a talon, and from what they could tell it was freshly made. Noticing these few signs, the patrol team had immediately sent word back to their base. At which point their Chief had set out to meet them.

“It was roughly an hour ago when we discovered it. But we expect that it can’t be more than a day old. Though we don’t believe whoever dug it will be coming back.” The scout who’d found Ezekiel’s dugout replied.

“What makes you say that?” The Chief asked.

“There’s nothing to return for. Clearly this was a temporary shelter, perhaps a spot to hide from beasts and rest. There’s nothing here that’s meant to be sustainable. Nor is there a reason to return now that it’s been uprooted. If the human that made this was smart, they’d move on as soon as possible, and get as far away from here as they could.” The scout explained.

“True enough.” The Chief said. “We need to change our search patterns. It seems like our prey didn’t pass through as I had thought they would. They must’ve stayed somewhere last night and moved through our territory today. Perhaps scouting out our base while they were here.”

The Chief paused, thinking over what her next actions would be. She wasn’t particularly happy with what she needed to do.

“Send scouts to the nearest rivers within our territory. As well as messengers to the surrounding camps. If the human’s this far into our lands, then they might be looking for water. As tainted as it is to them. That, or another encampment.” The Chief commanded.

“Yes, Chief!” The scout and other Cruor replied before taking flight. The Chief followed soon after, seeing no point in remaining where she was.

The area soon became flooded with Umbral Beasts trying to take control of the dugout Ezekiel had left behind. A safe space for whichever one could control it. All while its maker continued further and further away, unimpeded for now, and unaware of what was coming for him.



It had been another day since Ezekiel and Shine had left the immediate area surrounding the encampment where they had planted one of the Forest Spirit’s seeds. While it had been smooth sailing at first, as the land they were in didn’t have as many Umbral Beasts to fight, that soon changed in the morning after their first night away.

There were now just as many patrols watching them from above than there were in the heart of the encampment’s territory. It was also obvious that they were looking for something, as they seemed to be stopping to inspect different locations almost constantly.

“How did they figure out that we’re here?” Shine asked as they hid from another patrol. Ezekiel’s Shroud was still going strong, but they’d need to find another shelter to rest in, or else they’d soon be exposed.

“One of their patrols near the camp must’ve found our temporary dugout by chance. They’re probably on high alert now.” Ezekiel guessed. “If we can get far enough away, or last long enough without getting caught, then they may assume that we’re no longer in their search radius, and they’ll lower their guard a bit.”

“What about the plan to find a river?” Shine asked.

“We might have to scrap that, as they probably assumed that we would be looking for one. If we assume that they think we’re looking for their bases. Which, as an enemy force, would be the most likely targets.” Ezekiel explained.

The two continued moving forward, dodging patrols for several minutes as they looked for a natural shelter that they could use in order to rest. Coming across a crag that seemed to have been torn up unnaturally, Ezekiel dove in, landing with soft thud as he Shroud briefly flickered from the hard impact.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that this area had some pretty good cover. It would hide them from the patrols from the air, but he knew that the Cruor would likely drop down to investigate. So, for now this was simply an area where he could move a bit faster, unimpeded.

As he let his Shroud flicker away, Ezekiel started darting between the shadows and the cover of the trees and rocks above him. Cautiously moving further and further into dangerous territory. All the while hunters circled overhead.
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                It had been over a week since Ezekiel had split up from his team from Sanafalls. Since then, they had returned to a separate expedition, as well as retreated back to the coast over a couple of days. They ended up meeting up with the rest of the expedition from Tillsmont, and debated for several days as they determined where their next destination would be.

The debate went fairly quickly, but they still couldn’t leave right away. They still needed to make sure that they didn’t leave anything behind, and making sure that everything was packed and ready to go took just under a couple of days, intent on meeting up with the next nearest expedition. Though they left several foundational structures for when they eventually returned.

Currently, Fiana, George, and Sasha were eventually separated from Martin and Nina. The latter two were unable to trust the three Sanafalls Cathedral members. Upon learning that Sasha had left her Guild due to mistreatment their attitude became worse, thinking that she was a spoiled and privileged girl with no loyalty. Something that struck deep with Sasha, who began to doubt her place with any groups.

It was said hang ups didn’t carry over to the Tillsmont Hunters and Scholars. Rather, they were simply frustrated at the lack of progress and total retreat. Kylie, the other Guild leader in charge of their primary base camp, was particularly upset, but relented when Marwyl explained things. Though she still berated Yorn for giving into the Church’s desires, even though Marwyl stated that he had nothing to do with the Obscure Hunter’s decision.

“Alright! Let’s cast off! You all know where we’re going. Keep close to the shore, and don’t do anything that’ll piss off the Spirits in the water! It’s bad enough we’re having to avoid the established safe route. No need to make things even more difficult.” Kylie shouted out and over the half a dozen ships that were anchored safely at their temporary dock.

As they all set sail towards the open ocean, turning to the direction of the expedition they were headed to when they got far enough out, Sasha couldn’t help but look back as she watched the island get further and further away.

“What are looking back so longingly for? You’ll be back on land by tomorrow. It’s not like we’re going too far.” Fiana said as she came up behind Sasha. She too briefly stared into the distance at the retreating island.

“I’m just thinking about everything that’s happened in the past two weeks. It just feels like nothing’s been going right for us.” Sasha said quietly. “Things seemed to go well at first, except for the bear. Then we find a lost Ruin invested with Death Worms, where the only known entrance is intermittently buffeted by murderous windstorms. Finally, we get kidnapped by a nascent Exalted Spirit, and the youngest person on this expedition sacrifices himself for all of us to go free.”

For a moment it looks like Sasha is about to start crying.

“And that’s after me, and those other two, grill him about his secrets and practically denounce him. Now, we’re teamed up with a separate expedition, and off to team up with another, to rescue our city’s expedition, from a terrifying cult supported by four Legendary Hunters, and who knows how many Adepts.” Sasha’s voice had risen to a shrill scream by this point. “How the hell are you dealing with this so perfectly? How do you not seem to care, beyond your usual business?!”

Fiana looked at Sasha with pitying eyes. Although there was some worry as she glanced at the audience that Sasha’s near breakdown had accumulated. She understood full well that Sasha was dealing with a lot right now. She wasn’t supposed to be going through this much on one of her first expeditions. The only reason she’d been taken was because she was one of the few Hunters with a Cavern alignment in the entire Archipelago.

There were only maybe half a dozen others in the Island Hoppers that she was aware of. Given the nature of Ancient Ruins, however, that meant that they needed all hands on deck when it came to such precious abilities.

Unfortunately, it also meant that a less experienced Hunter like Sasha was ultimately brought along on a potentially dangerous expedition to an Island in Desolate waters. Though Fiana still felt her skills were up to par, it was her experience that was the problem.

Sasha hadn’t experienced the true troubles of an expedition. Very rarely do they go to plan. Even the basic milk run escort missions often went poorly.

“I can deal with these problems because I am used to them. I may only go on an expedition every couple of years, but I’ve still been on several dozen since joining the Church of Ten as an Apprentice, and later as an Adept.” Fiana explained. “During that time, I’ve since learned that you can never expect things to go right when out on the open ocean. George is somewhat less experienced, as he’s never bothered with Ruin expeditions. But if Ezekiel were still here, he’d be able to prove my words.”

“Why? Because he lucked out and managed to go to a Temple of the Void on his first expedition?” Sasha wiped her face before her tears of frustration could fall. “Didn’t he manage to get the only Void Spirit in the world from that?”

“He also fought for his life on no less than three occasions. Not against Umbral Beasts, but against a Hunter from a now disbanded Guild, when he didn’t have his Spirit. Suffering burns, bruises, cuts, and more.” Fiana’s voice was flat and dead as she told Sasha and their audience about Ezekiel’s story. “Then, he had to run through a Rot den with several Tier three Cruor trying to kill him. Finally, he had to flee for his life alongside the other Hunters from the still remaining Guilds, because the Remnant of the Void in the Temple decided to explode. Destroying the city that the Temple was based in.”

Sasha’s mouth had fallen open, and one of the Hunters listening in had dropped his satchel, where he was trying to look like he was rocking, not eavesdropping. The few Scholars listening in also looked dumbfounded. Ezekiel’s story was well known for his supposed crimes back in the Willowbrush Empire, as well as the higher ups of most Cathedrals, but the average Scholar didn’t hear much about it.

“So, I would say, no, not because he lucked out. But because he suffered far worse, in a shorter time period, and at a much lower Step than he is now, without a Spirit at that.” Fiana’s voice was ice.

Over the time she’d worked with Ezekiel, she’d grown to appreciate his work ethic and creativity. She had slowly grown to think of him as something like a little brother, and while she didn’t show it, she had been deeply hurt by his sacrifice.

“... I’m sorry...” Sasha squeaked out. Ezekiel hadn’t told her and the other Hunters all the dark and dirty details. Glossing over most information and just explaining that his spirit was born when the Remnant of the Void had split his Soul.

“Tell that to Ezekiel when he gets back.” Fiana said in a dismissive tone. She glared at the others on the ship that seemed to choke on her words. Staring at her in disbelief.

“You think he’ll come back?” Sasha asked incredulously.

From what she’d been told, going into Cruor territory by yourself was basically a death sentence, as the number of Umbral Beasts increased by a ridiculous amount. And they could sniff out mana like it was a beacon lighting up the night sky.

“You know what he’s survived before. I can’t believe he won’t survive again.” Fiana said. “Besides, the Forest Spirit believed that he could do a job for it, so why can’t we? For now, focus on what’s in front of us. Taking out the Cult. Don’t think about the expedition, that’s gone to shit.”

Sasha let out a weak sniff as she tried to focus but couldn’t help but look back at the island once again. The coastline had changed, and they were well on their way to the other expedition.

“Okay.” Sasha finally said after she got a hold of herself.

Fiana just nodded her head. She knew that Sasha wasn’t going to be okay anytime soon. But when they met up with the other expedition, they would hopefully have the numbers to take down the Cult without too many issues. Though she knew such hopes were practically a fever dream at this point.

Given the potential lack of necessity for Apprentice level Hunters, she hoped that Sasha would be permitted to stay behind when they went to face the Cult. The young woman had been through enough, and any more stress might very well see her leaving the Guild and Scholar life behind forever.

Looking into the distance, she cursed the Cult, and prayed to the Ancients that they were having troubles. Given the amount that she and her expedition had suffered so far, it would only be fair.



At the base camp of the Sanafalls expedition. The Cult of Light were not having a good time. Currently, all members high or low Tiered, were bundled up inside their shelters as a storm raged on outside. Luckily, however, it seemed like they wouldn’t be suffering problems from their more recent problems.

Unfortunately, for the Cult, Kameira’s scuffle with the Death Worms, and the resulting loss of basically the entire remainder of her old Guild, had caused the nest of Death Worms to become anxious, and for the past week they’d been forced to face off against a horde that wanted them dead.

Given that the number of Legendary Death Worms was much lower than the number of Legendaries in the Cult, it was believed that it’d be easy for the Cult to destroy the nest. However, due to the cavernous nature of the Death Worms, as well as their debilitating curses, those thoughts quickly changed. It seemed that the Death Worms were now specifically targeting the weaker members of the Cult that got too close.

Unfortunately, avoiding the Worms was difficult as well. They could go further inland to attempt to climb the Cliff at a different area, but that would take even more time, and they’d have to establish another base, spreading themselves even thinner.

Worse yet, it seemed like the Death Worms had found themselves enjoying the taste of human flesh, as they’d actually attempted to strike the camps a couple times. Such incursions were dealt with quickly, but they were annoyances that the Cult didn’t wish to deal with right now.

“This is all your damned fault!” Gwen was practically frothing at the mouth as she screamed at Kameira. She had several new scars that weren’t fully healed due to the curse infused with the Death Worm’s attacks. Usually, if a well-trained Death and Life Mage worked in tandem, it would be possible to remove such scars.

However, since these wounds came from another Legendary being, this made it too difficult for the poorly trained, and conscripted Life and Death Mages to heal. Ultimately, the wounds were left to fester for too long, and were left scarred. She’d need healing from a more professionally trained Life Mage later on if she wanted the scars to be healed.

“Of course, it is. I’m more than capable of spawning Legendary Death Worms whenever the hell I want. So why not use them against a bitch like you?!” Kameira screamed back sarcastically. She was just as, if not more so injured as Gwen was.

“If you hadn't intruded in their nest, then they wouldn’t be coming after us!” Gwen screamed again.

“We had no reason to believe that the cave system didn’t lead to wherever those Church bastards are hiding! Are you saying you wouldn’t have looked inside it if you’d seen it?” Kameira accused.

Just as Gwen was about to start screaming again, Francis slammed his fist into the stone table in the center of their current command room. Next to him was Meryn, who was nursing what looked like a cup of tea, though it was likely spiked with something, given the bottle of alcohol next to him. Both of the men looked even worse off than Kameira and Gwen.

“Enough!” Francis’ voice was an angry growl, but the two women fell silent all the same.

“Kameira is not at fault in this instance. Investigating the cave was a perfectly fine idea. It’s just bad luck that there’s a nest of Death Worms, though it would’ve been better if she had a Cavern Mage with her.” Francis pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “But at least we have confirmation that the Guilds and Church are hiding under the Cliffs. Death Worms of this power require numerous, or powerful, souls to cultivate. We may very well have missed the Ruins hidden inside the cliffs if not for this.”

Gwen just huffed and sat down, while Kameira grinned smugly and took a swig of her own, nearly empty, bottle of alcohol. This drew pointed looks from Meryn and Francis and look of disgust from Gwen.

“Regardless of the Death Worms, we still need to find a way into whatever underground Ruin they’re hiding in.” Meryn said after taking a sip of his tea. “Have we had any luck with finding clues on top of the cliffs? I know we have enough Hunters capable of flight to have checked it out.”

“We saw the remains of several buildings, and what we believe is the pattern for a city-wide formation array. However, it seems like they’re too eroded for us to make out what they are.” Francis explained. “Not that the majority of the scouts would know anything about magical formation arrays anyway. Worse yet was that damned storm! Half my scouts were blown into the sea!”

The other three Legendaries grimaced at the reminder. Nearly a dozen Tempest Mages and Hunters had died when the sudden storm had blown them off the top of the cliffs. Several Cavern Mages had been included in those that were lost, as they’d been included in order to make up numbers, as well as to feel out the cliff. None of them wanted another Death Worm incident.

“I don’t suppose you managed to get a decent sketch of the formation? I’m not the best, but I do have some knowledge of Ruins and their defenses.” Meryn asked. Francis rummaged through a sack before pulling out a rolled-up piece of parchment.

As Meryn unfurled it, the rough spiral shaped pathway of the formation atop the cliffs was displayed. There were three pathways leading to a central area. One ended at the cliff near their current position. Another ended in the caldera, and the third and final path ended while pointing at the sea.

Kameira allowed her mind to wander as Meryn looked over the sketch for several minutes but didn’t seem to be getting anything. Finally, having finished her bottle, Kameira looked over curiously. Only she let out a snort of disbelief as she looked at it.

“Something funny?” Meryn asked in frustration as he looked up from the roughly drawn sketch.

“That’s the worst Spiral Paths Formation I’ve ever seen. Whoever drew that must've been drunker than I am. With a broken hand at that.” Kameira said derisively.

The three Followers of Radiance looked at her in surprise and confusion. They had not expected Kameira to have anything of value to contribute to this situation. They’d really only expected her to act as additional muscle when they eventually fought with the expeditions.

“What?” Kameira asked. She looked defensive as the three stared at her.

“You know what formation this is?” Meryn asked.

“It’s a defensive formation used on cities as a form of defense. I saw a broken one on a Ruin once. Something like, twenty years ago.” Kameira told them. “It requires keys and specific elements of mana to open. Though, in this case, if the Church and Guild members are hiding inside, then I guess the formation has degraded to the point where it no longer needs a key. Just elements.”

“I don’t suppose you know what those elements are?” Meryn asked.

“Nope. Just that we need three of them. The gateway won’t open up otherwise.” Kameira said with a shrug.

“In that case, we will need to begin making attempts as soon as possible. There are a number of combinations to check, and the sooner we do so the better.” Meryn stated.

“What about the Death Worms?” Gwen asked.

“We can’t deal with them in the open. They just run away, and we have no Legendary Cavern Mages to keep them from fleeing underground.” Francis said dismissively. “Best to deal with the problems we can actually face, rather than be chipped away by a bunch of annoying worms.”

Gwen looked annoyed, as she wished to kill the worms that had been causing so many issues. The past week had become incredibly frustrating for her, as she was relatively more ground bound than her companions. She also had to make sure that their path to the ships was clear for their use, given that she was the best person to have at the coast.

“Regardless, we can’t do anything about it right now. Not so long as the storm is keeping us from reaching the top of the Ruins.” Francis stated. “We’ll have to wait it out, but once the skies are clear again, we will need to begin moving towards the caldera. Once we’re further away from the Death Worms, then we can make our way up with our people.”

“... I don’t like it. I thought we agreed that moving inland would take too long?” Gwen asked.

“That was before, when we thought we could defeat the Death Worms and gain easy access to the top of the cliff.” Meryn said. “Now, since we know we can’t get past the worms, we need to find a different area to ascend from. Moving further inland will take time, but it will allow us to make a base from which we can move forward.”

“Tsk, fine.” Gwen stood up and marched out of the room. The wind howled as she made her way to her personal shelter. She wasn’t happy about this outcome, but she knew it was the smartest thing to do. So, for now, she would wait and go through with her compatriot’s plan.

“We should all go get some rest. There’s no point sitting around talking anymore. We have a new plan. We’ll go through with it when the weather clears.” Meryn said.

He too stood up and left the command house. Francis followed after, while Kameira just stayed in the room. Her Spirit climbed up onto her shoulder. She pet it gently as she took in what little comfort she could. Angry and upset, she fell asleep in her chair, not bothering to go to her quarters.



Deep within the hidden and Ruined city where the Sanafalls expedition had taken refuge. Many of the Scholars and Hunters had succeeded in revealing some of the secrets found within the city, including the remains of a dilapidated underground farmland. Luckily, the area it was in was not central to the Death Worm’s nesting ground, so it was possible for the Scholars to repair small areas for their personal use.

The increase in food was a great boon, though the Life Mages had to be careful about how they cultivated what little produce they could farm. Healing the injuries that resulted from the Death Worms was a constant struggle, after all.

It wasn’t like the expedition was able to get away without running into the Death Worms as all. While the attacks had reduced recently, it didn’t mean that the scouting and investigation teams were able to get away without injuries, or deaths.

“How many made it back this time?” Carrian asked the Adept Saber Scales Hunter in front of him.

“Out of a team of ten, eight made it back this time. Though we managed to retrieve their supplies, if not their remains.” The Adept angrily muttered that last part under her breath.

While it was only around one in every ten groups that went out to scout that lost a member, it still meant that they were slowly losing people. Though that average had gone down recently, and none of the Legendary Death Worms had appeared. So, it was still relatively safer than the dangers above ground.

“I know it’s frustrating, but you know just as well as I do that going above ground right now would be suicide. Not only do we not know if there’s a storm brewing right now, but the Cult won’t let us off.” Carrian said with a sigh. “Even if they did, are you willing to turn to a life of piracy just to survive? You know of this Cult’s crimes. As well as how it’s being hunted down by every major island in the Archipelago.”

The Adept grit her teeth but calmed herself down. She knew Carrian was right, but the week they’d been under the cliff had seen more losses to her Guild than any other expedition she’d been on.

“Is there anything else to report?” Carrian asked.

“Not at this time, Grand Scholar. Leader Kari and Leader Ginny have been keeping our respective Guilds in-line, so there’s no worries regarding internal conflicts. Though your Scholars are grating on some of the Hunter’s nerves.” The Adept said.

“They’ve been hesitating when ordered to retreat from a new finding, haven’t they?” Carrian said, letting his head fall into his hands.

“Indeed.” The Adept said.

With a sigh, Carrian looked over what few reports he had left to go over. He couldn’t help but lament the days when his desk at the Cathedral was covered in such reports and requests.

“I’ll speak with Scarlet. We’ll set them straight.” Carrian said. “Please, return to your Guild, and take some time to relax. You and your team should be together right now.”

The Adept nodded, giving a brief salute before leaving the small building that had been set up as Carrian’s office. Leaning back in his chair, Carrie Lamented their current situation. He knew that there was still no word regarding what else had happened to Ezekiel’s missing team. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing at this point. But he knew that there were other priorities to deal with right now, so he put those worries in the back of his mind.

Getting up, Carrian ignored the remaining reports on his desk. Leaving his little hut, he made his way to the medical tents, where he knew that Scarlet would certainly be at.

Entering the tent, he saw Scarlet leaning back on a bed as she was tended to by several healers at once. Scarlet, upon seeing Carrian enter, flinched and grimaced as he moved toward her. She hadn’t been wanting to see him but knew that he’d come to see her once he’d gotten the report from the other teams.

“Grand Scholar.” One of the healers said. “We just need to close a few more wounds and you’ll be able to speak with her alone.”

“It’s fine. What I’m here to talk about isn’t confidential. Continue as you were.” Carrian said. The healers all nodded in understanding and continued their work.

“Report. Did you manage to find anything? The Dock’s team had no luck finding a mechanism on their end. Though I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.” Carrian said.

Scarlet shifted slightly before answering.

“We found something, but I’m not sure if it’s good news or not.” She said with a gravelly voice. “From what little the Cavern Mages could sense, it seems to be a sealed passage, but we couldn’t access it using the three mana types for the Spiral Path Formation. Worse yet, it’s not on the side of the city leading to the caldera.”

“Hmm. So, it’s either another exit, or a hidden passage that leads to a dead end or secret room.” Carrian pondered. “It wasn’t on the wall facing the direction of our camp, correct?”

“That’s right. It was on the opposite side.” Scarlet explained. “But it gets bad. We think it might’ve been a safe room, because from what our Cavern Mage could tell, there was lots of something wriggling in the walls. As you can tell from my injuries.”

Scarlet weakly gestured to herself. She had several new scars, and while the Death mana had mostly been cleared out of her system, the amount she had suffered from recently had left permanent wounds. As well as damage to her Spirit. Something that could only be recovered from with time.

“That is not good news. If we need to deal with another Legendary Death Worm, I want all of us to be prepared. You will not be going alone against this one. Understood?” Carrian commanded.

“Understood.” Scarlet replied.

“Good. Other than that, we need to get our Scholars a better sense of self preservation. As such, you’re benched for the time being.” Carrian stated. Scarlet opened her mouth to argue, but Carrian didn’t let her speak. “No! You listen to me. You’re more injured than anyone else still alive in this camp. We can’t lose you, and regardless of your prowess, I’m still your technical superior. At least due to seniority and experience.”

Scarlet flinched back from Carrian’s tone. He spoke to her like she was a child. Which, compared to him, she basically was.

“I’m trusting you to rest, and properly recover, rather than regain your strength and go off and get hurt again. Can you do this?” Carrian asked. “Or will I need to let the rest of the camp know you’re practically dying?”

Scarlet stayed silent for a minute before answering.

“I’ll stay back. But you need to be careful, old man. You’re not as spry as you used to be.” Scarlet said. Around her, the other healers shared a look as they considered the words of the two Grand Scholars.

“Good. I’ll be leading a team tomorrow to a few more unexplored areas. I’ll be sure to avoid going anywhere near the area where you found the passageway.” Carrian said.

With that said, Carrian left the tent, giving a nod of thanks to the healers in the room. As he strode out, he couldn’t help but worry about what tomorrow would bring for him. He hadn’t led a scouting team since they’d set up base at the bottom of the spiral.

Giving Scarlet control of the base might make things difficult, with her rough personality. Which had only gotten rougher since they’d been trapped down here. Hopefully things wouldn’t turn out too bad. But he knew better than to expect things to go well on this expedition. He could only hope that Kari and the other teams would be able to pick up any slack he might end up leaving.
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                Ezekiel continued to dart between shadows cast by trees and boulders as he ran through the crag that had given him cover for the past two days. Dropping the Forest Spirit’s seeds every now and then when he got the chance.

On more than one occasion he’d been forced to bunker down and slow his progress. Though, since he’d been diverted and had been running perpendicular to his previous path, his progress had already been slowed.

Luckily, however, he’d managed to find a small creek within his first day following the jagged crag. He’d been following it for quite some time, but while it had provided him some cover on occasion, it had also forced him to be more careful. Far more patrols seemed to be watching the waterways than anywhere else.

“Ezekiel, I think we need to get out of here.” Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s focus, bringing his attention away from the sky where he had been watching out for Cruor passing overhead.

Looking down at the stream of water running next to him, Ezekiel placed a hand on Shine’s hilt. He didn’t have his Shroud up, as the cover from the crag had mostly been enough to keep him hidden from the Umbral Beasts and patrols from above. As such, he wasn’t certain if he’d been seen or not.

“What happened?” Ezekiel asked. To save mana he hadn’t put up his Shroud just yet.

“Something’s watching us. From the water.” Shine told him. “I thought it was just a log, but then it-”

The moment Shine said ‘log’, Ezekiel immediately tense, leaping backward before Shine could finish their sentence. Just in time to avoid a massive set of jaws from snapping shut around him.

Swinging Shine in the direction of the Umbral Beast shaped like a crocodile, but with six eyes and limbs half as long as its body, oily ichor flowed from where Ezekiel sliced through its jaw. The beast roared in pain, something that Ezekiel knew would bring him trouble.

“Shit!” Ezekiel spoke aloud for the first time in weeks. His blade had barely managed to cut more than a few inches deep. Given the size of the beast in front of him, that meant that little, as it was nearly the same size as an elephant.

Knowing that this Beast was in the upper levels of Tier two, Ezekiel chose to cut his losses and run. He knew that facing a beast like this without the benefit of surprise was a fool's errand. Knowing that he would have to risk it, Ezekiel jumped to the top of the Crag before the Umbral Beast could regain its bearings and attack again.

He hoped that the beast wouldn’t be too willing to go that far from its water source, so Ezekiel started running as fast as he could from the creek within the crag. Unfortunately, it seemed like this was one of the few Deep Umbral Beasts that could survive for some time on land.

This was something that only Tier three Deep Cruor could do for limited amounts of time. Ezekiel guessed that, since the creature the Umbral Beast likely mutated from was an animal that could already survive on land, it must’ve retained some of its original features.

Knowing that he wouldn’t last long if he couldn’t get away, Ezekiel threw up his Shroud. Holding his breath to allow himself to conceal his scent as well, he channeled as much mana as he safely could to run as fast as possible. He needed to get as much distance between him and the Umbral Beast as possible. It was still roaring at him, even though it couldn’t see him. So, he knew he didn’t have much time before the Cruor eventually arrived.



The crocodilian Deep Umbral Beast laid dead on its side. A crude steel sword was yanked out from its corpse and the Winged Cruor that wielded it began cleaning off the ichor from the blade.

This Cruor was nearly human in appearance. With a head of long hair tied back, with only a few long and flexible feathers elegantly growing from his scalp, his face was mostly humanoid, as was his body. Only the wings and talons at the end of his arms and legs were obviously inhuman.

Though there was a light spread of feathers growing across his body. Noticeable due to the lack of shirt as the Cruor merely wore a loosely wrapped toga that allowed his wings to spread.

A much less human looking Cruor gently landed a few feet away from the Cruor with the sword. He immediately took a knee in front of the Cruor that had slain the Umbral Beast.

“Report.” The first Cruor said.”

“Our scouts are sweeping the forest everywhere north of the creek that they can, but there has been no luck finding the human.” The second Cruor said.

“No tracks? No scent? Nothing that would give the human away?” The first Cruor asked.

“Indeed. The strangest thing is that we can’t even find a trace of mana lingering in the area. It is as if the human isn’t using magic.” The second Cruor said.

There was no doubt in the Cruor’s minds that the intruder was a human, not a Spirit, as a Spirit would be easily sensed within the Cruor’s Desolate territories. Spirits were beings of mana, and as such, they were beacons of light that drew Umbral Beasts towards them like moths to a flame. Humans, on the other hand, could conceal their mana within their fleshly bodies. At least until they used magic.

But this was what they found so strange, as they knew that no human could have survived for this long in their territory without using magic. By this point, they should’ve at least been able to find traces from when the human was fighting the Umbral Beasts.

Yet there were no residual Flames, hints of Radiance, motes of Life, the stillness of Obscurity, or even the scent of Death. None of the elements of mana were present. No traces of the human could be found for tracking. Just the remains of dead Umbral Beasts as it passed through.

“Continue searching for now. We cannot allow the human to get any further into our territory. Though we will need to have a team go off to spread the word.” The first Cruor paused to think. “Send a message back to our base saying we found a trace. Send a second message to both the bases that the human might be headed to, as well as a message to our headquarters. As tricky as this human is, we may need to dedicate additional forces.”

“Is that truly necessary? I’m sure that, if given enough time, we’ll be able to find the human without issue.” The second Cruor asked.

“I don’t doubt that, but what concerns me is what they might be hiding. You have never fought the Hunters before. The Mages with their Spirits and their enchanted weapons are not to be underestimated. Especially if they can conceal themselves as well as this human can.” The first Cruor said. “Imagine what might happen if he had a device that exploded under certain conditions. The hidden human places one beneath a house within one of our bases. You go to sleep, and you don’t wake up because you’re dead, and your house is rubble.”

The second Cruor swallowed nervously at the gruesome image. He hadn’t known that such devices existed. The Cruor were excellent at fighting, with a natural inclination that allowed them to easily surpass a Hunter in physical combat. But the effects of elemental magic were beyond them.

Many of the younger Cruor, at least those that hadn’t been in combat with the Hunters, were unaware of such weapons.

“I understand. Word will be sent, and reinforcements will be requested.” The second Cruor stood and bowed once again before taking flight.

The first Cruor remained on the ground. He stared into the distance thinking about what was happening. No humans had set foot on this particular island in centuries. At least according to the records his fellow Cruor kept in the archives further into the Desolate Lands.

At the thought of humans and Hunters, the Cruor flinched as an old wound, a burn that spread from his waist, and up along his side, twinged with pain. The memory of a battle with the Hunters on another island, nearly a decade ago came to the forefront of his mind. As well as the appearance of the Legendary Flame Mage whose attack had nearly killed him.

“I wonder what’s in store for us.” The Cruor whispered to the wind. Letting out a deep sigh, he stood up slowly, before flying away in a gust of wind and a ruffling of leaves.

Soon enough, the corpse of the Umbral Beast was beset upon by other beasts, all drawn in from the scent of the ichor staining the forest floor. Only the presence of the Cruor had kept them back. But now, within minutes, all that remained was a small patch of land, stained with oily ichor, as even the bones were eventually devoured.



Ezekiel sat with his back against a stone wall as he hid from the search parties that had been hunting him for the better part of a day. He had exhausted his mana fairly quickly when he had made his first breakaway from the crocodilian Umbral Beast. Luckily, it seemed like he was reaching a different area of the island. The trees and forest surrounding him had slowly become more and more sparse, and the land became littered with stone and boulders.

Ezekiel could tell from the rifts torn up in the ground that this must've been a battlefield at some point in the past. The rents and tears that were scattered across the ground were in no way naturally formed. Though with the use of magic by the Ancients to shape the world, he did wonder if any parts of the world could be considered as naturally formed.

“Focus!” Shine exclaimed. They were doing their best to keep a lookout for additional scouts as Ezekiel hid at the bottom of a particularly deep crack in the ground.

Next to the two of them lay a dead pack of Umbral Beasts. These ones were incredibly rat-like in appearance. They were also all Tier one, but their numbers were high. Several dozen had died before even more of them had decided to flee through much smaller cracks surrounding Ezekiel.

“Sorry. I’m just a bit tired.” Ezekiel said. By this point his breathing had calmed down, but he was still concerned about how he would get some proper rest.

They’d been sitting for a while now, and Ezekiel was still halfway from fully regaining his mana. Ezekiel wanted to find a better place to rest, as he knew that he wouldn’t be able to get any sleep in the small crack in the ground he was currently hiding in.

Given that it was getting closer to dark, Ezekiel knew that he didn’t have too long before he’d have to find a proper place to sleep in. Something that would be difficult given the change in terrain. Shine was strong, but it would be too inefficient and costly for them to try cutting caves into stone for shelter.

“We need to find another place to rest. I still have mana. Let me put up a Shroud while you keep us moving. That way you can throw up a Shroud when I run out.” Shine said.

“Can you last for half an hour?” Ezekiel asked. He knew that, if they were nearly full of mana, that Shine would be able to maintain a Shroud for at least that long. But he didn’t know how much Shine had been helping him so far. He didn’t want to risk straining them, or the Shroud running out at a bad time.

A sense of assurance was all Ezekiel got in reply. The familiar feeling of his Void Shroud stealing over him appeared. Using the tiniest amount of mana that he could, Ezekiel climbed out of the hole he was in. Picking a random direction different from the one he came from, Ezekiel started running.

The lack of mana usage meant that he had to go at a much slower pace to maintain a steady speed. Similarly, he knew that he’d have to find a place with cover as soon as possible. Unlike when he was running through the dead forest and crags, the area he was in was essentially a stone quarry.

There was little to no cover to be seen. What was available was broken boulders and holes in the ground. Worse yet, it seemed like the beasts in this area were the numerous kind, rather than the powerful type. Meaning that he could get bogged down through sheer numbers if he wasn’t careful.

However, it seemed like he’d either lost his pursuers, or something else was going on. He’d seen few, if any patrols since entering this quarry-like area. But given the distance he still had to travel; he knew that he’d likely run into patrols of some sort once again.

Taking the chance to do so, Ezekiel planted a few of the Forest Spirit’s seeds in the shallower cracks and holes in the ground. Much like he had when he was traversing the Crag. He was now down to just under half the seeds that he’d been given. He knew he would have to wait until he reached a large encampment before he could use the rest.

Luckily for him, it seemed like there weren't going to be too many issues with finding shelter. Shine insisted on maintaining the Shroud for as long as possible, so Ezekiel could focus his mana purely on speeding up their running. As he did this, he saw that the edge of the quarry wasn’t too far in the distance. They’d be able to hopefully find a shelter of some sort soon. At which point, given the time, they’d likely prepare and get ready to sleep for the night.

Approaching the edge of the quarry, Ezekiel was so happy to once again be under cover of the canopy, as sparse and barren as it was. So focused on reaching the tree line, Ezekiel and Shine were both caught off guard as they crossed the threshold between the barren quarry and the forest.

Hidden beneath the branches and roots of the trees, a loud snapping twang reverberated through the trees. At the same moment, Ezekiel found himself diving into a roll as a barrage of wooden spears littered the ground around him, forcing him to reinforce his clothing, and causing his Shroud to break as he protected himself from the impacts.

As he got back onto his feet, he looked around just as several impacts were made around him. Three Cruor, a mix of Tier one and two, landed around him. Sparing a glance to the trees around him, he saw several barrels of spears held aloft in the trees bordering the quarry. Each one hidden in such a way, and at such a height, that they couldn’t be seen from the quarry side of the trees.

Tensing up, Ezekiel didn’t allow his enemies to speak before throwing up his Shroud once again. Watching as the three Cruor looked on in shock, one of them leaping forward. Allowing himself to fall into the now familiar mindset for battle, Ezekiel began his counterattack.



Not long ago, hidden in the trees on the edge of the quarry.

Azra was not young for a Cruor. She had long since reached adulthood, but even so, she had never managed to go beyond Tier one. No matter how hard she trained, or how many Umbral Beasts she consumed, even the scraps of meat of higher Tier beasts, she could not break through the final step to Tier two.

Her ichor was too thin, and thus, without a blessing from the Broodlord, she was forever bound in the body of a Cruor closest to the beasts her people hunted for food and sport. Her brothers had long since surpassed her, and in the process, they were permitted to command their own teams. Something she had long since given up on.

However, recently, news had been spread that a human had made their way into their territory on the island. This, of course, drew her interest. Everyone knew that the mana of Spirits and Humans was the most nourishing thing they could consume. Upon hearing about the human, she knew, without a doubt, that if she could consume them, and their mana, she would be able to break through.

Thus, she was one of the first to join the teams being organized to track and hunt down the human that had entered their territory. But after several days, she and her team had had little luck finding anything other than the remains of Umbral beasts being feasted upon as the human made their way further and further into their lands.

New information had been gained, however, and their superiors had managed to figure out the most likely path that the human would take. As such, she and her team were amongst the multiple teams that had been set up to prepare traps for when the human exited the quarry that was in their path.

All along the tree line, simple wire traps had been set up, with spears coated in ichor and tipped with talon shavings to enhance their lethality and cutting power had been set up. They were hidden beneath the roots and branches of the desolate trees so as to not be seen. So long as anything of a certain weight passed over them, they would trigger, causing numerous spears to fall over a large area where the trap was triggered.

Given how long the tree line was, only a few Cruor were able to look over the large areas that they were looking for. But, as luck would have it, the human passed through their area.

Azra had been shocked to see the human suddenly appear, their form becoming visible with the shattering of glass. She figured that this must’ve been a spell of some type. But the thing that surprised her most was the lack of mana. They had been warned that the human must’ve been quite strong, as they would need to be to get this far into their territory.

But this human seemed to have barely any mana at all. If they even had any. She wondered if eating them would actually allow her to break through.

A silent command brought herself and her teammates to the ground. Their leader, a Tier three with near human features, remained in the treetop. There was no reason for him to enter the battle. Judging from the size, the human was also a child. Likely separated from his own leader who must’ve been hiding elsewhere.

She and her two teammates landed on the ground. The human looked them over. She noticed his garb was strange, and they seemed to nearly blend into the background. Their features were completely concealed. She honestly wondered if, from the sky, they would be able to notice the human if they had chosen to stay still. Even without their hiding spell.

However, she had no more time to think of such things, as the human tensed before they turned invisible once again. She too tensed up, in preparation for whatever the human was going to do. She watched the ground carefully. The human was not going to flee past her.

The thought of a human without mana fighting her was so far from her mind that she didn’t even feel the blade cutting through her neck. As her head fell from her shoulders, she caught a brief glance of the human. Just as they turned invisible once again as her vision faded to nothingness.



Ezekiel grunted in pain as his Shroud broke for a third time. First from the spears, and second from when he had decapitated the Tier one Cruor closest to him. He had originally thought about trying to run again. But since he didn’t know if there were more traps further in, and he didn’t want word getting out and himself being hunted by larger numbers once again, he determined that battle was his only option.

So long as he managed to kill these three, he’d be able to buy himself some time to get further away. He might even be able to navigate through the traps more easily.

Unfortunately, it seemed like, after his sneak attack, the Cruor were more cautious, not allowing him the chance to get close as they flapped their wings, kicking up wind and dust. It wasn’t enough to break his Shroud, but the frantic movements made it difficult to get close enough to take out the other Tier one.

He knew that taking out the Tier two was going to be hard. But he still had one more spell to use against them that he was holding onto. So, he decided to risk it in getting closer to the remaining Tier one.

He managed to get near enough to slash them deep across the chest. Enough that he felt bone cracking beneath his sword. Unfortunately, he received a kick to the stomach in turn. Something that wouldn’t have happened if he’d been fighting an Umbral Beast. Something he needed to remind himself of. He was fighting warriors’ not beasts.

A bird-like shriek drew his attention as he reflexively threw up his Shroud and rolled away. A large talon slashed through the ground where he’d been laying. The Cruor seemed to have gone into a rage.

Narrowly dodging it, he darted behind a tree not too far away. That was a little bit too close for him, and he knew that running away might be his best option now. Even if the Cruor got away. He knew he’d overestimated his abilities, given that Cruor regularly took down Hunters in one-on-one combat, just as much as Hunters took down them, this should’ve been obvious.

Perhaps, if he still had the element of surprise, then it’d be fine, but he didn’t. However, to be safe as he ran, there was something he needed to do before it was too late.

Knowing it was likely that he would get captured at this point, if not killed, Ezekiel took a chance to take out his pouch of seeds and some water.

“What are you doing?! There’s a Tier two Cruor just behind this tree.” Shine mentally screamed at him.

“We might be getting caught soon. If they don’t kill me. So, I need to make sure that they don’t get you, or these seeds.” Ezekiel replied.

Upending the remaining seeds into his water pouch, Ezekiel chugged it down, swallowing the seeds given to him by the Forest Spirit. He couldn’t digest them, so this was a relatively safe place for them. Next, he reached into his Void Pouch, grabbing the small stature that Shine sometimes inhabited. Flexing his mana, he broke off one of the hands of the statue.

Behind him, Ezekiel could hear the Cruor shriek again. Turning himself invisible once more, he dashed around the tree. Picking up a rock, he threw it in another direction. He dashed behind another tree as the Tier two Cruor ran after the direction the stone made a sound.

“Inhabit this. It’ll be easier to keep on me than a sword if I get caught.” Ezekiel told Shine. He hid the stone hand from sight as he placed the statue back into his Void Pouch.

“But-”

“Now, Shine. We don’t have time to argue.” Ezekiel exclaimed. Shine fell silent, before a soft glow appeared over the sword. Hidden in his hand the small statue was placed on the sword. A slight shift was felt as Ezekiel sensed Shine’s soul coming from the statue’s hand.

“Sorry about this.” Ezekiel said before slipping the small stone hand into his under clothes. Ezekiel then secured his now soulless sword in its sheath before moving to run away. Reinforcing his Shroud before he did. Hoping that it would be enough to get them a bit further away.

“Right. Now it’s time to go.” Ezekiel ran in the opposite direction of the Cruor. Breathing heavily as he did. But he’d barely made it a dozen steps before Shine screamed at him again.

“BACK RIGHT!!!”

Ezekiel didn’t even think, he just threw his sword, still sheathed, into a blocking position as he tried to turn away. His mana flared as he pushed everything that he had into blocking this attack. But it was all for nothing as the sword in his hands snapped in two. Briefly, he felt his feet fly out from underneath him, but the next thing he knew, he felt a sharp pain in his back and head as he impacted a large tree over a dozen feet away.

Falling several feet to the ground, having impacted several feet up, Ezekiel crumpled. His body was on fire, and he wasn’t sure if he had broken anything. He had reinforced his body to the maximum that he could, but the blow was the strongest hit he’d ever received. Forcing himself to look up, he saw a nearly human Cruor looking down on him. He idly looked over his large taloned hand.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like he’d been lucky. The Cruor had obviously just guessed where he was at. As the strike hadn’t hit him with the talons, rather, it was the forearm area that had impacted his sword, snapping it in two but not cutting Ezekiel when it his him after.

“Ezekiel! Are you alright!? How did he know where you were?” Shine was frantically trying to check on Ezekiel.

“Conceal your mana! He must’ve heard my breathing and made an attack based on that.” Ezekiel said. “This guy’s at least Tier three. There’s nothing we can do right now.”

Shine fell silent. Retracting their mana as much as they could. They doubted that the Cruor could sense the difference between their mana, but that wasn’t an excuse to not be careful. They both became nervous as the Cruor approached them.

“You are a very lucky child.” The Cruor said. His voice was a deep baritone that Ezekiel didn’t think matched his thin and graceful, if inhuman, figure. “If not for my brother’s warning, we might never have set up these traps in time. But word travels fast when you can fly. Far faster than a child like you can run.”

Reaching down, the Cruor grabbed Ezekiel by the back of his coat, picking him up and raising him to look him in the eyes. Ezekiel let out a grunt of pain. The Cruor looked at him with disdain. As if he was disgusted by Ezekiel’s presence. Ezekiel readied himself to channel his mana into the seeds in his stomach. If it looked like he was about to die, he would at least die causing trouble for the Cruor.

“As much as I would like to simply kill you, it seems like several others want you alive. To question you, and find out how you, a Spiritless human, managed to get this far into our territory.” The Cruor said in dissatisfaction. “Although, they said nothing about the condition you needed to be in.”

Ezekiel attempted to raise his broken sword, but it slipped through his fingers. He was no longer worried about dying before he could set off the Forest Spirit’s seeds. Instead, he did his best to isolate them in his stomach.

Seeing Ezekiel’s movements, the Cruor smirked before slamming Ezekiel against the tree again. This time knocking him out.
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                Ezekiel very slowly returned to consciousness. His entire body was sore, and he could barely open his eyes without throwing up as he was struck by vertigo. The lack of light in his surroundings was actually more of a blessing than a concern.

It was with great difficulty that he managed to take stock of his current position. As well as the state of his body. It was only when he flinched in pain from the overuse of mana that he realized he likely had a concussion. Meaning his control of his mana was currently nonexistent.

“Shine? Are you still with me?” Ezekiel mentally projected. While he and Ezekiel could usually sense each other's presence within a certain distance, given his current state he couldn’t sense much.

“Yes, I’m here.” Shine’s voice was quiet, and sounded as if it was coming from underwater. “Try not to move too much. And don’t use your mana again. Your concussion won’t let your control it.”

Ezekiel attempted to nod, but nearly threw up, so mentally sent Shine feelings of understanding and assurance. Knowing he wouldn’t be moving for a while, he remained on the ground to rest for as long as he could.

“I don’t suppose you know where we are?” Ezekiel asked.

“Not really. I just know you were mostly out of it for a day or so. You briefly woke up a few times. But you seemed to be out of it. You weren’t saying words that made sense.” Shine replied. “I think we’re in a different encampment. This one is basically a small village.”

Ezekiel knew that that was both good, and bad, as it meant that they were more or less where they needed to be. But it also meant that the security was going to be far greater. Similarly, it meant that they might be more likely to inspect anything that he left behind while leaving.

“Any idea what the guard situation is like?” Ezekiel inquired. “I’m assuming that they wouldn’t just leave us alone. Even with our lower mana levels.”

“I think we’re in a hole. One they put a lid on. I’m not sure how deep it is.” Shine told him. “Other than that, I think there were a couple of Cruor standing around the hole when we got dropped in here. I don’t know what Tier they were though.”

Feeling around the ground around him, Ezekiel realized that the ground was tough, but not in the same way as most rocks were. It was more like compressed dirt bricks. Like it was a rough textured brick rather than a smooth carved stone.

“... Are we going to be, okay?” Shine asked quietly.

Ezekiel’s immediate reaction was to say yes. He wanted to reassure Shine that everything would be fine, and that they would both be home before they knew it. However, he stopped himself, as he knew that a simple reassurance would be worthless. So, he told Shine the truth, rather than empty platitudes.

I’m not sure, Shine. I always knew that getting caught was a possibility. Which is why I desperately wanted to avoid situations where it’d be possible.” Ezekiel said. “But, if we’re lucky, and we play our cards right... maybe.”

“How?” Shine asked.

Ezekiel internally sighed before rolling onto his stomach. Forcing himself to his hands and knees, he opened his eyes, the lack of light didn’t prevent his magically enhanced senses from barely making out features of the room. As the sense of vertigo hit him again, he forced a finger down his throat, immediately bringing himself to puke.

He stopped after a few seconds, but as gross as it was, he was happy as he knew that several of the seeds he’d swallowed earlier had splashed across the floor. He knew they’d be difficult to get out, especially given how big they were, but it seemed like his gamble paid off. He couldn’t help but thank the Ancients that these seeds were fairly small.

“We just have to wait for the right moment to activate the seeds. Then, we should be able to make some headway in returning home.” Ezekiel explained.

Shine didn’t reply, but a feeling of disgust, awe and hope was felt by Ezekiel through their bond. As he calmed down, he powered through the dizziness he was still feeling. He knew that simply letting the seeds lay out on the ground would be dangerous.

“Help me with my mana.” Ezekiel said to shine. He knew that he couldn’t do anything himself, but with Shine’s help he shouldn’t have any problems hiding the seeds.

Ezekiel felt a familiar Shroud settle over him from Shine’s mana. Then, he felt his strength increase to the level of empowerment that he remembered practicing with Shine many times. Feeling around for his supplies, he realized that everything had been stripped from him except his underclothes. Luckily, it seemed like the Cruor didn’t care about a rock he’d taken from the statue.

Whether or not that was because the Cruor didn’t see him tucking it away, or they didn’t care at all was unknown to him. Regardless, he took the small stone hand that was Shine’s current vessel, and using Shine’s reinforcement he began digging small holes in the corners of the pit he was in.

There weren’t many seeds, and Ezekiel’s plan involved removing the brick like structures to place the seeds beneath them. Some small cracks were heard as the first stone came loose. But apparently it wasn’t loud enough to draw attention. This continued for a while, as he removed several bricks, digging small holes beneath them before he buried, and then covered, the seeds, both in dirt and with the bricks.

As the last seed was covered in dirt, Ezekiel put the final brick back into place. None of the seeds were left in the open, but the smell of his vomit was almost enough to make him throw up again.

Moving to the opposite side of the pit, Ezekiel curled up as he laid down again. The sense of vertigo and dizziness had started to fade as he powered through it. It seemed like Shine’s mana was encouraging his natural healing as his body was being reinforced. Once more, he tucked the little stone hand vessel into his clothing. Hoping that Shine wouldn’t be taken from him come morning.

“Ezekiel, shouldn’t you throw up and bury the rest of the seeds?” Shine asked.

Knowing that Shine could sense the remaining seeds in his stomach, Ezekiel wasn’t surprised with this question. But he knew that Shine wouldn’t like his answer.

“The Cruor kept me alive for a reason. I feel it is only fair that we find out as much as we can from them, before we take them out.” Ezekiel said. “Besides, one good punch to the stomach will get the rest out. We’ll force them to grow if that happens.”

Ezekiel knew his plan was risky, but for now, he wanted to do everything he could to make sure that the Forest Spirit’s plan had the best chance possible at succeeding.

“...Okay.” Shine’s voice was despondent. They just wanted to go home, but Ezekiel seemed intent on going further and further. Ezekiel knew this and couldn’t help but feel guilty.

“When this is all over, we won’t leave Sanafalls for at least a year. Maybe two. We’ll just take a leave of absence and relax. Does that sound good?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yeah. Sounds good.” Shine said. Their voice was a bit more enthusiastic, but there was still a great deal of worry bubbling beneath the surface.

Ezekiel also felt the same worry. But he needed to focus on the here and the now. He hoped that they had taken him to a secondary base, given the size, rather than an outpost nearer to the border. So long as this was just a stopping point, he’d likely be brought to one of the Cruor’s primary bases. If he was, then the plan would go off better than expected. So, for now, all he could do was wait to see what would happen next.



Outside of the pit Ezekiel was waiting in, several guards were stationed. Each of them was glaring at the pit as if it was their most hated enemy. Given there was a human inside, and two of their own had died to said human, this hatred was fully justified in the minds of the avian-like guards.

The pit itself was located near the center of the small, village-like, encampment. The command center for this encampment was located several hundred meters away, in a building reinforced with several large bones, and crude stone bricks. Not unlike the ones keeping Ezekiel contained.

However, unlike the pit that Ezekiel found himself in, the command structure was built not unlike a birdcage. With large glass windows and openings lining the outside for easy access from both the land and the sky. Fitting and comfortable for an avian species. In fact, many such structures were built similarly to this, and the presence of humanoid housing was entirely missing from the encampment.

Inside the command center, several near-human Cruor were discussing what to do with their new prisoner. Each of them were perched on their own separate stands, or lounging near the ground on platforms with large sofas that allowed them to spread their wings as they laid back. The room was basically the size of a large amphitheater. Smaller rooms for private meetings were attached.

In the center of the building was a raised platform area with a table in the middle. Several large posts stuck out of it as the current chiefs of the encampment were debating their next steps. Opinions were split between those who wanted him dead, and a small majority who wanted to further interrogate him. Even going so far as to bring him to their overall head chiefs near the coast at their primary base.

“We can’t just let him stick around! He’s already killed several of our people, and who knows how much information he has managed to obtain during his time in our territory!” One of the Tier three chiefs said as they slammed their talon on the table. “It’d be better to kill him now and look for whomever helped him get here!”

“And I’m telling you right now, that there might not be anyone helping him. We need information. It would be a better use of our time interrogating him, rather than simply killing him and hoping nothing else is coming our way.” Another Cruor stated.

“Enough!” A third Cruor called out. “We’ve been at this for over a day now. I say we let the child live until the head chief gets here. Better to let them make the decision rather than do something that would piss them off.”

The other two Cruor looked surprised, as did the various other members that were around the room, observing and answering questions as directed. None of them had known that the head chiefs had been made aware of the situation. Let alone that there would be one coming here.

“You informed the headquarters what’s been going on!” The first Cruor exclaimed.

“Of course, I did. Better to do that early than to let your stupidity ruin any plans we may have moving forward. Much like when we lost the southern cliffs because of one of your blunders.” The third Cruor said.

The second smiled at the reminder of the first’s stupidity. While the first snarled and started growing feathers. His figure became more avian in appearance.

“You dare!” He shouted as he slammed the table again.

“Yes, I dare. And I’ve warned them about your temperament and prior actions. So, you can rest assured that you’ll be the first one they investigate if the child is dead when they get here!” The third Cruor stated. The first could only screech lowly as they fumed in anger.

“You will regret this.” He said. The other two Tier threes in the room ignored him. “Calling a head chief here to investigate pulls power away from the border. It makes our position weak!”

“Not knowing what abilities our enemies now have makes us even weaker when they eventually strike at us, and we cannot protect ourselves. You saw the report on the child’s abilities.” The second Cruor said as they waved to the side. Sitting on the other side of the room was another Tier three Cruor. This was the one who knocked Ezekiel unconscious and took him captive.

“The human showed abilities that we’ve never even heard of before. He managed to disappear from all senses, and it was only the fact that whatever spell it was couldn’t hold up to physical impacts.” The second Cruor said, “Worse yet, the mana didn’t linger. It faded away barely a few seconds after it was used. Does that, perhaps, remind you of anything?”

The third Cruor winced, while the first, and many others, looked confused.

“Void mana.” The third Cruor’s neutral tone sounded bored, but there was a slight tremble in his fingers before he clenched his fist. “We have a potential Void Mage. At least according to the legends and information we have regarding the humans that can use it.”

A look of shock spread across the faces of those who hadn’t previously made the connection. Even the Cruor that captured Ezekiel sat straight from where he’d been lounging on a sofa.

“You mean... Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” The first Cruor asked. His voice was no longer angry and full of wrath. Instead, it was partially filled with hope, and a hint of fear. His feathers had smoothened out, and his features returned to a more humanoid appearance.

“Indeed. He, given his natural state as a Void Mage, one who has reached Tier one, or higher, is a candidate for the position of Broodlord. I don’t think I need to remind you how important that is for all of the Cruor. Regardless of which Brood he may serve. Perhaps, one day, he may join ours.” The third Cruor said. “I don’t think I need to remind you of how important that would be. Especially given the state of affairs we are so desperately trying to hide from humanity.”

None of the Cruor in the room spoke up at that. The lower Tier members didn’t know what was going on, but those at Tier three were well aware.

Not all the Broodlord positions were currently full. Currently, the number of living Broodlords numbered seven out of nine. That most of the higher Cruors were aware of. The Winged Broodlord was actually one of the two that were yet to be replaced, as he had been killed by a human, not a Cruor, a few decades ago.

Meaning that the ability of the Winged Cruor to reproduce was currently very low, as the peerage of the previous Broodlord was also damaged. One of the duties of the Broodlords was to propagate their Brood, after all, since only they and their Peerage could reproduce, either with each other or with other Cruor of the same Brood. The clutch of any other Cruor couldn’t hatch without the Ichor of their Broodlord or a member of their Peerage, after all.

The long lives of the Cruor, and their large clutch sizes, as Cruor from all Broods, hatched from eggs, were the only reason that the Cruor managed to match the growth rate and fertility of humanity.

Worse yet, the further descended from two first generation Cruor, that a Cruor was, the more difficulty they would have in growing stronger. Something that most humans didn’t know, but many Cruor had to deal with. Like Azra, who had been born nearly sixty years ago, but whose mother was three generations removed from the Broodlord. Azra herself was actually the daughter of a member of the Winged Broodlord’s peerage, so her bloodline was even weaker.

The fact that they needed to consume others to grow stronger also meant that things were difficult for them. It was one of the reasons why the Cruor didn’t simply wipe out the Spirit presence on any of the islands they took control of. Similarly, to the few oasis’ that existed where Spirit lived under strict control in the Desolate Lands of the Continent. They were needed in order for the Cruor to survive.

“There is no guarantee that he will accept the gift.” The first Cruor said. “It might be better to wait until one of the remaining Peerage members is blessed instead.”

“He will if he doesn’t want to die. There is also no guarantee that any of the current Peerage members will be blessed. It’s been decades since the death of our Broodlord, and none have been blessed yet.” The third Cruor said. “So, for now, keep him contained. We’ll let the head chief decide what’s best.

“Fine.” The first Cruor said with a growl.

With that final word, the first Cruor descended from the table platform, gliding down to the bottom of the room before heading out. Seeing his departure, the rest of the Cruor left as well. The second threw the third a thankful glance before leaving. As the room emptied, the third Cruor was the only one to remain. Looking around the room, he hoped that he wasn’t making a mistake.



Ezekiel found himself coming to consciousness much faster as the grinding of the lid atop his prison pit was removed. This wasn’t the first time he’d fallen asleep and woken up since his first time waking up in the pit. He’d fallen in and out of consciousness several times, getting a few hours of sleep here and there as Shine helped him recover by channeling their mana through him.

From what he could tell, Ezekiel had managed to recover enough to finally channel his own mana without harming himself. But that only meant that his head injury was recovered, giving him a clear head. He didn’t know how well he’d recovered but given he didn’t seem to be dying he assumed that he’d be able to recover fully when he returned to his expedition.

His body was still sore, however, as it had only been a couple of days since he’d been imprisoned. Though, the lack of food meant that he was having a hard time healing the more extensive injuries. Mana could only do so much after all.

Such concerns passed through Ezekiel’s mind quickly before being discarded, as he knew he needed to focus on what was happening now. A sudden weight on his chest surprised him. Looking down, he saw that a rope had been thrown down and was now resting on him.

“Human! Get yourself up here, now!” A voice called down to him.

Squinting as he looked up, Ezekiel saw that there was a Cruor looking down at him from the edge of the pit. This Cruor was fairly avian in appearance, so he couldn’t have been higher than Tier two. If Ezekiel was actually armed, he had no doubt that he’d be able to at least put up a fight if given the chance.

“Did you hear me?! Pull yourself up here!” The guard called once again.

From what Ezekiel could tell, now that it was open, the pit was only maybe a dozen feet deep. If he wanted to, Ezekiel could easily jump the distance. However, giving away his full capabilities right now wouldn’t be a good idea. So, begrudgingly, Ezekiel grabbed the rope, and began to pull himself up as quickly as he could.

Before he even reached the top, he found his arm grasped by the guard. A hard pull jerked him into the air. He fell on his face in front of several more Cruor a fair distance away from the pit. There were several Cruor with primarily human features. Tier three Cruor that only had talons and wings, but also had feathers growing across their body, except their faces.

However, standing in front of all these Tier three Cruor was one that had no feathers growing across their body. Merely talons and wings. Though she did have feathers decorating her hair.

The obvious reverence towards this Cruor from the others clearly indicated that she was a much more important figure. Ezekiel figured that she must’ve been their Tier four leader. Although, why she was there for him was unknown. He didn’t believe that he was important enough to warrant such a powerful figure’s attention.

“So, you are the human that has been causing problems within our territory.” The Cruor said. Her voice was soft and had a melodious chime to it as she spoke. “Tell me, how did you get this far into our territory?”

Ezekiel paused for a second before answering. He wanted to stall for as long as possible to think up a way to convince them to let him live.

“What do I get in return for answering you?” Ezekiel asked. The other Cruor tensed up as he asked this.

“You dare-!” An angry looking Cruor standing directly behind the apparent leader nearly screamed at him. But a raised talon from the Legendary Cruor stopped him from continuing.

“What makes you think I can’t extract the answer from you?” The Cruor head chief asked.

“The fact that I could lie, and you would never know. I’d be dying, after all. So, what’s the point in giving you what you want?” Ezekiel asked.

He never understood why people thought that torture could work without being able to confirm information. Even then, it was easy to stay vague, and if a person knew they were going to die anyways, what would be the point in telling the truth? They had nothing to gain from it. If anything, pissing off you tormentor to the point where they kill you might be a welcome relief from torture.

“Hmm. Well, I suppose I can let you live. For now, if you answer truthfully, of your own free will.” The Legendary Cruor said.

Ezekiel swallowed nervously. It seemed like this Cruor was smart enough to know that he wouldn’t be telling her anything without certain guarantees. Or maybe she wanted something from him instead. He wasn’t sure, but he seemed to be getting a few mixed looks from most of the Cruor around him. The lower Tiers were glaring at him or staring hungrily. But the higher Tiers seemed to be looking hopeful. Did they want something from him that he didn’t know about?

Seeing that Ezekiel still wasn’t going to answer, the leader of the Cruor changed her question.

“Perhaps, a simpler question for you. What is your element? I have suspicions, but I would hear it from your own lips.” She asked.

Grimacing in realization, Ezekiel realized why some of the Cruor were looking at him hopefully. They likely wanted to turn him into one of them. Something that he was not going to let happen but might be a way for him to survive for a bit longer. So, he stared at the Legendary Cruor in the eyes as he answered.

“Void. My element is the Void, and I am a Void Mage.” Ezekiel said.

Whispers broke out through the rest of the Cruor. Some of the higher Tier ones sighed in relief. While the angry one that nearly yelled at him had a pinched look on his face. Like he’d bitten into a lemon and was trying to choke it down.

However, it was the Legendary Cruor that Ezekiel continued to focus on. Her face split into a great big smile. Ezekiel may very well have considered it to be incredibly beautiful. But the glint in her eyes promised pain, suffering, and a manic glee that Ezekiel only imagined a sadist who was about to get their deepest desire at someone else’s expense could have.

“How interesting. In that case, I have just one more question for you.” She smiled as she spoke. Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver as he assumed he knew what she wanted.

“How would you like to join us, as a true Cruor, and member of our Brood?”
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                Ezekiel had to stop himself from sneering in disgust at the offer. He knew full well that offering himself to the Broods was the equivalent of selling himself into slavery. He’d be forced to serve the Broods until the day he died. On top of that, he’d be forced to fight against humanity and the Spirits just to survive. He had no desire to do either. Regardless of the few times he’d fought with Spirits, he would not turn such a thing into his life’s purpose.

But he knew he couldn’t let them know he was never going to join them. It would be better to think that he would. Then he’d be able to get further into their territory. But at the same time, he couldn’t just accept, since the seed the Forest Spirit placed inside him, the one that would sprout and kill him, was still there. He’d have to see if he could get it removed first.

“... I am unable to do so.” Ezekiel said. His voice was low, and he did his best to sound regretful.

His words had the desired effect on his captors, as some looked upset at what he’d said, and others looked angry. But it was the woman in front of him who looked suspicious of his words that made him feel confident.

“We should just kill him and be done with it!” The angry Cruor standing a few feet away said. “If he’s not one of us, then he’s against us. Especially if he’s this far in our territory.”

There were looks of agreement as several other Cruor nodded their heads. But they were silenced with a glare from their leader.

“Why are you unable to join us?” She asked as she turned back to Ezekiel.

“Because the Forest Spirit stuck a seed inside me that will kill me if I absorb any Ichor. It was placed inside me in such a way that it can’t be removed without medical aid. Do you really think that a human of my Tier would enter your lands, alone, unless I didn’t have a choice?” Ezekiel asked.

He felt a sense of confusion emanating from Shine, but he sent back a feeling of reassurance to calm them down. He had no actual intention of joining the Cruor, after all. Shine calmed down as they came to understand what the deception was.

Looks of horror spread across the surrounding Cruor. Several actually took a step back in surprise. Even the Tier four head chief recoiled slightly as she looked over his body.

“... The Spirits are truly cruel. Although, that would explain how you could get so far into our lands without being caught. You are but a mere week or so of travel away from our headquarters. By foot at least.” The head chief said. “I have little doubt that the Forest Spirit intended for you to get to our home, where we’d force you to drink the Ichor of the Peerage member that resides there. At which point, many would die as the Forest Spirit sprouted from your corpse. But tell me, why would you say this to us now?”

“Because the seed is dormant until it touches ichor. At least that’s what I was told. The fact that I’m still alive, rather than dead from telling you this also means that the seed can’t pass on information to the Forest Spirit. I’m hoping you can help me remove it.” Ezekiel said.

Technically speaking he hadn’t told a single lie. He’d just omitted the fact that he had no intention of joining them, even if the seed was successfully removed. He idly wondered if the Forest Spirit was aware of this potential possibility, or if it simply trusted him enough to never actually desire to join the Cruor, even if they could free him of the seed.

As Ezekiel pondered these possibilities, the head chief began to chuckle, then laughed in a mad cackle as the rest of the Cruor shifted nervously. None of them knew what was so funny, nor did they know what they should do in this situation.

“Your gall is quite hilarious. It could very well be possible that we can’t take the seed out, yet you would tell us anyway. Who’s to say I won’t just kill you if we can’t turn you?” She asked. “Especially since you already killed two of our own?”

“The fact that you’re talking to me and seem to desperately want me to join you. Enough that I think you’d be willing to take the chance to help me.” Ezekiel explained. “Also, I’m fairly certain we both know that the two that I killed had no desire to take me back alive. They likely intended to feast on my flesh to absorb my mana to help them break through. Something that the drooling of your other members tells me isn’t a unique desire.”

Feeling more confident, Ezekiel stood up straight, rather than remain in a totally submissive position. He gave a pointed look to the Cruor with more avian features. Each of them was partially drooling as they gazed at him with hungry eyes. They quickly wiped their faces clean and looked away as the head chief swept her gaze over each of them. Glaring as she did so.

“Perhaps you are right. This is not the most refined encampment in our territory, after all.” Several Cruor looked away in shame at their head chief’s rebuke. “Fine. I will take you to our headquarters to meet with the Peerage Member. You’ll receive no ichor until that seed is removed.”

Looks of shock and outrage appeared on the faces of all the Cruor that were there. Even Ezekiel looked surprised, as he had not expected such an opportunity to fall into his lap. The head chief had already pointed out the possibility of the Forest Spirit sprouting from the one seed that Ezekiel had mentioned was inside him. Why would she be willing to take him to the headquarters anyway?

This thought and more ran through Ezekiel’s head, but he couldn’t come up with an answer. Luckily, he didn’t have to ask why, as it seemed like the other Cruor were just as confused and worried.

“Milady, is that not exactly what the Forest Spirit wants? To have its seed placed within our headquarters?” One of the other Tier three Cruor, not the angry one, asked nervously.

“That would only be a problem if we allowed it to come into contact with any ichor. So long as that doesn’t happen, it will be fine. Even then, it would be but a single avatar against the whole of the encampment.” The head chief said. “Besides, this encampment doesn’t have the necessary tools to remove such a thing without losing the boy’s life. We will need to grant him enough ichor to both heal, and covert, likely right after the seed is removed. Only the Peerage member can do that. Any other ichor would be too diluted to turn him properly.”

Many of the Cruor had looks of understanding as they thought about what their head chief was saying. But there were still concerned looks on most of their faces. They knew the value of a freshly converted Void Mage, especially one that was at least Tier one, if not Tier two, as they hadn’t confirmed which it was that Ezekiel was at.

However, that didn’t mean they wanted to risk the possibility of losing their Peerage member. There were only a handful left, after all. If the Peerage member died, that would mean they could no longer replenish their people’s numbers in the future. Unless another Peerage member came to their island. But that was unlikely to happen if their current one died.

“So, tell me. If we remove that little problem inside you, will you join us?” The head chief asked as she focused on Ezekiel. Her taloned arms caressed his face and neck as she smiled at him. It was not a nice smile. It was far too wide and seemed to have too many teeth.

“Sounds good to me.” Ezekiel said, doing his best not to swallow nervously, lest he cut his throat open. “I realize, I don’t actually know who you are.”

The head chief chuckled at Ezekiel’s now nervous demeanor. She seemed to take great joy in Ezekiel shifting emotions.

“You may call me Araza. And you?” She asked.

“Ezekiel.” He saw no point in lying about this. It wasn’t like they had any reason to already know who he was. Telling them his real name would also help him, as he didn’t know if they could tell lies like many Mages could. Luckily, it seemed like she didn’t want to know anything else, so she turned away.

“Get some transportation ready. We’ll set out tomorrow. For now, leave the boy in one of the more secure ground huts. Keep his stuff separate but get it ready as well. We’ve got a potential first generation with us. Let’s not waste any time in turning him to our side, shall we.” Araza ordered.

There were looks of discontent as the Cruor set out to make the appropriate preparations. Ezekiel ended up being led through the encampment to a small hut. It wasn’t much bigger than the prison pit that he was in previously. But at least this one was above ground and had some air flow from the open windows and door. As well as a small bed made from moss and bundles of grass from the remains of what plant life managed to survive in the Desolate Lands. Though Ezekiel still felt uncomfortable as his guards continued to glare at him hungrily.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Shine asked him quietly later that evening.

“No, but it’s the best shot we’ve got to hurt them the most.” Ezekiel said.

“We could just go now. If you puked up the rest of the seeds now, we could sprout them and get away. The Forest Spirit swore to get us out of here when we sprouted the seeds, didn’t it?” Shine said.

“It did, but I get the feeling that we need to clear this island as soon as possible. I don’t know why, but ever since we got captured, and brought to this encampment, I’ve gotten the feeling that merely taking out the smaller camps won’t do much. We need to take out their headquarters somehow. This may just be our only shot.” Ezekiel explained.

“Is this feeling anything like the other ones you mentioned you got when you did Void related stuff?” Shine asked.

“Somewhat. It’s not just a feeling in my gut. It’s a feeling in my soul.” Ezekiel said.

“I think I know what you mean.” Shine told Ezekiel. Much to his surprise, since Shine hadn’t told him they’d had such feelings before now. “I’m scared, though, and I don’t like it. If it looks like things are going to go bad, you’ll stop, and summon the Forest Spirit, right?”

“Yes. I promise you, that is exactly what I’ll do.” Ezekiel said without any hesitation.

He was telling the truth too. He’d already taken countless risks on this mission. He still regretted accepting it in the first place. But he knew there was no going back. So, he felt that he needed to go as far as he could. The least he could do was play their trump card if things looked really bad for them.

“Thank you.” Shine said quietly.

Feelings of reassurance and thankfulness went back and forth between the two for several minutes. Eventually, the two finally fell asleep on the relatively soft bed. Tired from their travels, the fact that they were being guarded was surprisingly comforting, as it meant they didn’t have to worry about being caught or killed while they slept. They were already prisoners, after all.

Now, they just had to wait and see what the next few days would bring them.



Ezekiel wasn’t certain what he was expecting when he had arrived at the headquarters of the Cruor. He just knew that he was grateful when they had finally landed, as the so-called transportation that they had made for him was basically a hammock that was carried between two Cruor as they flew.

He had been wrapped up tightly, and a separate sack was arranged to carry his equipment. However, even with the precautions to ensure he survived the trip, he didn’t feel at all grateful to be near his stuff since he was still at risk of falling if anything unexpected happened.

Worse yet, since the ones carrying him were Tier three, that meant that their trip to the headquarters was significantly slower than what a Tier four could make at full speed. Thus, the trip that would have taken him over a week on foot, and the Araza a single day, instead took about three days, and they were forced to wait and rest in nests that the Cruor hung from tree branches.

It seemed that needs were met according to necessity when it came to the Cruor, as there were few, if any means of camping on the ground. Something that the Winged Cruor found pointless.

He did get a chance to make some small talk on the way to the headquarters. Since they were convinced that he was going to join them, as they were the only ones that could technically save him in this situation, some of the Cruor guardians or carrying him were willing to answer some of his questions. Though Ezekiel was smart enough to not ask anything personal or related to military matters.

Imagine his surprise when he discovered the truth regarding the Cruor’s reproductive ability. Most of humanity was under the impression that only the Broodlords and their Peerage could have offspring at all. That was what he’d been told as well. To find out that any pairing of Cruor could have offspring, but they just never hatched without being baptized in the blood of a given Brood’s Lord or a Peerage Member was scary. As it meant that their understanding of how Cruor reproduced was nowhere near complete.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder what else humanity was wrong with. He was happy to find out that it was true that natural born Cruor had a harder time growing stronger, as their bloodline was further from the Broodlord or the Peerage. It was also more difficult for a born Cruor to become a Broodlord, often being unable to contain the Brood’s power without mutating and dying. Though naturals could still become Peerage members.

Apparently, this information was too important for him to know, however, as right after he got it the person who spoke to them was berated and punished. Ezekiel also found himself being gagged, so his only conversation companion was once again Shine. Who was happy to debate with him about what their next steps needed to be.

Said conversations stopped when they reached the headquarters. The bonded pair ended up looking on in awe as they witnessed the elegantly crude architecture of the Winged Cruor’s headquarters.

Somehow, they had managed to cultivate trees and other plants that thrived much more easily than the trees and plants throughout the rest of their territory that seemed sickly or near dead. The trees were also far larger than the ones that were in the surrounding area. Though still nowhere near as large as the ones that resided in the Forest Spirit’s territory.

Unlike the encampment that they’d departed from the headquarters was not composed of artificial structures with flat lands surrounding it for the sake of open field surveillance. Instead, there were several traps that lined the areas leading to the city. Many of these would potentially take out a high leveled Adept Hunter if they got hit by one.

The homes for the Cruor in this area were also entirely airborne, with no structures existing near to, or on the ground. Instead, there were countless bridges built between the trees that crossed back and forth going higher and higher. As well as carved openings that lead to the internal structures within the trees. From what Ezekiel could tell, these structures were also multi-leveled, allowing the Cruor to go up and down within the trees, instead of having to fly to each and every one on the outside.

Ezekiel was brought to the largest tree that was also in the center of the city sized area of trees. As he was wondering what was going on, and where they were headed to, he saw Araza peel off a piece of the bark on the massive tree in front of them. Inside was a dark hole that seemed to lead into the tree.

Before he could ask what was going on, he found himself thrown into the hole, followed by his water satchel, and the opening was sealed shut once again. Ezekiel rolled to a stop after falling several dozen feet, barely managing to brace himself before he hit the ground. He let out a couple of nasty curses as he realized he was once again trapped inside one of their prisons. This one being made from what seemed to be reinforced wood that had somehow been fed and strengthened off of the ichor.

“What the hell? I thought you said you were going to help me!?” Ezekiel yelled in feigned outrage. While he didn’t expect this situation, it was actually something that worked well for him. As it meant that he would have the privacy he needed for the next step of his plan.

“You’ll get help if the Peerage Member grants it. For now, we can’t risk you doing any more harm to our people. Sit here until I get back.” Araza’s voice called to him through the sealed opening.

“Ancients dammit!” Ezekiel exclaimed before slamming his fist on the wall and sliding to the ground. He was happy that no one could see him right now, as it meant that he could smile as much as he wanted and no one would be any wiser regarding his intentions.

“Does this mean we need to move forward with the plan now?” Shine asked curiously.

Ezekiel could only sigh in apprehension as he grabbed around blindly for his water satchel. He could only hope that he’d have enough to purge his stomach before he ran out. Otherwise, this was going to be even more unpleasant than he was expecting it to be.

“Yes, it does.” Ezekiel said as he upended his water satchel, taking a few gulps before bending over and sticking his fingers down his throat once again.

Slowly, but surely, the stench of bile filled the small prison he’d found himself in. The guards above, having no desire to interact with their enemy, only chuckled as they heard the sounds of their prisoner throwing up. Not once bothering to wonder what Ezekiel was doing. Instead, they took great joy in his apparent suffering.



High above the prison holding Ezekiel, Araza flew up, towards the peak of the tallest tree in their territory. This was the resting area of the resident Peerage Member, and the nominal leader of the Winged Cruor on this island. Coming up to the peak, she saw the Peerage Member, a man with long golden hair dressed in a toga, as well as only having talons on his feet. His hands had fingers, though his nails were still sharp. His name was Azrak

As she landed on the top of the tree, she was surprised to see that there was someone else at the top with her Brood’s Peerage Member. This person was not a Winged Cruor, and he looked incredibly human in appearance. If not for the bald head, and fins for ears, she might have mistaken him for a human in truth. This was the Peerage Member of the neighboring Deep Cruor. Araza knew him as Morlin.

The appearance of the Deep Cruor in such a high area was a great surprise for Araza, as she knew that being out of water discomforted them at best, and those at or below Tier three couldn’t even survive for that long. Though that time grew longer as they grew stronger.

Taking a knee as she landed, she bowed her head in subservience as she addressed her two most direct and powerful superiors.

“Lord Peerage Members. Araza of the fourth encampment greets you and brings you what she hopes is wonderful news.” Araza’s tone had changed greatly from the tone she used when addressing her inferiors at the encampments. If anything, it sounded like she was trying to gain favor by showing how submissive she was to the two beings in front of her. Even though they were all in the same Tier.

“I assume that it is news regarding the human that invaded our territory.” Azrak stated. “Good. Morlin was just telling me some news about the humans. Apparently, they managed to make landfall some weeks ago on the Spirit’s side of the island. I’m guessing that this will allow us to more easily find whoever has intruded in our lands.”

Internally, Araza grew gleeful, as she knew that presenting the news that she had captured the human alive for them would see her rewarded.

“Actually, Peerage Azrak, the human has been captured, and is waiting in the cells beneath this tree. He is a Void Mage. One that has verbally agreed to join us, so long as we can extract the seed planted inside of him by the Forest Spirit, when he was forced to journey into our lands under threat of death.” Araza said.

Her head was still bowed, so she did not see the reactions of the Peerage Members. Looks of surprise and confusion crossed their faces. They had not been expecting the human that had apparently invaded their lands to be found so easily.

It was believed that this was a professional of the Obscuring magic that allowed one to move past defenses as easily as breathing. To hear that it was a Void Mage meant that it was something that they didn’t think was possible, as only a rare few people had ever managed to actually reach Tier one in recent decades. Similarly, it was unheard of a Void Mage actually being able to use spells, as they didn’t exist.

Suddenly, a look of worry passed over Azrak and Morlin’s faces. They, and every other Peerage Member in every single Brook, had previously been informed of a Void MAge that had apparently caused the total destruction of an entire city Ruin on the Continent.

Such a thing was generally unheard of, but it was something that was ultimately confirmed. Both by Cruor presenting eyewitness accounts, as well as turned Void Mages that got news from the human factions. As well as the odd bits and pieces of news from other Hunters that were captured and tortured for information.

“This Void Mage. How old is he?” Morlin asked. From what he and Azrak knew, the Void Mage they were worried about was barely grown yet. Not even an adult according to human aging standards.

“I do not know for certain. But I do not believe that he is fully grown. He is far too small for that, and he is far too skinny to simply be a short man. I think.” Araza said with her head still bowed.

Azrak and Morlin shared a look. They officially knew that this was potentially a problem, but they knew they needed more information before they jumped to any conclusions.

“Did he give you a name?” Azrak asked.

“Ezekiel.” Araza replied.

Arzak immediately stood up. He began striding out of the room with haste as he headed to a separate area where there seemed to be a pool of sorts surrounded by jagged eldritch Runes that were quite unlike the smooth and elegantly carved Runes of humanity’s enchantments.

Hearing Azrak get up and walk towards the pool, Araza risked glancing upwards. Confusion marred her face as she frowned. She had been expecting to be praised. Instead, it seemed like she was now being ignored.

“The human you speak of is known to us. He is a potential risk. One that we cannot afford to make deals with without the blessing of the Broods.” Morlin said as he too stood up and walked over to the pool of Ichor. He was a guest in this place but given the close ties between the Winged and Deep Cruor of the Archipelago, he was given a bit more leeway when it came to approaching the pool.

Said pool began to overflow as Azrak entered into it. Ethereal lights began to glow as Azrak closed his eyes, only for them to open up, but they were now a slick, oil stained, color that seemed to rapidly shift as his eyes moved erratically.

Arzak muttered quietly, but even so Araza and Morlin heard his words. But it seemed like gibberish to Araza. Only Morlin could understand what was being said. But even he could only translate a handful of words. The sounds coming from Azrak’s mouth were more like the sound of a bird cry than actual human words.

Suddenly, Azrak’s eyes blinked shut before immediately opening once again. With a gasp, he arched his back, nearly throwing himself out of the pool of ichor.

“KILL THE BOY! HE NEEDS TO DIE RIGHT NOW!” Azrak screamed as loud as he could. It was so loud that the Cruor in the surrounding trees were able to hear him as well.

Yet the warning had come too late. Cracks could be heard throughout the tree city of the Winged Cruor. Vines and branches of healthy brown bark were now rapidly growing throughout the pale white tree husks that made up their headquarters.

Screams of shock and pain were heard as numerous Cruor were killed. Crushed under the lively trees growing up from below. Panic was spreading throughout the Cruor as they began dying by the droves. Numerous Tier four plants began growing. It had spread so far that several of the massive trees in the surroundings began to topple, as their supports were torn away or had new trees growing and pushing upwards from within them.

Even the tree that Araza and the two Peerage Members resided in suddenly shook. A thunderous ‘crack’ was heard as the tree split vertically down the middle. The pool of ichor was destroyed, and began draining down the crack, even as the two halves of the tree began listing sideways.

Several different Tier four avatars of the Forest Spirit appeared, growing from below as tree branches sprouted upwards. They reached for the three Tier four Cruor, but Azrak and Morlin had somewhat of a headstart in realizing what was happening. So, they managed to flee the tree in time.

Araza, however, was a tad slower, too shocked to fully understand what she was seeing as she witnessed her home being destroyed. As she tried to fly away, her limbs were entangled, and she was pulled down by multiple avatars. She didn’t even get a chance to scream for help as the trees took root in her flesh. Holes appearing in her body as branches and roots retreated. Their bark was falling off as they grew so as to dispose of the ichor that stained them.

All the while, a young man fled from the battlefield. Accompanied and carried by several green and brown Legendary knights made of wood.
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                It had taken Ezekiel several minutes before he finally managed to regurgitate the remaining seeds of the Forest Spirit from his stomach. If it wasn’t for the magical nature of the seeds, he knew that things would not be so easy.

Forcing them to remain in his stomach for several days had been difficult, but as he finished up and spread the seeds throughout his small prison, Ezekiel could only feel apprehension as he wasn’t certain what exactly the effects were going to be. Given the sheer number of seeds that he still had when he originally swallowed them, he could only tell that whatever happened would be big.

“What are you waiting for?” Shine asked when Ezekiel didn’t immediately begin channeling his mana.

“Sorry. I’m just a bit nervous. Our mission is finally about to end.” Ezekiel said. He then took a knee as he placed a hand over one of the seeds.

Channeling his mana towards his hand, Ezekiel placed his hand on the seed, pushing his mana into it much like with his weapons. There was a brief moment of disappointment as nothing happened. But after a few seconds, the seed beneath his hand began to move, and Ezekiel was blown backward as it sprouted into a full-grown avatar of the Forest Spirit.

Before he could climb back to his feet, Ezekiel heard a scratching sound. Focusing his mana to his eyes, he was able to barely make out the numerous other seeds within the prison shaking as they laid on the ground. Like a dam bursting open, the seeds all immediately began to sprout. A few more avatars appeared, but more of them grew into trees, vines, or bushes of some sort. They then began to burrow through the ground and the insides of the tree that the prison was dug into.

“Ezekiel.” The first avatar that grew suddenly spoke up. “You have done well and kept your word.”

The avatar then stabbed its hand forward. Ezekiel let out a cry of pain as his stomach was once again pierced by sharpened wooden branches. Inside his body, he could feel the ever-present sensation of the seed that had originally been placed in him as a threat taken out. The glowing seed was removed from his body and held within the hand of the avatar. It was then dropped onto the ground, where it sprouted into another body for the Forest Spirit.

As Ezekiel remained on the ground, holding his bleeding torso, the avatar waved a leafy branch over his wound. The glowing green light of Life mana flowed into him. His freshly made wound healed immediately, and he felt the aches and pains of his other injuries fade away.

“Come. It is time to get you out of here, else our contract remains incomplete.” The avatar stated.

By this point, the scent of the mana in the prison was enough to grab the guard’s attention. Two Tier three guards opened the entrance to the holding cell. They were immediately decapitated by several of the Legendary avatars that had sprouted from the seeds Ezekiel had planted.

“Are all the seeds a Legendary avatar?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask.

“No. But as many of them as could possibly be made were sent. Many of my other avatars spread throughout the island have perished. All so that this plan may come to fruition.” The avatar explained. “As well, dozens of the other Legendary Spirits on this island have been given the call. They will begin their assault on the border that splits this island. None of the Cruor upon this island will escape.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver slightly as the avatar spoke these words while lifting him out of the holding cell. The knowledge that countless beings were going to die was not something that he took joy in. Even if he knew that the ongoing war between humans and the Cruor was one that he couldn’t afford to feel mercy in. At least not at this point in time.

He mused that, perhaps he’d be able to discover more about the Cruor, in the future, that would allow him to figure out what exactly the grand plan was. But for now, he needed to focus on getting out of here alive and returning to his expedition as unharmed as possible.

As the avatar and several others carried him away from the scene of the battle going on in the Cruor’s headquarters, Ezekiel couldn’t help but worry that this would not be enough. Even with the number of seeds that had been planted by him.

“Will this actually be enough? Aren’t there quite a number of Cruor on this island that you need to deal with?” Ezekiel asked. “What about the Deep Cruor that have nested on and around this side of the island? You can’t affect that area, can you?”

The sound of one of the massive trees toppling over caught his attention before the avatar could answer. As did the screams of numerous Cruor. Massive vines and twisting branches sprouted from several of the large desolate trees. Bodies were wrapped up as countless Legendary avatars suddenly appeared. Many of them were on the low end of Legendary, or the middle to high end of Adept.

However, taken by surprise, the Cruor were barely able to begin mounting a defense before many of their more powerful members were injured or killed outright.

A loud ‘crack’ from the tree he was previously imprisoned beneath suddenly echoed out. The tree split vertically in two. A line reaching all the way to the top of the tree was seen. As this occurred, the ground began to shake as the roots of all the trees that were now rapidly growing spread throughout the island. Their reach spanned everywhere that Ezekiel had been.

“The numbers we have currently will be enough to break their defenses. From there, their own numbers will be low enough for us to continue our assault in a manner that will whittle them down to nothing soon enough.” The avatar replied, ignoring the chaos that was surrounding them as it carried Ezekiel away. “As for the Deep Cruor, they will need to be taken care of at a later time. But for now, we have achieved a great victory. Better yet, from what I can tell, we managed to catch the two local Peerage Members by surprise.”

This caught Ezekiel by surprise. He had been expecting the Winged Peerage Member to be here. That was the whole reason Araza had bothered to bring him, after all. But he didn’t know that there would be another. He assumed that it was the Deep Peerage Member, as there were no other Broods of Cruor on this island that he was aware of. The other Broods had little when it came to means of accessing the Archipelago and its islands easily.

“In that case, let’s just get out of here. I’m assuming that we’ll likely be backtracking my path?” Ezekiel asked. “I’m assuming that going through the random wilderness when you’re leaking mana like a beacon in the night won’t be a good idea.”

“Indeed. From what we can tell, the two encampments you visited have already been destroyed. Although, an avatar was lost since you only planted one seed in direct proximity to the first encampment. Luckily, avatars formed from the various other seeds you planted and his managed to reinforce it in time to see the job completed.” The avatar said. “Thus, following the path you made will be a better idea. Though it will take time to get there since you couldn’t plant any seeds while you were carried by the Cruor.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a little bit guilty. He hadn’t had much time to hide the seed in the gopher hole that was outside the flatland surrounding the first encampment he’d encountered. If he hadn’t been so nervous, then maybe he’d have been able to hide more of the seeds.

“What about the other seeds that I planted in various areas on my way here? What good will they do since they weren’t planted near any settlements of Cruor bases?” Ezekiel asked.

“Those avatars are currently forming a bridge, for lack of a better term. They will plant their roots in the earth and form a connection leading back to the lands that I rule. This will grant us the ability to penetrate deeper into the Cruor’s lands with more ease than before.” The avatar answered. “For now, however, no more questions. We are reaching the edge of the city. It is time to move more quickly.”

Just as the avatar said that, both it, and Ezekiel, broke through the circle of enormous trees that made up the edges of the Cruor’s headquarters. Ezekiel immediately grabbed hold of the stone hand that Shine was possessing. At the same time, the avatar that was carrying him wrapped him in numerous branches.

As soon as Ezekiel was secured, he and the avatar carrying him became a blur of motion. Beside them, the two other avatars that were accompanying them similarly began moving too fast for those at the lower Tiers to properly see. As the trees around them became formless blurs, Ezekiel could only internally pray as he hoped that his troubles were over, at least for now.



Throughout the entirety of the Winged Cruor’s headquarter city, chaos had broken out all around. Groups of Cruor had formed to attempt to defend themselves against the Tree Spirits that were attacking them. But the avatars of the Forest Spirit were mostly high Tier Spirits. The comparatively low number of Legendary Cruor this far in Desolate territory meant that they didn’t have to worry about Spirits making it this far into their lands before they risked running low on mana and falling due to exhaustion.

But these avatars were specifically grown and maintained for the sole purpose of dealing a single devastating blow to the Cruor. One that they would not be able to recover from in a timely manner.

Such was the damage that the strike was meant to inflict that the rest of the Spirits, under the guidance of the Forest Spirit, would be able to make their own assaults without the risk of reinforcements coming in in a steady and efficient manner.

“Retreat! Fall back to the water!” dozens of Cruor called out as they fled from the central areas of the headquarters. But even if they could fly, the Winged Cruor had a great deal of difficulty maneuvering past the grasping branches and vines of the avatars.

“There’s too many! They're too fast!” The lower Tier Cruor that had managed to survive the original onslaught cried out in fear and terror as they tried to get away. But it was too late. The Forest Spirit’s avatars had spread out as quickly as they possibly could, surrounding the city of the Cruor in minutes. Then growing to their full forms as their mana was unleashed from its sealed state by Ezekiel’s Void mana awakening them.

There was no mercy to be had by the Cruor. The Ancient Forest Spirit that they had warred with for centuries, the one whose partner had been dead for nearly as long, was beyond the realms of a warpath. It was now intent on one thing, wiping out as many of its enemies as it possibly could.

In particular, it wished to wipe out the two most threatening members of the Cruor that were present. The only members of the Cruor that could potentially rally and reinvigorate the Cruor’s numbers, so that they may one day strike back.



Azrak and Morlin were currently surrounded on all sides. Unable to flee immediately, as the Forest had spread its roots quickly. They had been fighting and trying to escape the Cruor’s city for nearly half an hour now. The avatars of the Forest had grown, their Legendary bodies had taken root and were now nearly the same size as the trees that had made the Winged Cruor’s homes within their headquarters.

If it wasn’t for the fact that the avatar’s attention wasn’t solely focused on them, they would have long since perished. As more and more of the Cruor continued to fall, however, they knew that their own time was soon coming to an end. The Forest was closing in on them.

“We need to get out of here. Word must be spread regarding this new threat. We cannot take the risk of trying to turn this, Ezekiel, ever again.” Azrak said in a solemn tone.

“Indeed. But it seems like we need to focus more on surviving, rather than getting the word out.” Morlin muttered in frustration. “Get ready. I am going to make an opening.”

Azrak looked over to his fellow Peerage Member. They may have been a part of different Broods, but they had shared a pot on this island for nearly a hundred years. Azrak knew that Morlin’s intentions were nothing less than suicide.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Morlin said. A wave of vines and branches moved to cover them both. Forcing them to split apart.

“My Broodlord is still alive. Yours is not. But we are both Peerage Members. First generation Peerage Members. There is a chance that you may be elevated if you can survive.” Morlin called out. The forest attacking them grew more frantic and focused on its assault.

Azrak didn’t like what his friend was offering to do but knew that he had little choice. He nodded in acceptance, and Morlin’s face settled into a stony grimace of regret.

Morlin’s figure then seemed to explode as something inside of him ignited. His body warped and twisted as he grew and lost his human features. Steam seemed to rise from his body as the ichor flowing through his veins increased in speed.

As his figure stopped growing, he now stood nearly ten meters tall, his body covered in a rubbery scaled armor. His hands and feet were webbed, and his posture was now crouched. He now had a fish’s face with jagged sharp teeth in multiple rows lining his partially opened mouth. Spikes lined both his sides and his spine, from the top of his head to the tip of his stinger tipped tail. Bioluminescent patterns ran up and down his body as they glowed in the eternal twilight that was the Desolate Lands.

Letting loose a terrifying shriek, Morlin leapt into the air, his ichor flowing freely as he forced himself to fly. He had taken on the form of his Brood, in full, forcing himself beyond his limits. But he obtained the necessary power to shrug off most of the attacks from the Forest Spirit.

Climbing higher and higher into the air, Morlin was slowly being consumed by the trees and branches that had begun reaching out to bind and crush him. But as his mana flowed, it began to burn, and the Forest began to burn with it. Forcing his body into motion, Morlin launched himself towards the canopy that had formed above them. Tearing a hole that was wide enough for Azrak to fly through in the brief moment it took for the Forest Spirit to close it.

As Azrak flew higher and higher, he ignored the pained, shrill, cries of his oldest friend. Only for them to dim as Morlin’s body was eventually consumed by the Forest. His ichor had run cold. He ignored the angry rustling of branches and cracking of wood as the Forest Spirit made its own cry of anger. Bound to the earth as it was, the Forest Spirit couldn’t currently send any of its avatars after Azrak. Even if it did, given Azrak’s speed, it would be impossible to catch him anyways.

But Azrak pushed all of these events from his mind. His body was nearly broken from the fighting, and his ichor was flowing freely from his body. He didn’t have much energy left to get too far away. He recalled a rough outline of the path that they had managed to figure the human had taken when infiltrating their lands. Knowing that there were still several encampments that should be clear from any assault from the Forest Spirit, he directed his attention to getting there as soon as possible.

He knew that with the depletion of their forces, the odds were that they wouldn’t be able to hold this island for more than a year. At least not on land. But given the Deep had just lost their local Peerage Member, it was unknown how long they could hold out as well.

For now, however, he needed to focus on getting to safety. He was already well away from their headquarters. In a few more minutes he should reach one of their nearer headquarters. How long he would stay was currently undecided. But he needed time to rest, recuperate, and eventually, plan their regrouping and eventual retreat. Too many Cruor had died already for them to mount a counterattack. Attempting one in this situation would just mean more deaths for their side. With little to gain if they won.

Although, as Azrak thought about it, that didn’t mean that he couldn’t make things difficult for the humans still remaining on the island. A message to the Deep and the blood of humanity would soon fill the ocean once again. He figured that it would be a fine farewell present for his friend.



It took a couple of hours before Ezekiel and his accompanying protectors managed to return to an area near where Ezekiel planted the seeds where he had first been captured. Though the area they were in was still far enough away that he couldn’t actually see the encampment.

However, given the now growing forest of brown and green, compared to the desolate ashy gray and white, Ezekiel could clearly understand why they’d stopped at this point, rather than continuing.

“Here we are. The tip of the forest. This will be my eventual launching point for future incursions into the Cruor’s territory.” The avatar said as it placed Ezekiel on one of the branches. “Unfortunately, there is still a minor gap between here and the place where you first entered the stone quarry before you were captured. I cannot place my roots in that area at this time. I do not have the mana to do so.”

The other two avatars moved to scout the surrounding area for the moment to ensure that the area was still safe for Ezekiel to rest. Taking a breather, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wish that he had his Void Pouch and all his stuff. He was thirsty and stressed. A cup of water that he could actually drink was all he wanted right now.

“Come. We will move through the forest at a more sedate pace for now. I must reserve what mana I can for when we break through the gap from this area to the rest of my branches.” The avatar said as it ran at a relatively slower pace. Ezekiel was forced to channel his own mana in order to keep up.

Eventually, however, Ezekiel couldn’t keep his curiosity contained in their relatively safe area. So, he attempted to make conversation with the avatar in front of him. The need for ‘human’ interaction after several weeks of only being able to speak with Shine was also wearing on him. The sense of danger with the Cruor just made their conversations unpleasant.

“You mentioned that this was to be the launching point for future incursions. Does that mean that the current incursion will be ending soon? Why can’t you use it more right now? Have these trees uproot themselves and just move to another zone to fight.” Ezekiel asked.

“Because these trees are now bound to this land, and if we cannot make a connection to my main body, then they will wither and convert to the desolate trees you saw before.” The avatar explained. “For the moment, in order to maintain enough mana to survive without being connected to my main body, these trees will remain rooted into the ground, only striking at the Umbral Beasts that may try to eat them in order to protect themselves.”

Ezekiel saw the logic in what the avatar was saying. It was a logistics issue. They didn’t have the means of regularly gathering mana in the Desolate Lands. Only the soul’s natural production of mana, as one rose through the Steps of Each Tier, allowed a Human or Spirit to slowly regain their mana over time.

But there was something that confused Ezekiel. From what he knew, the avatars of the Forest Spirit were born from cut off pieces of its own soul. Did that mean that it regained mana at an accelerated rate, for each avatar, or that each avatar could only regain mana from gathering it from the environment.

“Now you see our dilemma. While we are pieces of the main soul, we are not separate, unique, and growing souls like your Void Spirit is.” The avatar said. “The amount of mana that we can produce is limited to the amount that our primary soul is at. Which is still quite a bit, as it is at the peak of Legendary, but nonetheless, it makes things difficult for us to gather mana across all our avatars in a timely fashion. Thus, we must form a link to the world where mana can be gathered. Luckily, the extent of the forest is large enough that the naturally growing flora of the island is currently enough to sustain my needs. Though the army I had you summon will not be usable for offensive purposes for a few days at least.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but look at the avatar in awe as they ran through the recently rooted forest. The other two avatars had returned at this point. Ezekiel could tell that they too were trying to sustain as much mana as possible. But given that he’d learned that they wouldn’t be able to regather mana until they linked up to the forest connected to the Forest Spirit’s main body, he could understand their caution.

He himself was actually starting to run low on mana. Himself, so it was likely that they’d need to slow down some more soon. He could only hope that they wouldn’t run into any antagonistic Cruor before they got past the quarry area and into a place where the Forest Spirit could once again take up an offensive.

“I feel like you’ve jinxed us.” Shine said as they saw through Ezekiel’s thoughts.

“Hush.” Ezekiel replied. A part of him, unfortunately, agreed with Shine, as he mentally hit himself for taunting fate like that.



It happened just as they were nearing the exit of the forested area, they were in. Unfortunately, due to the somewhat limited reach of the avatar’s growth, the forest didn’t actually take them all the way to the edge of the quarry. They would be running for another handful of minutes once they exited, and the avatar carried Ezekiel once again.

A group of Cruor from one of the nearby encampments had come over to investigate. Now, this wouldn’t be too much of an issue, normally. So long as the party was a regular scouting party, or even a normal assault party. But this was a unique circumstance, so the party that approached them was much more powerful than usual.

The party only consisted of a single Legendary Cruor, and a handful of Adept level Cruor, but given the depleted mana of the three avatars, it could be said that the danger level between the two groups was not too far off.

Although they didn’t say anything, Ezekiel could feel a sense of smugness mixed into the fear that he sensed coming from Shine. If the situation wasn’t so serious, he was certain they’d be bantering back and forth. If they managed to get out of this okay, he knew for a fact that he’d be getting an ‘I told you so’ from his partner.

“Run, Ezekiel. I shall hold them off. Reach the living forest and you will be safe.” The avatar stated. The next thing Ezekiel knew, there was a gust of wind, and the Avatars were locked in battle with the Cruor. None of the avatars were using their more powerful techniques, as they couldn’t risk failing to kill their enemies with how likely it was that they themselves would die in a counterattack.

Ezekiel barely had to think about it as he immediately started channeling his mana into his limbs and began running.

“Shine, throw up a Shroud, now!” Ezekiel mentally called to Shine.

“Got it! Move fast!” Shine replied.

They ran for a while. Until they could no longer hear the sounds of battle coming from behind them. At that point, knowing that they didn’t have enough mana to make it the whole way with the mana that they had left, Ezekiel told Shine to keep the Shroud up as he slowed down to a more sedate pace. No longer channeling his mana, he knew that he needed to keep a quick speed, but one that was sustainable, in case he needed to use his mana once again to escape.

It was not fifteen minutes later that he found himself having to use his barely regained mana once again. It seemed that the avatars had managed to kill most of the Adept Cruor that had caught them, including the Legendary Cruor, but it seemed like the remaining Adepts were hot on his trail.

As the much smaller group of Cruor quickly gained ground on him, as he wasn’t able to hide his tracks at all while he was running, he found himself approaching the edge of the quarry. At this point, so long as he could maintain his full speed, he could get through the quarry quite quickly.

A sudden crash signaled the falling of a tree in his path, as well as the shattering and spreading of debris that nearly blinded him as he was pummeled with small sticks and stones. He felt the Shroud held up by Shine shatter and dispel. He ended up tumbling to a stop several feet past the tree line in the midst of the quarry.

“There he is!” One of the Cruor shouted at him.

“Shine!” Ezekiel mentally shouted. Without saying anything Shine threw up another Shroud.

Ezekiel forced his mana to the limits as he channeled it through his body, forcefully pushing himself out of the way of the Winged Cruors that were coming after him. The ground shattered under the blow that was aimed at where his head had been, but he was now dozens of meters away, running invisibly towards the forest that was just beyond the horizon.

“Find him!” The Cruors yelled out. They knew what direction he seemed to be headed in. Possible because word had spread regarding the forests that had sprung up in the past few hours.

Ezekiel ignored all of this, however, as he ran as fast as he could. He had no protection, no cover, and no means of defending himself against even the small group of Adept level Cruor that were now chasing him. More than a few attacks had actually gotten close to him, as the Cruor, as they had decided to attack in such a way as to cause damage to the surrounding area, hoping to pepper him with shrapnel that would break his Shroud.

But as he continued to run, he got closer and closer to the edge of the quarry. Eventually, he managed to spot the Forest not too far away, just a few more minutes of running and he would reach it.

“Ezekiel... Ezekiel, I can’t keep the Shroud up!” Shine cried as Ezekiel felt the flow of mana maintaining the Shroud start to flicker and fade away.

“It’s fine. You’ve done good.” Ezekiel told Shine as he increased the amount of mana that he was channeling. His speed increased ever so slightly, but he was worried that he would also run out of mana.

“There!” The Cruor behind him screamed. Ezekiel had managed to put some distance between him and the Cruor, but they were faster than him, stronger than him, and overall, physically superior to him in countless ways. His only advantage was the fact that he was much closer to his goal than they were.

Ezekiel could feel his muscles and lungs burning. The amount of mana that he was channeling pushed his body past its limits to the point of breaking. But as he got closer and closer to the edge of the forest, the sound of the Cruor screeching at him got louder and louder.

Just as he reached the edge of the tree line, Shine cried out once more.

“Get down!” Ezekiel dove to the ground, expecting razor sharp talons to rake across his back, or for a speeding punch to strike him into the ground, breaking his bones and destroying his organs.

But as Ezekiel fell to the ground, his body just barely crossing the edge of the forest, his and Shine’s worries were unfounded, as the Cruor that had been dive bombing Ezekiel found himself skewered on a branch that had rapidly grown out from the forest that Ezekiel now took cover in.

Ezekiel turned on his side, watching as the Cruor cried out in pain while they were stabbed, beaten and utterly broken under onslaught of the Forest Spirit’s new avatars.

“Greetings, Ezekiel. It is good to see that you have made it.” An avatar said as it stepped out of the tree next to Ezekiel. “Come, we still have a way to go before you are no longer within these lands.”

Those words were the last thing Ezekiel heard before he was once again picked up and wrapped up securely in a bundle of branches that held him tight. As the forest blurred around him, Ezekiel allowed himself to relax. His body untensed, and he closed his eyes, allowing himself to sit limply in the hold of the Forest Spirit. His job was done, for now.
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                As Ezekiel was being escorted from the Cruor’s Desolate territory, the Tillsmont expedition had managed to make way and meet up with a second expedition on their way to the base of the Sanafalls expedition. Luckily, there was little to no fuss from the second expedition when news was properly provided. It seemed as though all the expeditions had been having a hell of a hard time figuring out how to get past the various Legendary Spirits that were blocking their path.

There was one incident, where one of the Adepts suggested that the expeditions team up to take out the Legendary Spirits blocking their way. They had the numbers now. With four Legendary Hunters and two Grand Scholars, it would be child’s play to get past any individual Spirits on their way to the Temple of the Void.

This suggestion was immediately shot down, as they didn’t wish to kill the Spirits that were undoubtedly a part of the defenses against the Cruor on the island. There was a reason that the Guild Leaders present were attempting diplomacy first. Worse yet, killing one of the Legendary Spirits might cause the rest to team up to act against all the expeditions, not just theirs.

Unfortunately, even though the expedition was quick to pack up and leave, it still took some time to prepare to bring all their forces into retreat. Worse yet, the Sanafalls expedition was still some distance away. Overall, it took quite some time to finally make land at the main base of the Sanafalls expedition.

Not even the artificial dock that allowed the larger ships to disembark their passengers was spared. Fiana, George, Nina, Martin, and Sasha, who was brought along but would ultimately stay on the ship with the other Apprentices, were somewhat devastated to see the once well put together shelters of the base were now nothing more than broken mounds of dirt and stone.

Even the auxiliary areas were destroyed. The cultivation areas where food was being grown were nothing more than torn up craters. Storage areas and research stations were broken and shattered. The command center was even worse off, and there were no signs of life to be seen anywhere.

“By the Ancients...” One of the Hunters of the other expeditions muttered as he saw the devastation to the Sanafalls expedition.

“I know we already accepted your words, but to see it turn out to actually be true...” Marwyl said as he saw the remains of the base camp. “But I have to ask, where are their boats?”

That was probably the strangest thing at the moment. Beyond the destroyed buildings, there were no ships anywhere in sight. Nothing from the Sanafalls expedition, nor anything unknown, that might’ve been from the Cult of Light.

Members from all the ships of both expeditions made their way to the shore in rowboats. Including the members of the Sanafalls expedition, not including Sasha who was too weak to participate at this time. They were hoping to find some clues with the rest.

“Perhaps they decided to move to a different area when the Sanafalls expedition holed up in their Ruins?” Yorn said as he stepped onto the ground. He and his avian Spirit began wandering around through the broken base.

Several more Hunters joined him on land, walking around to see if there were any clues in the broken base. However, something strange happened with the Adept Cavern Mages that made their way along the shore.

“OY! We got something underground! Seems like tunnels!” One of the Hunters called out.

For a moment, nobody said anything, confused by the strange and out of place geological features. However, after giving it a thought, the members of the Sanafalls expedition turned pale.

“Scholar Fiana, what’s-” Marwyl began speaking, but was cut off from Fiana’s frantic scream.

“EVERYBODY BACK ON THE SHIPS!!! WE NEED TO GET AWAY FROM SHORE!!!” Without bothering to wait around, Fiana and the rest of the members of the Sanafalls team immediately made their way back to the water, not even bothering to wait for the rest as they retreated.

Now, many of the Hunters were confident in their abilities when it came to being able to do battle with a variety of threats. Be it Spirits, Cruor, or enemy Hunters and Mages, Hunters belonging to a Guild were well trained, and more than capable of facing threats at their own level. In large numbers, they sometimes managed to survive an assault from a higher Tier. If the element of surprise was with them, they may even deal a lethal blow before having to run away.

Yet not a single one of them was willing to sit around and wait, when an Adept Scholar who knew the lay of the land that they were in told them to run away as fast as possible.

Those that could, took to the air, or simply made way to the water with their Spirits carrying them along. Others started pushing off the shore in rowboats as soon as possible. Yet many of them had spread out, and while they heard Fiana’s scream, it still took them a few seconds before they got to the boats. Seconds that nearly cost them their lives.

Mounds of sand and stone started trembling, and as the last of the boats started making its way into the water, countless worms of sizes varying from smaller than a human to bigger than the ships out in deeper waters broke through the ground.

A horrifying cacophony of shrill shrieks echoed across the water as the Death Worms that lined the beach moved to attack. Amongst them were two Legendary worms that started making their way into the water, quickly moving forward and nearly reaching the closest rowboat.

A spear of fire and tendrils of shadows quickly pierced the sides of one of the worms, while the water around the other froze and turned into icicles that also cut through its flesh. The Guild leader from the other expedition followed this by sending a wave that sent all the worms in the water rolling back to the shore. Seeing the powerful numbers that were blocking them from their prey, the Death Worms returned to the shore, burrowing beneath the sand once more.

As the rowboats made it back to the larger ships at sea, the members of the Sanafalls expedition were immediately brought forth for questioning. Even Sasha, who had been brought over from another ship. Forced to stand at attention in front of the Legendary Guild Leaders and Grand Scholars, all five were incredibly nervous. None of the Legendary Mages in front of them looked happy. Even Marwyl, who had shown himself to be incredibly supportive of their venture to wipe out the Cult looked upset.

“I thought you said that the Death Worms weren’t anywhere near your primary camp. That the remained in their nest, and so long as you didn’t go near it they didn’t make any attacks.” Marwyl’s voice was calm, but also held a restrained fury. Had they reacted a moment later, then several Hunters would’ve died. Eaten by a Legendary being they were told was not a threat.

“I swear, by the Ancients and upon my soul itself, when we were operating out of the base we stayed well away from their nest, and they never once strayed outside it. There was some worry that the Worms inside the city might be an issue, but nothing about the Worms that were outside.” Fiana said in a rush.

“If anything, it might’ve been the Cult that disturbed the nest. No one in our expedition actually died when we faced them. If the cultists died in the Worm’s nest, then they might’ve gotten a taste of the Death of humans.” George followed up.

Marwyl closed his eyes in thought, while the other Legendaries pondered Fiana’s words. Given that Death Worms were Spirits of Death, they would indeed flourish by bringing death to flora and fauna. Spirits would really give off Death mana when they perished, as they were composed of their own elemental mana that was condensed into an instinctively created animal form upon their formation. But a number of humans dying and being consumed by the Death Worms might just whet their appetites enough to leave their nest.

“Given our lack of a Legendary Cavern Mage at this time, we won’t be able to make landfall so long as those things are there to sneak up on us. We’ll have to make our way further down the coast, well outside their territory. Perhaps we’ll have better luck making our way inland, to the caldera, and then moving back around.” Yorn voiced to the group. It was not a bad plan, all things considered.

“No objections? Marwyl asked his peers. No one seemed to disagree with the plan. “Then that’s what we’ll do. If we can find the cultist’s ships, then we’ll take them out on the way. Open the sails. We need to get moving.”

With that said, the Legendary Scholars and Hunters made their way back to their personal ships. As sails were unfurled, the ships began to move once again. Fiana glared at the coast, hating the fact that they were once again going to be delayed. She could only hope that the Cult was having as bad a time as they were right now.



While the two expeditions that had arrived to reinforce the Sanafalls team were dealing with the Death Worms, the Cult of Light were dealing with their own issues. Specifically, their lack of progress in getting their team to the top of the Spiral Path formation.

It had taken them days to wait out the storm and get far enough inland, while still having to deal with assault by the Death Worms. Ultimately, they managed to get their forces past the rim of the caldera. It seemed like the Death Worms were also not able to pass the rim of the Caldera. Likely because it was reinforced by the Legendary Spirits that had formed the Caldera over the centuries in times past.

Currently, the leaders of the Cult were gathered in a makeshift tent shelter as the rest of the Cult worked on setting up a proper base that they could efficiently defend.

“Why are we still waiting? We should be making our way to the top of the bluffs by now!” Gwen exclaimed. She was covered in additional scars, having suffered from a direct attack from the Death Worms as they made an attack on the Cult while they were moving. “The skies are clear; we should be assaulting the damn Ruins already!”

“We need to set up a proper base of operations in case there are even more problems that will be popping up later on.” Meryn explained as they once again gathered to discuss their plans.

“Then why is Francis not here!?” Gwen asked. Only Gwen, Kameira, and Meryn were currently within the boundaries of their still developing base. Most of the structures meant to sustain them were developed, but since they were starting from scratch it took longer than it had to set up within the remnants of the Sanafalls expedition bases.

“He’s scouting, since he’s the most efficient and powerful flier amongst the Followers.” Meryn stated.

Off to the side, Kameira sat mulishly as she and the rest of the Followers of Radiance had run out of alcohol. So, she was forced to deal with the current issues whilst sober. Something that she hated more than anything at the moment. She’d much rather be out and about, scouting like Francis was.

“The moment he gets back, we can begin-” Meryn found himself cut off as the entire island shook from something happening in the distance.

As the Legendary Hunters in the tent tried to stay upright, Kameira failed and fell to the ground in a heap, as the tent fell down around them. Gwen and Meryn got out with their Spirits, but Kameira was stuck under the collapsing frame and sheets that made up their temporary command center.

Several seconds passed before the shaking stopped. When it did, many of the structures that were being built were now toppled. Hunters and Spirits were moaning in pain as they found themselves with rubble on top of them. Those that hadn’t been hurt moved to get the injured people out and over to what remained of the medical tent.

A loud and thunderous boom reverberated through the camp. Bright light temporarily blinded everyone who was looking in the direction of the command tent as a bolt of lightning shot upwards. Kameira, who had gotten stuck in the collapsed tent, had a snarl on her face as blood ran down her forehead from where a wooden beam struck her while she was surprised.

“What the hell was that!?” She screamed at Meryn and Gwen.

“I don’t know, now calm down and get your head treated. I don’t need you incapacitated due to a concussion when we begin our assault.” Meryn yelled back. Kameira just growled at him but seeing him and Gwen preparing their mana in case Kameira attacked made her back off. Instead, she let out a howl of rage as she stomped her way over to the medical area.

Turning away from the tantrum throwing Legendary, Gwen threw a questioning look to Meryn.

“You know that that was, don’t you.” She said quietly.

“Not for certain, but we need to move faster. The moment Francis returns, so long as he doesn’t believe that a storm will pass in the next day or so, we bring all our forces to the top of the bluffs. We need to get into that Ruin as soon as possible.” Meryn said.

Gwen smiled at Meryn’s words. She was finally getting what she wanted. But there was still a hint of concern nagging at the back of her mind. A part of her just needed to know what that earthquake came from.

“While I’m overjoyed that we’ll, hopefully, be moving out quickly, I still feel I need to know what that was.” Gwen said.

Meryn took a moment before he replied. Turning to look Gwen straight in the eye, his voice wavered as he replied.

“I think it might’ve been something Mythical.” He said with his face set in an emotionless glare. “I only pray that I am wrong, but from what we know of the island, there is no reason for any naturally occurring earthquakes. Not according to the knowledge that we have of such phenomena.”

Gwen looked shocked for a moment. Before her face took on an incredulous look. She couldn’t believe what Meryn was saying. No; she didn’t want to believe what Meryn was saying.

“You’re joking... You’re joking!” She exclaimed. “That’s not possible! All the Mythical beings are accounted for. Even this far from the Continent we would know if a Spirit broke through to the Mythic Tier!”

“That depends on how old it is.” Meryn said in a deadpan voice. Gwen fell silent at that.

“It couldn’t have just been several Cavern Spirits working in tandem?” Gwen asked in a hopeful plea. “We know that the caldera isn’t natural. Perhaps the Spirits on the island are... making renovations?”

They both knew that Gwen was grasping at straws. The expanse of the shake they just experienced was also something that was too widespread to have been caused by even a large grouping of Cavern Spirits. Worse yet, since there were no Spirits attacking them right now, it meant that the Spirit that caused it was nowhere near them right now, and even Legendary Spirits had a range limit that would put them close enough to sense.

“We need Francis to get back as soon as possible.” Gwen said. “I’m going to help with the reconstruction as best I can. We can discuss plans later, but we need to move our timetable up. Even if we need to risk a storm. We need to get that gateway open.”

She immediately ran off to lend a hand to the recovery efforts, even though her magic wasn’t useful for these types of situations.

Meryn simply nodded. He didn’t like that they couldn’t proceed safely, as they had already lost a large number of people, but they didn’t have any choice at this point. Placing a hand on his Void Pouch, he caressed it carefully as he thought about the special item that he still had on him. It was something that he’d been working on ever since they’d had to evacuate their first base.

It was something he’d learned how to make when he’d found out that he was being sent to the Archipelago. Just in case, but he’d hoped that he’d never have to make it, let alone use it. It was likely that Francis and Gwen weren’t even aware that he had it. Kameira certainly didn’t know, not she’d even know what it was. However, he could feel it in his gut. He was going to have to use it sometime before they left the island. Sometime soon, because they were officially running on borrowed time.



Deep within the hidden Ruins beneath the Bluffs, the trapped Sanafalls expedition members were currently in trouble. Even with the efforts made to ensure that they had ample supplies to last for as long as necessary, the attacks from the Death Worms seemed to be less consistent to what they had become used to. Worse yet, it seemed like there were more Legendary Death Worms that they had expected.

Hit and run tactics had suddenly become part of their hunting strategies as well. More than a few groups suffered great losses as the Worms made lethal attacks and immediately ran away. They also started ignoring the Spirits that were with the Hunters, only going after the human Mages.

“Things are not going well for us.” Carrian said as he dismissed another Hunter that had appeared to give a report. “It seems like we’ll need to pull back and cease all scouting missions for the time being. We just don’t have the means of continuing at this point.”

“At least we managed to open and clear out that hidden passage. It’s a shame that it didn’t lead out of the Ruins, but at least we managed to kill another one of those damned Legendary Worms.” Scarlet muttered angrily.

“Indeed. But now we have to deal with the worms resting in front of the only exit we managed to find.” Carrian said in return.

One of the recent scouting missions had managed to find a section of the wall on the caldera side of the Ruins that was covered in rubble. It seemed like something had happened to collapse the passageway leading to a potential entrance to the Ruins that they could leave from. But due to the collapse, they would have to spend time digging to get out.

Time they couldn’t afford when they were constantly being attacked by Death Worms. The attacks ended up getting so bad, and the Worms so constant, that they’d had to temporarily abandon any attempts to get out that way.

“We also don’t know if the Cult is even here at this point. For all we know, they didn’t find the Spiral Paths formation, and moved on to a different area of the island.” Scarlet gripped. She had started becoming more and more frustrated at their situation, and the fact that they had lost so many more people recently was getting to her.

Carrian had once again taken command after Scarlet’s mandatory break had been completed. Scarlet, who was once again injured, looked frustrated at the situation, but understood where Carrian was coming from. While Kylie looked somewhat relieved at the decision. She had been wary of sending teams out ever since the first attack on the carrier teams bringing food from the farming area took place.

“We do know that something has changed. Else the Death Worms wouldn’t be showing the tactics that they have been.” Carrian said. Scarlet and Kylie both grimaced at that.

It seemed like the Death Worms were growing smarter, as they had immediately taken out a mixed team of Hunters and Scholars with a dozen members in it. A Legendary Death Worm was the culprit, and there wasn’t a single survivor from the ordeal. The only reason they knew what had happened was because Kylie went to investigate with a full support team of Adepts.

Unfortunately, while she had the upper hand in the battle, something had changed, and the Worms were no longer as territorial as before. Instead of staying and fighting to defend its home, the Worm decided to run as soon as it started suffering injuries.

Ever since then, at least one of the Legendaries was relegated to transporting food back and forth from the farms. Of course, that likely wouldn’t continue for much longer either, as the farmlands had been totaled by the Death Worms. Repairs were attempted, and they managed to get a fair bit of food ready one last time. But with the amount that the Mages had to eat when recovering from the effects of Life Magic, the little increase in food was too little to be sustainable.

Worse yet, it seemed like most of the Hunters and Scholars were now out of their preserved rations. Which wasn’t helped by the fact that many scouts that were lost in the beginning had lost their rations and supplies when they died. A policy ended up being put in place that no rations were permitted to leave the camp when going on scouting missions.

Before, they’d have semi-regular reinforcements and resupplies to get established. Then they’d begin cultivating the land for their use once they established a safe area to set up their base. This meant that a lot of the Hunters were only prepared to survive for a relatively short time without cultivating their own food sources. Something that was no longer an option.

“It’s been a few weeks at this point, like Scarlet mentioned. It’s possible that the other expeditions have caught word of our situation. We may very well be about to be rescued within a few days.” Kylie said quietly. “Even with the setbacks we’ve had, we should be able to last for a few more days, so long as we don’t suffer any damages to our remaining supplies.”

Kylie was a woman of few words, so her statement came as a complete surprise to both Carrian and Scarlet. Neither of them had expected the woman in front of them to be giving words of encouragement and hope.

“Well, let’s hope that you’re right. For now, we’ll let the last scout teams return. Hopefully nothing else goes wrong as they come back-” Carrian was cut off as the ground beneath them began to shake.

The Legendary Mages all rushed outside. All around them the makeshift buildings and structures were shaking and falling to the ground. Several Hunters and Scholars screamed in pain as rubble fell on top of them. But while the earthquake was terrifying, it was fairly short, and ended quickly.

Looking around in despair, Carrian knew that this was going to cost them. They had barely a hundred people left, but their dwindling resources were about to take a serious hit.

“Above!” someone shouted. Everyone turned to the roof of the cavern. Several large rocks had apparently been loosened and a number of them were falling towards the camp. “Look out!”

Carrian attempted to move out of the way, barely getting a chance to look up, but was immediately struck in the head by one of the falling rocks. His vision faded to black as his hastily reinforced body crumpled to the ground.



The mood in the camp had turned horribly somber as the several Life Mages healed all the injuries they could after this latest catastrophe. It seemed that the injuries throughout the camp were not too horrible. A few crushed limbs here and there made it difficult for the Life Mages to heal wounds efficiently, since they needed to carefully place each piece of the bone into the correct position. But there were only three such instances, and those were set within a couple of hours.

The worst injury, by far, was the head injury that Carrian suffered. Hit by a rock that was larger than he was, Carrian had barely managed to reinforce himself quickly enough that he was able to survive the blow to his head. His skull still cracked but wasn’t crushed. The healers managed to repair the bone quite fast, but head injuries were difficult to fully heal.

The damage that had happened to the brain could sometimes be healed, but given the sheer complexity of the brain, it was possible that healing the wrong parts would alter the ways that the neurons and various signals that existed within flowed. It was for this reason that healing brains was considered to be something that was strictly restricted to Legendary Life Mages. At least at the level that Carrian had sustained.

As such, even though his skull had been fixed, and they were making sure to keep his brain from swelling or just shutting down, Carrian had yet to wake up.

“We need to do something. We can’t just sit here and wait to die.” Scarlet said. “I don’t know if Carrian would approve, but I think we need to try opening the caldera pathway again.”

Kylie, who had been standing next to Scarlet as they both watched over Carrian, remained silent. She wasn’t certain that Scarlet’s plan was the best course of action. Starting a fight with the Death Worms was guaranteed to get more people killed. But at the same time the most recent incident had left their supplies dangerously low, and they might only last another two or three days before they ran out of food and water.

“We wait one more day and night. If Carrian isn’t awake by the morning after tomorrow night, then we go.” Kylie finally said after thinking things through. Scarlet just nodded her head. She knew that setting out now was foolish.

For now, they could only continue to wait. Wait, and pray that their new plan would not be the end of them, or that there would be nothing but enemies waiting for them when they got outside.

            

    
        CH 98 (Book 2 Ch 36): Preparing for Battle

    
    
    
    
                Given the distance that Ezekiel had traveled, even with the aid of the Forest Spirits avatars, it still took him nearly a day before he had returned to the enormous oak tree that stood above the Temple of the Void. Here, Ezekiel finally allowed himself to properly rest, rather than meditate so as to pass the time.

“When will I be able to return to my expedition, or rather, one of the other expeditions?” Ezekiel asked as he sat at a table grown out of the wooden branches that made up the floor.

He was being served fruits and vegetables gathered by the Forest Spirit’s lesser avatars. All but one of its Legendary avatars had left to further consolidate their intrusion into the Cruor’s territory. As such, other than its main body, which was still at the peak of the Legendary Tier, only a handful of Adept avatars and below remained for various reasons.

“Given that you should recover from your trials, I would say we should be fine to leave by tomorrow. My avatar will remain with you for now, as it is still not safe for you to return to your expedition.” The voice of the Forest replied.

“Do you think our friends are okay?” Shine asked. They were worried about Fiana, George, and Sasha. While they had left on a bad note, both Shine and Ezekiel hoped to see them again. Hopefully things could still be fixed between them.

“I think the Forest Spirit would’ve told us if they weren’t. It doesn’t seem to be one that likes to hide information from people when asked.” Ezekiel mentally said back. “Though I guess it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

“Would it be possible to get some information regarding what’s been happening these past few weeks? I think it might be a good idea for me to get a sense of what the situation is like.” Ezekiel asked the Forest Spirit.

“Your concerns are understandable and warranted. Things have not gone well for your people.” The Forest Spirit said. It then went on to tell what it knew of the events that had been happening with the expeditions and the Cult of Light.

There was no information regarding the Sanafalls expedition, as they had sealed themselves up inside the Ruins of Trigat beneath the bluffs. However, given the sheer expanse of the city and the Death Worms nesting there, the Forest Spirit wasn’t too hopeful. Something that made Ezekiel incredibly worried.

Next was their friends from the scout team before they split up. Ezekiel was happy to hear that they had joined forces with two other expeditions. But wasn’t able to get any further information since they had cast off to travel to the Sanafalls expedition by water.

Finally, the Cult of Light had started making headway into the caldera, since the Death Worms had left their nest to begin hunting them. Ezekiel was ecstatic to hear this, as he figured that the Death Worms might take care of the problem for them. But then he learned from the Forest Spirit that this wasn’t a good thing.

Apparently, there were enough Adept level Death Worms close enough to Legendary that the death of the Cult’s Legendary Mages would result in four new Legendary Death Worms. In truth, there had already been more Legendary Death Worms than there were Legendary figures in the Sanafalls expedition.

The only reason they hadn’t already been wiped out by them was because they were usually incredibly territorial. But since the Cult had granted them the taste of the death of humans, they were now hungry. Worse yet, the Forest Spirit was concerned regarding the sheer number of Legendaries gathering near the Death Worms. If they weren’t careful, the Forest Spirit feared the possibility of a Mythic Death Worm coming into being.

“That’s a possibility!?” Ezekiel exclaimed. Shine’s voice echoed his words in his head. Legendary Death Worms were bad enough, but the possibility of a Mythic one was terrifying. “I thought they’d only been around for a few hundred years at best. How could the deaths of a few Legendary Mages let them become so powerful?”

“It has to do with the nature of Life and Death when it comes to mana. While most Spirits can feast on the mana of other Spirits of the same element that they have personally slain in battle, this isn’t often done, as a Spirit's soul must still grow enough to actually absorb and retain said mana.” The Forest Spirit explained. “For many, this is a slow-going process, as Wild Spirits do not experience the same speed of growth as bonded Spirits when it comes to their souls. This is because it is human souls that are the most flexible, and open to growth and change.”

Ezekiel nodded his head at this. He knew of the difference in growth rate from his studies when trying to help Shine’s soul grow stronger. He hadn’t known that it was because they borrowed the flexibility and development of the human soul.

“After all, a Wild Spirit, one that is constantly fighting for survival and dominance in a given territory, may often take twice as long as a human to reach the same Tier.” The Forest continued. “The exceptions to this are Life and Death Spirits that undergo certain transformations. My own splitting of the soul allows me to greatly improve my own control and reach, as well as cheat when it comes to power. Although, I have split myself too many times, which makes it difficult, if not impossible for me to make further progress.”

This made quite a bit of sense to Ezekiel, as technically, the Forest Spirit had more mana than a Mythic Spirit or Mage should have. But due to the constant state of warfare with the Cruor, it hadn’t been able to consolidate its power. However, the fact that it was possible for it to split too many times, causing it to reach a permanent bottleneck was a surprise.

“You can’t reach the next Tier?” Ezekiel asked. “I thought that splitting into avatars like you have was part of the process to becoming a Mythic Life Spirit?”

“Usually, yes. But in this case, I made too many, and most have died over the ages to the Cruor. The damage to my soul is great, and entire pieces are missing. To push through that last barrier would likely shatter it, given how many pieces there are.” The Forest explained. “But better that happen to me, than what will happen to the Death Worms, should they forcefully ascend.”

“Right! You mentioned that it was possible for the Death Worms to reach Tier five. How? You said that Life Spirits like you have your cheats, but what is theirs?” Ezekiel asked.

“Death doesn’t die.” The Forest Spirit said. “It is possible for Death Spirits, and only Death Spirits, to forcefully break through to the next Tier, even when their souls aren’t ready. However, this comes at the cost of their minds. They become rampaging, ravenous beasts that lash and thrash about. Utterly unable to control their bodies. For a time, they are as dangerous as any other Spirit at their new Tier. But only until the mana that composes their bodies breaks apart, unable to contain itself.”

“That sounds bad. Like, really, really bad!” Shine exclaimed.

“Yeah. Let’s avoid that if possible.” Ezekiel said back.

Ezekiel didn’t like this picture. He didn’t like the implications of a Spirit’s body being unable to contain itself even more.

“I’m assuming you mean they explode?” He asked.

“Indeed, and their mana spreads across the land, lingering for a time, rather than simply dissipating like other Spirits who die from overreaching.” The Forest Spirit explained.

“In that case, I think I need to get back there as soon as possible. To do whatever it takes to get my people out there, without falling to the Death Worms.” Ezekiel said.

“Doing so will be dangerous for you. While your mana has returned, your Spirit is still weak. They cannot match you at the moment.” The Forest Spirit said. Ezekiel and Shine both mentally winced at the blunt statement of their difference in power. Several branches covered in leaves then grew and were placed upon the both of them.

“Although, it seems like your most recent shared ordeal has helped them grow quite quickly. Their soul should easily be able to withstand the advancement to Tier two, perhaps a bit more. You yourself should be able to safely advance even further as well. As far as I myself have, if given the resources.” The Forest said as it examined them. “Though, I would not advise doing so. At that point, the sheer disparity of power between you and your Spirit, at the higher Tiers, may cause the little Void Spirit’s soul to collapse.”

“Then we won’t do that.” Ezekiel said as his face settled into a glare. He didn’t like it when people brought up the difference between his and Shine’s soul. “For now, are you able to get us any more pure mana crystals? Also, a sword for Shine to inhabit.”

“Ezekiel! Are you sure we should be doing this?” Shine asked in a worried tone. They desperately wanted to grow stronger for Ezekiel but didn’t want to force him to continue using resources like this. Using too many could potentially hurt their future.

“Given their rarity, you are asking for much that I would not usually give. But you did succeed in your task. So, I suppose I can give you enough for the little Void to break through. As well as one more Step each.” The Forest Spirit said. “If that is what you wish. We both know that gathering mana naturally aids in the growth of a soul, after all.”

“I still need to develop a way of doing so that doesn’t strain my soul to the breaking point like it used to. Using pure mana crystals avoids that. So, for now, we’ll do things this way.” Ezekiel said to the Spirit.

“For now, we don’t have much choice. But I think that, after today, we won’t be using pure mana crystals for anything other than enchantments for a long time.” Ezekiel said to Shine.

Shine fell silent, thankful that Ezekiel was willing to do this for them. Although, they were still annoyed that they were the weak link. They swore that they would find a way to grow stronger more efficiently when they got back to Sanafalls. It was the least they thought they could do for Ezekiel.

“Very well. The same quarters you used the last time you were here have been made ready once again. As for the crystals, they are waiting for you as we speak.” The Forest Spirit said. Its avatar pointed to the familiar corridor of branches.

Finishing his meal, Ezekiel picked up Shine and moved to ready himself for tomorrow.

“Thank you. Your aid is appreciated.” Ezekiel said. Crossing the threshold to the corridor.

“As was yours. When you save your friends, if you save your friends, I will bring you back here. The Remnant wishes to speak with you.” The Forest Spirit said.

Ezekiel nearly tripped as he heard the Forest Spirit’s words. But as he turned around to ask the Spirit what it meant; the opening closed behind him. He knew he could voice his thoughts and the Spirit would hear him, but given the obvious dismissal, he figured that it could wait until later.

Making his way to the room that was created for him, Ezekiel saw the familiar bed with a large leaf for a mattress and blanket. Along with a large sack filled with pure mana crystals. Enough to get Shine to Tier two, and himself a few more Steps up as well.

Next to it was a pristine sword with a matching sheath for Shine to inhabit. Though it was not the shape of the familiar short sword he had been using these past years. Instead, it was curved, and had a single deadly sharpened edge. It was a falchion, which Ezekiel wasn’t used to, but would make do with.

Sitting down next to the sack, Ezekiel and Shine focused on the crystals they now held. Though Shine first took a moment to transfer over to the new sword. Ezekiel knew that increasing his own power to a higher Step would mean that Shine still wouldn’t be able to properly share mana with him, but right now, what they needed was more power.

They couldn’t do this before, since Shine’s soul wasn’t strong enough to reach Tier two at the time, but the difference in power was made quite obvious as they had worked their way through the Desolate territory. Regaining more mana in an hour than Shine currently did in nine was worth it.

“You ready?” Ezekiel asked Shine, both verbally and mentally. “You first if you are.”

“Yes. Let’s do this!” Shine replied.

Shine absorbed the mana within the crystals, making their way all the way to the peak of Tier one, before finally absorbing the mana of one last crystal, breaking through to Tier two. There was the sound of shattering glass, as the breakthrough was different for Spirits than it was for Mages. The sword that Shine now inhabited seemed to crack like a broken mirror, and Ezekiel immediately fell unconscious.



Ezekiel found himself once again within the blank expanse of the starry Void as he watched countless images pass through his vision. A nagging feeling scratched at the back of his mind, as if he had seen such a thing before, but he could not remember. Slowly, the images faded away, barely even half were remembered.

In front of him stood a pale white figure. Enshrouded in a misty luminescent glow. Looking at them from behind as he was, Ezekiel could not make out most of the figures' features. Yet, as it stared out into the expanse of stars in the distance, Ezekiel felt like the figure was witnessing something that only it could see. He felt a sense of longing that was not his own, and as he too stared out into the stars that blanketed his vision, he was once again assaulted by images.

This time the vision he received was of a singular thing. Not the mess of jumbled nonsense that he could barely recall. Instead, what he saw was a sequence of events relating to the Void. A glassy pane appeared, only for a crack to be formed as a meteor crashed through it. But the pane repaired itself, the cracks were sealed, and the missing pieces replaced.

This sequence of events occurred over, and over, and over again. More times that he cared to think about. Over time, however, the pane began to crack less and less, until eventually it didn’t crack at all. As this happened, instinctively, he began to understand. He could feel within himself that this was a means of utilizing Void Mana. To manipulate space into a solid barrier that could defend against attacks upon his person in the material world.

As he was struck by this understanding, he felt a sharp pain within his mind as the information regarding this magic was forcefully engraved into his soul. It felt like a molten hot poker was engraving runes into every single inch of his existence. The pain was so great that his mind could do nothing but scream in silence. His vision filled with streaks of white light as the stars returned to his vision.

Then it was over. The pain was gone. Nothing more than an abstract memory that he could barely recall, as if it was locked away in a place where memories could not be brought forth from. Wildly trying to look around further into the great expanse that was the starry Void, no other stars called out to him as he gazed outward. 

Instead, as he realized what he had just learned, what magic he instinctively gained, he looked to the figure made of pale white light that resided in front of him.

“Shine?” Ezekiel called out.

The figure turned around. Startled, as if it hadn’t expected to hear Ezekiel’s voice. He realized that the figure was quite small. Perhaps half his own size within this Void. Their features were still enshrouded in a misty glow that blocked most of it from sight. The Only thing Ezekiel could see were two black eyes filled with pinpricks of light that slowly spun around in a lazy spiral.

Then, before the figure could say anything, Ezekiel woke up.



Opening his eyes in shock, Ezekiel barely managed to restrain himself from jolting up in shock as he realized that he had fallen on his back. He was unaware of how much time had passed since Shine had experienced their breakthrough. However, as he tentatively reached out with his mind, he knew that Shine was enamored with their enlightenment.

Trying to recall what he could from his most recent experience, Ezekiel knew that he could now create Spatial Panes to act as barriers platforms. A spell of his own that did not come directly from Shine’s enlightenment. Something that had never happened before, but he figured that it must’ve been a side effect of Shine’s ascension, and the deepening of their bond.

Expending the bare amount of mana necessary, Ezekiel formed a long thin pane of diamond shaped spatial glass. It extended out several inches from the palm of his hand. As it did, and he thought about the way he manipulated the mana to form it, he realized that there was an understanding regarding the spell that didn’t exist with regard to the spells the Shine conveyed to him.

The mana manipulated the natural forces that existed in the universe, rather than the material elements that other mana types manipulated. As such, without the ability to sense these forces, it would be impossible to learn more about them.

For the moment, he figured that, since Shine was a Void Spirit, they naturally had senses that Ezekiel did not. Thus, why they were able to gain enlightenment when Ezekiel brought forth ideas that were possible for them to interpret and develop as potential spells.

Ezekiel could only hope that, as he grew stronger, he too would eventually develop the senses necessary for sensing such natural forces. But for now, it seemed like he had a new spell, and many new ideas regarding how to further progress his magic.

A part of him did wonder why he came out of the trance of enlightenment so much faster than Shine. But he attributed it to his stronger soul, as Shine was likely taking a longer time to process the information. Though the extreme pain he felt was something he hoped was only a one time thing.

For now, however, he needed to wait until Shine awakened once again. Hopefully it would be quick, and his previous exclamation didn’t disturb them. Only time would tell.



Ezekiel knew that several hours had passed and Shine still showed no signs of awakening from their enlightenment. More than once he had considered absorbing some of the pure mana crystals. It wasn’t as if Shine would be able to use all of them after all. But he held back since he wasn’t aware if any changes to himself would also affect Shine’s current state.

Luckily, just as he was beginning to consider going to sleep, he heard Shine’s voice from their bond. It sounded tired, but satisfied and confident. Like someone who had been constantly working for hours on end, only to finish the job just before the deadline.

“Ezekiel. Are you there?” Shine asked.

“Yeah buddy, I’m here.” Ezekiel replied.

“I saw you. You were in the Void, right next to me.” Shine’s voice was filled with awe. They had experienced the starry Void before but had always been alone when it happened.

“Yeah. There were stars, and wonders that were far beyond us.” Ezekiel’s voice had a tint of wonder to it as he recalled the scene he had viewed with Shine. “I learned something new. Just like you, I assume?”

“Yeah. Here.” Mental images and new ideas flowed from Shine into Ezekiel’s mind.

As it did, he realized that he could now push and pull things with his mana by manipulating the attractive and repelling forces between himself and a targeted object. It used a method similar to how he cut objects from a distance.

“That’s awesome! Here’s what I learned.” Ezekiel brought forth his understanding of the spatial Panes that he had acquired.

Opening his mind to Shine, he didn’t push the knowledge forward, but rather, he allowed it to seep from his mind into the connection he shared with Shine. The young Void Spirit absorbed the knowledge like a sponge. They easily incorporated it into themself.

For a few minutes, the two of them just sat quietly. Not meditating, not absorbing mana. Just sitting, thinking about the changes they had both undergone, and what was to come in the next few days.

“Hey, do you think we’ll be able to win tomorrow?” Shine asked quietly. A part of them was happy they were going back to their expedition, but another part was incredibly worried. Given what they had learned, they felt that this was an appropriate feeling.

“Yes.” Ezekiel replied. “Tomorrow, we will win, and we’ll get home with as many of our people as possible. Don’t doubt that. IF you do, you’ll just make things harder for yourself.”

“Okay.” Shine replied. While they were still worried, they understood what Ezekiel was trying to convey. They couldn’t afford to have such worries. The both of them needed to focus on the goal. That was all that mattered right now.

“Alright then. Shall we finish this?” Ezekiel asked as he looked at the remaining pile of pure mana crystals. “We’ve still got some work to do. You think you can handle another Step?”

The two of them recalled the moment when they saw each other’s souls, for that was all they could imagine their previous shared enlightenment being. Shine’s soul was quite large for one so young. At least, it seemed to be when compared to the size of Ezekiel’s.

“I think... I know I’ve got at least one more Step in me.” Shine replied. Their voice was confident and certain. Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree with them.

Splitting the crystals even between the two of them, both Mage and Spirit began gathering the stored mana within the crystals, knowing that this would likely be the last chance they got to do so anytime soon.

Working well into the night, there were no further disturbances as they two silently broke through to the second Step of Tier two. Moments later, they both fell into a dreamless slumber.



It was late morning when Ezekiel and Shine once again stood in front of the Forest Spirit. They both gave off an aura of stern caution, knowing that they were going to be heading into yet another battlefield. This time, no amount of hiding and running around would grant them a reprieve.

Apparently, the Cult had begun making moves, and was now beginning their attempts at breaking into the Ruins of Trigat. Given that there was likely not going to be a storm anytime within the next few days, they would have free reign to make their attempts. Something that would likely take them only a few hours, if that, to move all their people and test every possible elemental combination possible.

“Are you ready?” The Forest Spirit asked. Ezekiel and Shine just nodded in silence. “Then we shall be off. This one avatar will remain with you, until it falls in battle. Just in case. Though it shall likely be the only help you can hope to have at this time.”

The branch filled internals of the massive oak tree opened up, and Ezekiel walked calmly down the wooden steps towards the ground. A Legendary avatar awaited him.

“That’s fine. I have somewhat of a plan. If it works, then we should be able to win.” Ezekiel said.

“If that is the case, then I shall bring you to the area of the caldera where they previously tried to set up camp. It is abandoned now, and it will leave you far enough away from them that you shouldn’t be caught right away.” The avatar said before picking him up and moving through the forest. “Also, one last thing. This may help during this time of conflict.”

The avatar’s chest opened up as the trio moved through the forest. It removed a small book that seemed to detail information regarding Trigat when it was still an active city. Flipping through the pages, Ezekiel realized that his partially conceived plan now had a much higher chance of success.

As he reviewed the information regarding the various entrances to the city, not just the focal point at the top of the bluff, new ideas and plans ran rampant through his mind. As Shine caught a hint of his thoughts, they decided to pitch in with the planning. The Cult of Light would soon receive a bloody nose from the very Mage they oh so dearly despised, and none of them were any the wiser.

            

    
        CH 99 (Book 2 Ch 37): Return to Battle

    
    
    
    
                Hours had passed as Ezekiel and Shine were brought to the remains of the temporary campsite made by the Cult of Light. It was little more than a mess of ripped tents and fallen debris. It seemed like several Spirits and beasts had also gone through it, as there was evidence of non-human activity in the area.

“I don’t suppose you know how long ago they left this camp?” Ezekiel asked.

“It was early in the morning. A few hours before we left my primary body.” The avatar of the Forest said. “Though it would’ve taken them several hours to move from their base and get all their members to the top of the bluffs as they have. We are, perhaps, an hour or two behind them.”

“Then in that case it looks like we’ll be cutting things a bit close.” Ezekiel muttered. “I can’t imagine it would take them that long to get through the formation. There’s a limited number of mana combinations, after all.”

“That should be fine, I think. The point right now is to get our people out of the Ruins, right?” Shine asked. “Besides, I’m sure the expedition lined the entrance with traps.”

“Well, yes, but we don’t know how fast they’ll move, and we want there to be people still there to save.” Ezekiel said.

“What is your plan? You were primarily absorbed in the book detailing Trigat, so I am unaware of what exactly you will be doing.” The avatar asked.

“Well, at the moment, I’m mainly focused on getting as many people out of the Ruins before the Cult gets in as possible.” Ezekiel explained. “Then, if possible, I want to trap the cultists inside the Ruins until such a point where we can outnumber and overpower them.”

The avatar fell silent in contemplation. From what it knew of the Ruins beneath the bluff, such a thing should be possible. But going through with it would be dangerous. Especially since they would need to access the central control node of the Spiral Paths Formation. Something that would be incredibly difficult if they were in the midst of battle.

“Are you certain that such a thing is even possible?” The avatar asked.

“It should be. The book you gave me details the location of the various entrances to the city. I’m hoping that, given my elemental affinity, I might be able to do something with the enchantments to gain access.” Ezekiel said.

“Will the focal points on the outer corners of the formation not prevent access without the specifically determined element?” The avatar asked.

“Well, yes, but that’s why I’ll be trying something new. Since only one element of mana, and a specific pattern password, is all that’s required for entry, since the lower entrances can be moved and hidden due to the nature of the Cavern aspects of the formation.” Ezekiel said.

When Ezekiel had been looking through the book detailing the city of Trigat, he noticed that the Spiral Paths formation used in this instance was slightly unique, in that it was adapted to be semi-adaptable. Most cities with such a formation had a requirement of all three mana types in order to enter any of the entrances. However, this formation actually had more entrances than usual.

A true Spiral Paths formation had four points of interest. Three at ground level in a triangular formation, with a forth below the center, creating a perfect, upside down, triangular pyramid. From this pyramid, a bubble would form over the city. Access would then be prevented from anywhere besides the three focal points that were still above ground.

Technically the fourth focal point was still a point of entry. But said entry point was usually altered to prevent unlawful access to the central command node. For Trigat, however, this was further altered, ever so slightly. To the point where all four points were accessible. But the rulers of the city knew that this was a potential danger, especially given the proximity to the central command node.

So, in order to ensure that there was some additional protection, the central command node was put into the most secure area of the city, as well as hung up well above the city with only two access points. One from below, and inside, as well as one from above, and outside.

The below entrance was constantly guarded and kept somewhat away from the populated areas of the city. Thus, somewhat more defensible if necessary. The second access point to the command center was through the heavily guarded, and previously enchanted, maze of rooms and paths that Ezekiel and another team had had to brave when they’d first discovered the entrance above.

Getting in through the top of the Spiral Paths formation would’ve been far more difficult had the internal security still been working. But, since it wasn’t, it was much easier to gain access to the city.

Regardless, it was actually the three ground points that Ezekiel was more interested in. Given the additional security given to the top focal point, parts of the formation had to be altered to make it work with the additional enchantments built into it. As such, alterations to the three ground points were made to lessen the strain, but still make them secure.

Thus, the formation was changed to require only one element at any of the entrances on the ground, Cavern, Glacial, or Tempest. Usually, this would make it easier to access. But an additional trick was included, that allowed the Spiral Paths formation to not only invert the bubble that reinforced and protected the cavern that housed the city, preventing its collapse, but also allow the formation to spin.

As such, the entrance requiring Cavern Mana may sit on the ocean one day, but then it would sit within the Caldera on another day. The same applied to all the entrances. This, combined with the pattern requirements for the mana, meant that it was now possible to hide the entrances to the city from any outside invading forces. Except for the fourth point.

As he had been reading, Ezekiel realized that, without this key information, it was likely that the expedition from Sanafalls would treat the focal point exits the same as they had the top entrance. Meaning that they would never be able to open them since they weren’t aware of the changes in their security. So, they were likely trapped inside with only the entrance at the top as their possible exit.

When Ezekiel explained all this to the Forest Spirit, the avatar in the shape of a wooden knight seemed to stare at him with a deeper intensity than before. This was incredibly awkward for Ezekiel, since he had continued walking toward the caldera side of the bluffs. All the while the avatar had its head turned at a ninety-degree angle to continue looking at him.

“I think you broke it.” Shine said after several minutes passed and the Forest Spirit remained silent. They knew this wasn’t actually possible, but they still thought it was funny that Ezekiel had managed to make a Legendary being’s thoughts process come to a halt like this.

“Possibly. But let’s hope not. It’s our ticket out of here if things go wrong after all.” Ezekiel said back. He also thought it was funny but had more important things to worry about at the moment. He figured that he could laugh about it later when he told his friends the story.

Finally, the trio made it to the caldera side of the bluffs. Ezekiel immediately began running his hand along the side of the cliff face. Letting out a few motes of mana, thin and nearly unnoticeable cuts appeared. They ran along the cliff for quite a distance before stopping. Ezekiel gave a huff of annoyance as he saw this happen.

“Looks like this may take some time.” Ezekiel muttered.

“What are you doing?” The avatar asked.

“Well, while my plan should work fine, I still need to find the entrance before I can do anything else. Luckily, enchantments like the ones around the focal points are very reinforced.” Ezekiel told the avatar. “I figured I would just cut along the cliff until I found a place that didn’t cut. Then that would indicate the stonework that was currently holding the enchantments for entry.”

“You shouldn’t be able to cut the stone at all. It’s got the same general reinforcements as the top of the bluffs.” The avatar said.

“I mean, I can’t cut it as deep as something that wasn’t reinforced. But I thought the enchantment just made sure that its shape couldn’t be altered by Cavern Mages?” Ezekiel explained and inquired. “If that’s not the case, I’m just going to attribute it to Void magic being weird. Since that’s proven to be true with every spell I’ve had so far.”

“Does that make me weird too? Since the Spells come from me.” Shine asked in a teasing tone.

“Of course, it does. That’s why you and I are both amazing. We both got Void Spells from enlightenment. We’re both weird, and we’re both amazing.” Ezekiel said. If Shine could blush, they would’ve. “Now, let’s please focus. Our friends still need to be rescued.”

That reminder forced Shine to regain their focus on the task at hand.

“Maybe we can ask the avatar to carry us? It would make covering the width of a city much easier.” They suggested.

Ezekiel asked the avatar just that. Upon thinking it over for a moment, it decided that the expended mana would be negligible. Agreeing to the suggestion, the avatar shot off at a relatively fast pace with Ezekiel in its arms. Meanwhile, Ezekiel continued to cut up the cliff face, waiting until they finally found the entrance to the city so he could save the Sanafalls expedition.



Shine and Ezekiel were starting to feel a bit of pressure as they reached the end of the first area of the bluffs and found nothing. They ended up having to backtrack and check the other side from their starting point to see where they could continue. Luckily, the entrance actually ended up being fairly close to where they had initially started. Though this was still a topic of frustration for the Void duo.

“I still can’t believe that our luck is that bad!” Shine exclaimed for the umpteenth.

Ezekiel was upset too, but his frustration translated itself into a silent intensity in his actions. He didn’t actually reply to any of Shine’s complaints as he checked over the few enchantments that they could find. They also outlined the opening of the passageway. It was fairly large, being nearly twenty feet wide and tall. This had helped when it came to mapping out the pattern needed to open it.

“What now, child of the Void? How will you gather the necessary mana?” The avatar asked after seeing Ezekiel make his preparations.

Ezekiel said nothing as he stood away from the entrance. He and Shine fell into a trance-like state as they began focusing. They were fortunate that this entrance was the Tempest one. It would have been fine if it was the Cavern entrance, but the water entrance would’ve made things a bit more difficult.

“Are you sure this will work?” Shine couldn’t help but ask before they started.

“It should. It’s not like our mana will actually be touching it after all.” Ezekiel stated.

Seeing the intense focus on Ezekiel’s face, the avatar of the Forest remained silent. It figured that it would get its answer soon, and it did. As Ezekiel closed his eyes, it could feel the sensation of the mana in the environment beginning to accumulate. While it was most attuned to the Life element, as that is what it was, given its level of power, sensing the other elements was not difficult.

But the surprising thing was not that the mana was accumulating. The thing that surprised it was the fact that Ezekiel was absorbing purely Tempest aspected mana. It was going directly into his body and seemed to be moving at a fairly decent pace. It continued to build up, to the point that a slight breeze was actually forming around Ezekiel.

Such an environmental effect was something that usually only Adepts could achieve due to their souls having the strength to visualize the nature of their element in incredibly vivid detail. Seeing this, the avatar was somewhat worried that Ezekiel was going to kill himself, as he was not attuned to Tempest mana. Yet it remained silent, as it knew that interrupting right now would guarantee his death.

From Ezekiel’s point of view, the mana that was gathering inside him was a dull gray color that clashed with the pure white of his Void mana. However, with his visualization of a continent spanning maelstrom, with various aspects and images of atmospheric conditions that he recalled from his past life, the mana was specifically attracted to a separate area of his spirit from his Void mana.

As the mana continued to accumulate, he was surprised at just how much he was gathering in this instance. He didn’t think it would be possible, but he had already nearly gathered a full Tier one Step of Tempest mana. As he pondered this, he realized that, since he was meditating in conjunction with Shine, their sense of spiritual awareness had nearly doubled alongside the speed.

Given what was going on, it took only a couple minutes more before Ezekiel had a little over three hundred motes of Tempest mana. Then, he and Shine fell out of sync, he felt a slight pressure as the Tempest mana inside of him wished to escape. But he kept his visualization steady and made sure that his will was powerful enough to keep his mana away. At least for the moment.

Shine, on the other hand, was focusing on a different task. They were using their mana to form barriers that were somewhat attached to Ezekiel’s body. Near his core muscles, where the spiritual gathering point for mana was physically represented. Three cubes with a single side missing formed.

“I’m ready.” Shine mentally called out. They then braced themself for what was about to happen.

Hearing Shine’s words, Ezekiel took a moment to focus and also brace himself. Then, using his will, he pushed his mana forward like a wall. It was shaped into a somewhat wedge-like shape as it impacted with the Tempest mana. Two wedges divided the Tempest mana into three parts.

The mana was then sent flying forward as Ezekiel used every technique that he had to ensure that his mana didn’t mix with the Tempest mana. As it exited his body, the mana was stopped from simply flying away as it was trapped within the barrier boxes that Shine had formed.

As the mana gathered outside his body, and Ezekiel was no longer at risk of exploding from conflicting mana, he fell out of his trance, instead focusing on helping Shine maintain the boxes. Carefully forming a panel to fill in the missing side, just a little off from Ezekiel’s skin to ensure that it was still sealed. Gently pushing the barrier boxes just a little bit away from himself, Ezekiel allowed himself to calm down, as a smile of triumph spread across his face.

“It worked.” He said quietly. Behind him, the avatar watched with a slight sense of awe, though it was noticeable on its featureless face.

“I suppose you will be using that to get us into the focal point.” The avatar said.

“Yeah. It’ll be difficult, but I think I can open up the passageway with this. The pattern wasn’t too hard to figure out. I just might have some difficulty with making the mana move the way I want it.” Ezekiel explained.

Honestly, the enchantments regarding the mana pattern weren’t too difficult to crack. But he figured that that was mostly because such security measures had long since advanced beyond what was used here. It was something he considered looking into at a later date.

Moving forward, he had Shine create a series of additional barriers along the entrance to the passage when he got close enough. These barriers created a surprisingly intricate pattern that Shine found difficult to maintain. But they held it up long enough for Ezekiel to place one of the cubes inside the center of the pattern. Then, allowing some of the walls to fade away, the mana was sent spiraling along the pattern, filling out the enchantments with ease.

A soft click followed by a low rumble signaled that the entrance had been unlocked. As the pattern lit up for a moment before disappearing, Ezekiel let out a sigh of relief as he backed away from the entrance. Just in time, as the wall began to open up as pieces of it spun outwards to sink into the sides.

“That was less difficult than I thought.” Ezekiel said under his breath. He and the avatar then entered the tunnel, marching forward with nothing to stop them. The entrance closed behind them.

They continued onward for a while, running as fast as they could without using up more mana. This tunnel was surprisingly short, however, and they reached the second gateway to the city within a few seconds. Ezekiel immediately repeated his previous actions, and the gateway leading to the city opened up with a rumble and a screech of stone on stone.

Right into a battlefield between the Sanafalls expedition and a massive group of Death Worms.



Scarlet and the Sanafalls expedition were not having a good time. She and Kari had led all the Mages trapped within the Ruins to the suggested location of the exit leading into the Caldera. They had even taken their injured, as they weren’t certain whether or not they’d be able to make it back if the Death Worms took out their strongest members.

The fact that Carrian was still unconscious was what ultimately prompted this decision. Had he been awake, he likely would have ensured that there were at least a few people that remained at their camp. But given the current circumstances, Scarlet didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

She’d rather have everyone nearby, than leave them to the mercies of the Cult if they broke through while she and Kari were away. Had Carrian been awake, to at least put up a token defense, then perhaps leaving a few people behind would have been fine.

At first, things were fine. They managed to make it over two thirds of the way there before the Death Worms attempted to kill them. The initial force was only composed of Adept Spirits and below as well. Kari and Scarlet easily took care of them, but things turned for the worse once they’d gotten to their destination. They were in the midst of moving the rubble out of the way when another group of Death Worms attacked. This time there were two Legendary Worms leading the attack.

Scarlet and Kari had immediately begun fighting, supported by several Adepts, from both the Church and the two Guilds. Ginny ended up being of significant support, as she was able to hide from even the Death Worm’s senses thanks to her Obscuring shadows. But given the sheer number of Death Worms, they were slowly losing ground.

Worse yet, those that weren’t fighting managed to clear the rest of the rubble, only to find out that the entrance to the tunnel didn’t respond to their mana. As such, not only could they not escape to the caldera, but they were also stuck between a swarm of Death Worms and a little wall.

Given the situation, it wasn’t that surprising that those that hadn’t been in the battle immediately joined in. The only thing pushing them forward now was the hope that they’d be able to clear a hole through the Death Worms. Only a small group of Adepts and Apprentice helpers stayed out of the battle, either too tired to fight, or feeling the need to ensure that the injured parties that they’d brought were still protected.

Seeing the situation, Scarlet couldn’t help but feel guilty. This was her plan. A make-or-break plan that she was certain would succeed. Had the enchantments on the exit not been different, they would’ve been able to escape into the open, where the Death Worms were of relatively lower danger.

“I’m sorry.” She said to Kari as she fought alongside the Legendary Hunter. Nearby, Ginny was providing assistance with sneak attacks and redirection. “I should’ve come here alone. Then only I’d be dead now.”

“We’re not dead yet.” Kari’s gentle voice came out in a whisper as she blew away a group of lower-level worms that were sneaking up on them. The Legendary Worms had pulled back for a moment to come around from a different angle.

“Nor are we gonna be dead anytime soon, so shut up and keep fighting. “Ginny exclaimed through panting gasps of breath. No matter how careful she had been with her mana, she still had significantly less than her companions, and it was beginning to show.

“Without a miracle, we will be.” Scarlet muttered angrily. Even with her fellow’s words of encouragement, she couldn’t stop blaming herself for what was happening.

Just then, a low rubbing echoed through the area, followed by a grinding screech. The battle still raged among the lower Tiers, but those that could afford to turned to look at the direction of the sound.

The large, twenty-by-twenty-foot gateway to the tunnel leading outside had opened. Standing there, dressed in the uniform of the Sanafalls Church Scholars was Ezekiel. With a new sword, and what appeared to be a Legendary knight made out of wood.

Scarlet and Kari said nothing, only feeling immense relief at what they saw. Internally, they also thanked the Ancients for the dearly desired miracle. Ginny, on the other hand, was a bit more vocal. Her words traveled across parts of the battlefield.

“Son of a bitch!”



While it probably wasn’t loud enough for most people to hear it, Ezekiel could hear Ginny’s curse of relief loud and clear, even over the still clashing battle. But he knew there was no time to waste feeling joy at Ginny’s distress. Instead, he immediately started to move. His first stop, a Tempest Hunter that was fairly close by. Ignoring the call for a retreat, and for the remaining fighters to fall back to the gateway.

“Hey! Listen, take this, and head over to the gate. It’ll close soon, but this will let you open it.” Ezekiel said as he thrust a piece of paper with the pattern necessary for opening the gate. “It can only be opened with Tempest mana. Now go!”

He pushed the Tempest Hunter and her Spirit out of the way, turning to the rest of the resting Hunters and Mages. Pausing as he saw Carrian lying on a make-shift stretcher. Only the slow rise and fall of his chest assured him that the old man was still alive.

“Ezekiel.” Shine called out in concern.

“I’m fine. Let’s focus.” Ezekiel replied before addressing the people staring at him.

“Go to the gateway. Carry the injured. If we can just get you all to the other side, then so long as the worms don’t get through with us, they’ll be stuck on this side.” The Mages continued to stare. Disbelief filled their eyes. “MOVE PEOPLE! WE NEED TO GO, NOW!”

Ezekiel channeled mana through his voice as he screamed at the Mages that still weren’t moving. They all jolted in shock as his voice spread forth, shocking even those who were in battle. Alongside several Worms that were getting closer. The people around him started moving. Carrying the injured and chasing after the Tempest Hunter that was standing near the gateway.

Next to him, the avatar of the Forest looked at him with its blank face. As if it was awaiting orders.

“You good to help with the worms?” Ezekiel asked. “I know you’re here to give me a token form of protection, but I could really use your help.”

“Allowing more humans to die in this place increases the likelihood of one of the Legendary Death Worms forcibly breaking through and running rampant. I cannot allow this.” The avatar said as it and Ezekiel made their way to the center of the battle. They both cut down lower-level Worms as they moved closer and closer to The fighting expedition leaders.

“I’ve got a trick I want to try, so I’m moving on ahead.” Ezekiel said. His presence then disappeared as he and Shine were covered in their Shroud.

“You ready?” He asked Shine. An idea was sent to the Void Spirit, composed of the plan that Ezekiel had for helping out in the battle.

“I think so. The barrier was already strong enough once, so it should be strong enough for this.” Shine replied.

By this time, seeing that their prey was escaping, the Legendary Death Worms had returned to directly attacking Scarlet and Kari. With the avatar’s help, they were keeping ground.

But while the rest of the Mages and Hunters were retreating, the Legendary members of the expedition were forced to shoulder more of the weight in keeping the Legendary worms away. This was made harder since they also had to fight the countless lower-level worms that were supporting the Legendary ones.

Luckily for Ezekiel, with all the focus going on between the Legendaries, it was easy to sneak past most of the lesser Worms and get up close and personal to one of the legendary ones.

As he had been moving, he had formed a second cube, connected with the still remaining cube of Tempest mana. Originally, this third cube was to be used to prove that he could open the gateway from the inside, or as a backup if he messed up the pattern. However, given the situation, he figured there was a more practical use for it right now.

Recalling the times when he’d expelled mana from his body in the past, before he refined his meditation technique, Ezekiel sought to repeat such dangerous effects, this time on purpose, and on a much larger scale.

He figured that, if a few motes of Tempest mana, reinforced by Void mana, were enough to make a Tier two spell when it came to destructive power, they a directed cone of over a hundred motes of Tempest mana, reinforced by nearly a thousand motes of Void mana, would be much more devastating. Especially since it would be a direct hit, rather than the glancing blows that Kari was making.

“Now!” Ezekiel called out to Shine as he pressed the connected cubes of solidified space into the body of the gigantic Death Worm. Making sure that he was on the side that was facing away from his compatriots.

The cube containing the Tempest mana opened first, forming a rectangular gun barrel as it made contact with the Death Worm, ever so slightly biting into its side. Next, the barrier between the connected cubes disappeared. The full Tier two Step of mana that Ezekiel had filled it with immediately mixed with the Tempest mana, creating a volatile reaction that formed a literal maelstrom that began to cut into the Death Worm.

The mana ended up mostly being directed toward the Death Worm, causing massive damage to its side, nearly tearing halfway through it. However, it also destroyed the remaining barriers that previously contained the mana within a second of the mana mixing.

If it wasn’t for Shine throwing up multiple barriers in front of themself and Ezekiel, it was guaranteed that they would also have been torn to shreds. As it was, the tempest tore through three of the five barriers that Shine had erected when Ezekiel called out.

The Legendary Death Worm let out a pained howl. A decent chunk of its body was now missing, and it was having difficulties staying upright to attack the expedition leaders. Taking the chance for what it was, Kari followed up with a Maelstrom of her own, sending out several blades of cutting with that bit deep into the Death Worm’s flesh. Finally, the Worm fell to the ground, dead, as motes of dark indigo mana faded away.

Knowing that its partner was now dead, the other Legendary Worm had begun to flee even before Kari had finished her attack. As had the other Worms that had been swarming the expedition.

Seeing that the battle was over, Ezekiel immediately made his way over to Scarlet and the other leaders. Each of them was catching their breath, with only the avatar looking none the worse for wear.

Standing a short distance away from them, Ezekiel stood awkwardly, not certain how he should approach this. A part of him was incredibly happy to be back with his people. But another part of him felt immensely guilty, as he knew that the Cult was likely there for him.

Luckily, he didn’t have to say anything, as Scarlet charged forward before he could open his mouth. Wrapping her arms around him, the woman gave Ezekiel a hug as she lifted him off the ground with her embrace.

“You’re back.” She said quietly. “That was stupid, and reckless. Don’t do that again. Thanks for the rescue.”

“Yeah. We’re back.” Ezekiel muttered. “Sorry we were late. We got kidnapped.”

Scarlet let out a choked laugh at Ezekiel’s absurdity. They stood there for a few moments before a throat being cleared grabbed their attention.

“I understand that this is a heartwarming moment. But we have priorities. We need to go. Now, before more worms come back.” Ginny’s voice was gruff as she gestured to the open gateway. “I don’t know about you, but I would also like to get my wounds healed. Though, I’ll admit they’re not as bad as the first time this happened.”

Looking over the expedition Leaders, Ezekiel saw that they were all covered in wounds. Some of them close to necrotizing as they were filled with Death mana. Knowing that Ginny was right, as much as he hated to admit it. Ezekiel and the rest retreated to the open gateway.

But just as they crossed the threshold to the tunnel, a massive crack of thunder and a flash of light appeared in the distance. Right below the inverted pyramid that led to the upper exit to the Ruins.
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                For Ezekiel, the loud noise and flash of light were both a boon and a curse. It meant that his chance to take action against the Cult of Light was here. But at the same time, he knew that he couldn’t take action while his expedition was evacuating. Luckily, he would always be able to return to the Ruins if given the chance. So, for now, he retreated with his expedition.

However, it seemed like his angry glare caught Scarlet’s attention.

“No.” She said, picking Ezekiel up once again, this time like a stray cat as he hung from the back of his coat. “We need to leave. Now.”

The rest had already made their way to the tunnels, and Scarlet carried Ezekiel through just as quickly. The gateway closed behind them a mere few moments afterwards. Stuck in total darkness, there were a few seconds of silence before the few Radiant Mages inside lit up what they could on such low reserves of mana.

“Alright, Ezekiel, where to next?” Scarlet asked, dragging Ezekiel to the front of the group further in the tunnel. They both ignored Ginny’s frustrated look of annoyance as they moved past her. “You got in, you get us out.”

Dropped onto his feet, Ezekiel halfheartedly glared at her before marching forward, the avatar of the Forest next to him.

“The tunnel will lead us to the inside of the Caldera. Not too far from a temporary camp that the Cult tried to set up. But I don’t think we should stay there. It’d be best if we continued moving as far inland as we can.” Ezekiel said as he marched forward. “Even though they’ll eventually figure out that you’ve all escaped, it should still take them some time to figure out which way everybody went. So long as they don’t send any scouts from the top of the bluffs.”

“Not bad. Any word from the other expeditions?” Scarlet asked, not totally disagreeing with Ezekiel’s plan. “If we can regroup with even one expedition, our numbers should be able to overpower theirs.”

“At the moment, no. I could only focus on getting here and hopefully getting you all out. Even then, we’re just lucky that the Cult decided to make haste regarding getting in.” Ezekiel said. “If they’d still been at their camp, then I’d have needed to figure out how to get you out from over the water.”

Scarlet grimaced at that. Their investigation had exposed several hidden passageways that existed to keep clean, if salty, water flowing in and out of the Ruins. They had discovered that the Death Worms had made these passages their homes, after the defensive enchantments had bokeh over time.

This made the idea of going through the water exit less than pleasant, as there was no doubt in her mind that there were even more Death Worms that they’d need to fight if that had occurred. If Ezekiel was even able to get to the entrance, given the underwater passages were, at least according to their guesses, the Worm’s primary means of getting in and out of the Ruins.

“I would not have allowed that to happen.” The avatar of the Forest stated.

Ezekiel, Shine, and Scarlet all looked shocked. Ezekiel and Shine because they didn’t think the Avatar was against anything they were doing that wasn’t utterly suicidal. Scarlet, because she didn't think the Avatar cared either way.

“Why’s that?” Ezekiel asked.

“That area is the primary path that the Death Worms use to exit the Ruins.” The avatar explained, confirming Scarlet’s hypothesis. Kari, who had caught up and was listening in, flinched at the information. Then she continued to follow along, acting somewhat like a bodyguard as she kept her focus spread out.

“... In that case, we really lucked out.” Ezekiel said. “Well, there’s always the third focal point. I think it’s on the opposite side of the bluffs than where our expedition made camp?”

The avatar nodded in confirmation. Though Ezekiel was fairly certain he was right, given the location of the gateway for this focal point and the Death Worm’s nest outside the Ruins.

The rest of the walk was much quieter as they reached the gateway. There was a certain amount of apprehension as they prepared to open the gateway. While unlikely, there was still a possibility that the Cult might have agents on the other side that might run off to alert the Legendary Cultists.

However, as the gateway opened, and the avatar and Kari stepped out first, the two used their senses to ensure that there weren’t any unwanted watchers. Giving a nod to those inside the tunnel, the rest quickly, but quietly moved out as fast as they could.

What followed was a slow trek through the woods as the expedition made their way into the forest. Moving further and further inland, the still battle-ready Adepts and Legendaries took guard up positions. The avatar assured them it was unnecessary, as they would not be harmed due to the contracts it had made with the other Spirits. But regardless of the reassurances, it was difficult for the men and women who had been struggling for their lives for weeks, to simply relax and take a stroll.

Regardless of their stress, however, each and every one of them was happy to finally be out. Away from the Cult, that no longer had any idea of where they were, numerous Adepts and Apprentices began to cry as they finally felt a sense of relief from their constant burden.



Meanwhile, well within the depths of the Trigat Ruins, Gwen was throwing a tantrum as she ranted and raved about how the Church of Ten and their Guilds were nowhere to be found. A far-flung difference from the, comparatively, noble lady she’d been when she first came to the Archipelago. Behind her, Meryn and Francis watched dispassionately, though Meryn clenched his fists hard enough to draw blood, while Francis was grinding his teeth in frustration.

At the same time, Kameira was kicking over rocks and rummaging through the camp. Her eyes were dull, and her hair was disheveled. She had mostly kept her appearance clean and tidy over the years. But it seemed like, after the last few days, she had allowed herself to deteriorate. Likely because she hadn’t had anything to drink since a little bit before the earthquake. So, she was forced to face the reality of her situation. On her shoulder, her Spirit stared at her in sorrow at what she had become.

Kameira was ignored, however, as Meryn and Francis looked out over the city to take in the image of the new area they needed to explore and investigate. They hoped that the expedition was merely hiding out in the Ruins, rather than having fully escaped.

“Do we have any idea where they may have run off to?” Meryn asked as he looked around the abandoned base camp. “I’d almost suggest just leveling the whole Ruins. But given the condition that it’s currently in, it’s likely the reinforcement enchantments are still in operation.”

“Unfortunately, it seems like they all decided to pack up and leave. We can’t find traces of a specific direction. It seems like they’ve been going in and out for quite some time now.” Francis said. “The tracks we did manage to find can’t give us a time as to how old they are. Although, it does seem like the largest group of tracks leads that way.”

Francis pointed in the direction of the caldera side of the massive cavern. It wasn’t a straight shot to the gateway, but the expedition had, for the most part, stayed together on their final trip. This had been done to ensure that no one would get caught off guard by the Death Worms.

“Any lead is a lead at this point. So, we’ll follow those tracks first.” Meryn instructed. “But be careful. I have no doubt that those damn worms are nesting in these Ruins. We need to ensure that we don’t feed them any more than they already have.”

Francis nodded in agreement before heading over to Gwen. Grabbing her attention, she looked very enthusiastic about going after a possible lead. The duo set off at a relatively fast pace as they followed the mess of tracks. As this was happening, Meryn turned to Kameira, who had taken a seat on the ground and was leaning against one of the walls that was still standing.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to be doing anything useful at this point?” Meryn asked in a derisive tone. “Given your speed, it would be of great help if you were to scout out the Ruins.”

Kameira just covered her face with her arm, wincing in pain as the lack of self-care and withdrawal was beginning to affect her. Even the little magic that was capable of supporting her reducing the effects was becoming useless.

Meryn could only sigh in frustration. He had been getting more and more enraged recently regarding Kameira’s behavior. He could still recall the past where they at least had a working relationship. But now it seemed like Kameira was getting worse and worse, and doing less and less for their cause.

“What the hell is wrong with you?! Even if you aren’t a true Follower, I would’ve at least thought that you’d want your revenge.” Meryn asked. He wasn’t truly curious, but he hoped this line of questioning would light a spark that he could fan into a rage filled flame he could point at the Anathema.

For a few seconds Kameira didn’t say anything. But then her shoulders started to shake, and Meryn wondered if he’d somehow made her cry. But then a weak chuckle escaped Kameira’s mouth. Then, quiet laughter, and after a few seconds it evolved into a loud and hysterical mix of rage, laughter, and hopelessness. Before it finally died off and Kameira spoke up.

“You know, as much as I don’t show it, I loved my Guild, and my Guild mates.” Kameira said. “But now they’re gone. All of them. So, I really have to wonder if this suffering was worth it. If I had to lose everything I cared about in the process.”

Meryn looked somewhat confused and surprised at Kameira’s answer. This sentimentality was not what he was expecting. He figured that she’d be spiteful and sarcastic as she usually was.

“What are you talking about?” He asked. “There may only be a little less than half, but there are still plenty of Reaching Spire members still with us.”

“Ah, but they’re not Reaching Spires anymore. They no longer seek to ascend to the top, and break past the sky!” Kameira threw herself to her feet in anger. She was nearly screaming at this point, and the other Followers were now looking at them. “They’re not my Guild mates! They’re nothing more than your Cultists!”

Silence was all that there was as Kameira finished screaming at Meryn. Though some looks of shame and frustration were directed towards Kameira. Mostly from her own Guild mates who had embraced the Followers of Radiance. Though, Meryn was also getting angry.

“We have suffered in these islands for three years! Had we simply laid low, kept quiet about your damn Radiance, then maybe we could’ve kept some ties to the islands with actual trade routes.” Kameira was now beginning to rant. “Instead, we get branded as the worst outlaws ever. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t care about a single life we took over the years. I only care about the lives I’ve lost! That were lost in vain! Because guess what!? We finally got a chance to strike at that snot nosed brat, and he slipped through our grasp. Yet again!”

A crowd was beginning to form around Meryn and Kameira. At this point, Kameira’s Spirit was frantically trying to get Kameira to be quiet. It had moved from her shoulder to perch on a lower wall a little bit behind her. But the withdrawal and the pent-up rage and frustration had finally reached a breaking point. She had started this, and she was going to finish it.

Meryn had a dark look on his face as he slowly walked toward Kameira. His Spirit was nowhere to be seen, having walked off when Kameira started her rant.

“So, I really have to wonder, how reliable is your Radiance, when he’s clearly just sent us here to die! After all, that little Void Mage seems to have escaped you every single time you’ve tried to get him. Considering his luck and skill, I have to wonder if he really is Anathema! He certainly seems more blessed than any of us!” Kameira stopped her rant, but was now huffing and puffing as she stood, surrounded on all sides by the Followers of Radiance. She looked to the top of the cavern and covered her face in frustration. “I can’t even get a damn drink so as to not suffer from your useless--hurk!”

Kameira was cut off as she suffered a hard-light sword piercing her stomach, angled up to go through the back of her chest. She coughed, weakly, as she looked down. Blood bubbled up through her lips as she looked at the hand holding a blade through her body. The golden light illuminated her face as her clothing was stained with blood.

Behind her, her Spirit had grown to nearly its maximum size, but had failed to make an attack of its own or move to defend its bonded partner. Instead, it was currently run through by the large golden Bull that had snuck up behind it. A Lance of Light had pierced it through as it was distracted by its bonded partner.

The two Lightning attributed beings attempted to flee, but the respective light weapons piercing through them were getting in the way. They could only uselessly flail about as they slowly died. Something about the light weapons that had pierced them through was disrupting their mana. It was as if the Light was reflecting their thoughts and preventing them from controlling their mana like usual.

“You know... I have never once liked you.” Meryn said with a low growl in his voice. “Ever since we got sent here, I have continued to look for a chance to get rid of you. But you were useful, so I let you off by pointing you at things I needed to have destroyed.”

Meryn twisted the blade, eliciting a pained grunt as Kameira weakly clawed at the blade in her chest. The violet light of her mana was fizzling out.

“I had almost thought that you could see the light, and that after we finished this mission, you could join us properly. I see that those hopes were worthless, though I mostly expected it, what with your behavior as of late.” Meryn continued. “I can only blame myself, however, for not doing this earlier. But you finally crossed the line, questioning our lord as you have. Worse yet, you praised the Anathema. That cannot be allowed to continue, so you cannot be allowed to live any longer.”

With a flick of a finger, the blade through Kameira, and the lance through her Spirit, became jagged and misshapen, before they were both violently pulled free. Blood rained down on the ground as Kameira fell forward, half her insides now outside. Her eyes were dull and dim as she hit the ground. Behind her, violet motes of mana faded into the atmosphere.

Meryn dispelled his weapon as his Spirit did the same, walking forward to stand next to its bonded Mage. He then looked around at the assembled Hunters and Mages. The few faces that showed sorrow and guilt were of particular interest to him as he looked at his fellow Followers.

“I know that some of you were friends with this woman. So, I will ask you; who do you Follow?!” Meryn called out to the gathered people and Spirits.

“THE LIGHT AND ITS RADIANCE!!!” Came the roaring reply as they all fell to a knee, bowing toward Meryn as their leader. Not a single one of them was actually against what had happened. Though for some, it was fear of what would happen to them that held them back.

“Good! You two!” Meryn said, pointing to two Hunters that had not been Reaching Spires members. “Clean this up. Toss the body or burn it. I don’t really care.”

With those orders given, Meryn marched back into the camp. Thoughts of the woman he now considered a traitor were now thrown from his mind. The nagging sense of guilt was ruthlessly crushed as he left the area. He had worked with the woman, mostly in frustration, for years. Yet the mission for his Lord came first and foremost. Kameira also hadn’t been doing them any favors over the last few years.

“She was just a dog. One that had slowly become more and more decrepit over time.” Meryn muttered to himself.

The sound of boots hitting the ground grabbed his attention. Turning to the side, he noticed Francis landing roughly on the ground. He was carrying Gwen, and both the Hunters and their Spirits were incredibly injured. It seemed that they had suffered from an attack, but the lingering aura of Death told Meryn that it wasn’t the expedition.

“We have a problem.” Francis said.

Meryn realized he was beginning to hat those words, as the few Life and Death Mages in their entourage rushed forward to begin treating their wounds.



Back with the remaining members of the Sanafalls expedition, Ezekiel had finished giving Scarlet, Kari, and Ginny the rundown regarding what he’d been through the past few weeks. Ginny looked like she didn’t believe him. He dispelled this thought process when he shrouded himself and held a knife to her neck without her knowledge.

The display was over the top, but it got the point across, and Ginny officially decided that it was too much effort to bother messing with him anymore. So, as she went off to oversee the temporary camp being set up, Ezekiel continued to discuss things with the two Legendaries.

In particular, he informed them about the issues with going back and facing the Death Worms. As well as the unfortunate likelihood of a Mythic Spirit going on a rampage before it exploded if they weren’t careful.

“Needless to say, we can’t go back there. The decision to hide in the Ruins was a risk since we didn’t expect them to be able to find us.” Scarlet said. “Obviously, that didn’t work out. Especially when the Death Worms got a taste for human blood.”

“Well, yeah, but you were outnumbered, and there were no places you could retreat to in the time it would take the Cult to reach you.” Ezekiel replied. “Even now, we’re in danger since there’s always the chance that the Cult will try to hunt us down. But at least this time around we’re inside the caldera. Back then, there was no way you could get the entire encampment over the Caldera, and under cover, before the Cult reached the base camp.”

Scarlet looked like she wanted to dispute Ezekiel’s words. But it was Kari that spoke up first.

“The kid is right. Yes, we suffered losses, but most of us are still alive. All of us would be dead if the Cult managed to get us first.” Kari said. “We also had no chance of surviving in the caldera had we retreated here at first. I’m certain you’ve noticed it; the lack of Wild Spirits.”

Now that Ezekiel thought about it, he realized that there was indeed a lack of Wild Spirits. Usually, traveling through the untamed wilderness like this with a group as large as theirs would draw countless Spirits to their location. It was why most scout teams were groups of five or six.

“It is obvious that the Forest Spirit has authority here, even weakened as it is. Else we would certainly be fighting for our lives this very instant.” Kari stated. “The decisions made up to this point were the best choices we had, given the situation we were in.”

Scarlet didn’t look like she agreed, but she didn’t look like she wanted to dispute it anymore either. Instead, she decided that it was time to figure out what to do next.

“I don’t suppose you have a plan as to what to do next?” Scarlet asked Ezekiel.

He was somewhat surprised, as he was fully aware that he really didn’t have any authority in this situation. He was only an apprentice, regardless of what titles he may have. Most of them were only to get him around certain red tapes anyways. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to step up when asked.

“Well... if you think my thoughts in this situation are worth anything, I think it would be best if we started moving north.” Ezekiel said.

“Right now, you’re the only one who’s managed to succeed in a mission of any sort of importance. You also got us an ally of immense strength. Your opinions matter.” Scarlet said. “I’d like to hear your reasoning, however. Wouldn’t it be best if we headed towards the center of the island?”

“If I thought we could get there in any sort of decent time, maybe. But it will take us weeks to get to the center of the island at our current pace. For now, I think we need to regroup with the expeditions that should be making landfall soon. If not already.” Ezekiel told them.

“How do you know that there are more expeditions coming for us?” Kari asked.

“Because my scouting team was sent to the Tillsmont expedition. Since it was the closest to the Void Temple. Though not by much. Either way, given what I remember from the initial planning, there should be at least one more expedition between Tillsmont’s and ours.” Ezekiel explained. “That should give them enough Legendaries to match the Cult. Given their distance, and the estimated time it’d take to pull back their forces, they should’ve made landfall a day or two ago.”

“Although, with the Death Worms taking the beaches, and getting rowdier, it’s possible they had to land further up the coast to avoid them.” Ezekiel continued. “My bet’s on further up, since they’d have to land to know about the Worms, and there’d be no good reason to back track at that point. Especially since Fiana and George had at least a passing knowledge of the territory further up the coast.”

“You sure about that?” Scarlet asked. “I don’t want to be sending our people wandering off to nowhere. If they aren’t on the way, then it’d be best to head to the next nearest expedition. The one between us and Tillsmont.”

“Well, no, I’m not sure, but I can’t imagine that Fiana and George would allow the team, or the other expeditions, to do nothing. Especially since they wouldn’t be able to get to the Temple of the Void.” Ezekiel said.

“Why is that?” Scarlet asked.

“Well, it’s where the Forest Spirit’s core seems to be. Its primary body, as it were.” Ezekiel explained. “I mean, I’ve been told that, after the Cult is dealt with, I need to go back, but I don’t know if that counts for all of you as well.”

Scarlet and Kari looked somewhat dismayed at that. Though they could understand the reasoning. They wouldn’t want to let unknown people with a knife poke around near their heart either.

“If that’s the case, then I have to ask, can the Spirit ferry you at high speed again?” Scarlet asked.

“Maybe. It’d need to spend a day or so recharging, since its avatars don’t naturally generate mana for their given Step and Tier.” Ezekiel said. “Why do you ask?”

“I want you to go up the coast and scout it out. Me and Kari will stay here, to protect the camp if things go south. Especially since the avatar won’t be here as a deterrent for Wild Spirits. When you get back, then, and only then, will we follow your suggestion.” Scarlet reached into her Void Pouch to give him a spyglass. “This should help. I know you never got one since you’d really never need one.”

Ezekiel took the spyglass carefully in his hands. Looking at the side, he saw a name engraved onto it, though it was old, and faded away to the point he couldn’t read it. It was obviously a mundane spyglass, with no enchantments or anything else to help it stand the test of time. Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder who Scarlet kept this as a memento of. He couldn’t think of another reason that a person of her power and status would keep such a mundane tool, and not have a better, more enchanted one.

“I’ll be careful with this.” Ezekiel said. Scarlet just smiled and looked at him thankfully.

“Alright then. Go ask your avatar friend if you can catch a ride tomorrow. We should have at least a day before the Cult manages to find traces of us. So long as they’re investigating the Ruins.” Scarlet said. Kari nodded in agreement as the two Legendaries got up and walked over to inspect the temporary camp. Scarlet, in particular, went over to the make-shift medical tents to check on Carrian.

Getting up and brushing his pants off, Ezekiel made his way over to the avatar.

“Do we plan on going through with our plan as well?” Shine asked.

“We have a perfect opportunity to do it. This way, we don’t need to sneak off and make them worried.” Ezekiel said. “It even seems like Kari will be staying here. So, we won’t have to worry about then stopping us.”

“I still feel bad about this. You’re right, but it feels bad.” Shine said.

“We know where the entrances to the Ruins are. They don’t, and we can also change the enchantments. So long as we get to the Spiral Paths Formation’s control center.” Ezekiel said. His plan to trap the Cult in the Ruins still ran through his mind. “If we’re lucky, I might even be able to rig it to collapse while they’re still inside.”

Shine was silent, though they agreed with the plan, as they hated the Cult of Light just as much as Ezekiel. But that didn’t stop the twist in both their souls at the thought of killing so many people.

Ezekiel finally approached the avatar, noticing that it was standing utterly still. He realized that he could faintly feel the presence of Life mana. Far more than the standard ambient amount that he recalled for this area. Knocking on the wood of a nearby tree, he let the avatar become aware of his presence, but didn’t do anything to disturb its mana gathering.

A few seconds later, the avatar opened the glowing green orbs that acted as its eyes and turned to Ezekiel.

“I don’t suppose you were aware of our conversation?” Ezekiel asked. He knew that the avatar’s senses were sharp. Especially within its personal domain like this.

“Yes.” It replied.

“Good. Can you take me there? If so, when can we leave?” Ezekiel asked.

“Tomorrow morning. I will have finished gathering the mana to fill my reserves by that point. Though I will be defenseless throughout the night.” The avatar stated. “Your companions will also be without my protection. They will be beset by the other Spirits within a few hours.”

“That won’t be a problem. I’ll see you in the morning.” Ezekiel said.

He then went over to another part of the camp, informing Kari and Scarlet of what was going to happen. Then, finding his own area to set up his bedroll and blanket, he curled up with Shine in his hands. Sleep was slow to come, but as he drifted off, he couldn’t help but pray that things went to plan tomorrow. His restless slumber was filled with possibilities of what was to come.
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                xxxxxxxxxxxxxThere was little to no fanfare as Ezekiel left the expedition once again. Scarlet continued to warn him to be careful, and Kari was silent as she watched him leave. But he could feel that she was concerned for his wellbeing. He wasn’t sure why, as he didn’t really have any connections to her, but appreciated the concern all the same.

Ezekiel, Shine, and the Avatar ended up moving quickly as the avatar carried Ezekiel through the jungle. Trees and other vegetation whipped by at speeds beyond his or Shine’s awareness. When they made it a fair distance away, Ezekiel requested that the avatar turn towards the bluffs to execute his plan. It wasn’t long before they had looped back to the entrance they had previously evacuated from.

Suddenly, before Ezekiel could get started, the avatar seemed to freeze up for a moment. Its eyes grew dim, and it didn’t reply to any inquiries. Seeing that they were in the open, Ezekiel picked up the avatar and moved to a well-covered area of the underbrush.

Now that they were somewhat hidden, Ezekiel took a chance to decompress and let himself go over his plan once again.

He knew that the most difficult part at the moment would be getting to the top of the cliff without being spotted. While he didn’t expect the Cult to have forces patrolling so far from the primary entrance, it wasn’t something that he wanted to risk.

“Are you okay?” Shine asked. “You’ve been sinking into your mana again.”

Ezekiel immediately released his subconscious grasp on his mana. While it seemed like the influence of the Elemental Emotional Effects wasn’t as strong since he’d reached Tier two, he knew that there was still a nagging feeling in the back of his head. It was as if the stress and concerns were still piling up in the back of his mind. His state of consciousness also had no effect on it. Although, Shine did seem to be able to sense his emotions far better than he could.

For now, it seemed like it wasn’t much, but he was worried about what would happen when he finally addressed the problem directly. He couldn’t help but feel like there was something of a dam being put under pressure at the moment. But he continued to push it aside for now.

“Thanks for the reminder. And I’m just concerned about what happened to the avatar. While the next few steps of the plan don’t involve it, I don’t want to just head off without informing it either.” Ezekiel said. “That may very well create its own problems.”

“I guess so, but we’re on a time limit. Who knows what could happen while we’re stuck here waiting.” Shine said.

“So long as the avatar can carry us, it shouldn’t be an issue. Hence the problem we need to wait for.” Ezekiel said.

The duo ended up waiting for nearly half an hour as their patience started to wear down. Finally, the lights of the avatar lit up once again, and the avatar’s faceplate seemed to shift into a look of anger. Ezekiel was almost afraid to ask what had happened. But the avatar spoke up before he could.

“The Deep have begun making moves. The conflict is spreading to this side of the island. The Glacial Spirits I am in contact with have informed me that they are facing issues as the Deep have begun making assaults on the other expeditions.” The avatar explained. “It seems like the death of their Peerage Member was enough to put them into a frenzy. Luckily, the Winged are not cooperating with them at the moment, else you humans might be facing a full-on war.”

Ezekiel and Shine were shocked. They knew that they had dealt a serious blow to the Cruor, but they hadn’t expected this bad of a response. It had been their impression that there were enough Spirits to keep things under control. The Forest Spirit had informed them that their actions would turn the tide of the cold war it was dealing with. Why were they getting drawn into the crossfire?

“Ezekiel!” Shine exclaimed. Ezekiel immediately drew himself out of his state of confusion.

“Do we know why this is happening? I thought you said that the blow we dealt to the Cruor would help change the situation to your favor?” Ezekiel asked.

“With the Winged Cruor, it had, since they cannot easily replenish their numbers.” The avatar explained. “However, the Deep are another story. Though I had been informed by my own allies that they had ample numbers to defend against the Deep. It seems they learned of your involvement, however, and that has made them focus on your human’s expeditions, rather than focusing on the Spirits.”

“So, this is my fault?!” Ezekiel exclaimed.

“Indeed. Though I admit that my failure to kill the Winged Peerage Member is likely what led to the Deep inevitably being informed so quickly.” The avatar explained. “Regardless, there is nothing you can do right now to help them. Instead, you should focus on what is in front of you.”

“It’s right! We already have something that we need to do. We can figure out what to do next when we meet up with Scarlet again.” Shine stated. This time around he allowed Ezekiel to sink partway into his mana. They knew that Ezekiel didn’t need the guilt to distract him right now.

“...Right. Can you head to the area of the Caldera near that side?” Ezekiel said as he pointed to the opposite direction of where they needed to go. “That’s where the other side entrance is. From what I know, it seems like that side doesn’t have as many Death Worms either. Since the sewer entrances are on the other side.”

The avatar nodded but paused before it left. Ezekiel wondered what was happening.

“... Be careful, child of the Void. There is still much to discuss when this is all over.” The avatar then left.

Ezekiel and Shine took a moment to take in the fact that the Forest Spirit had apparently conveyed concern for Ezekiel, when they had previously shown no remorse or worry as they dove into the Cruor’s territory not a few weeks prior.

Shaking his head, Ezekiel cast himself in his Shroud as he walked toward the cliff face. A sense of determination and focus filled him as he set out to trap the Cult of Light in the same Ruins his expedition had been sealed in not too long ago.



It was difficult getting to the top of the bluff, but Ezekiel figured that climbing up himself would be safer than trying to get past any patrols or guards that might’ve been guarding any safer paths. He successfully got to the top, but it was at the cost of a decent amount of his mana.

In order to conserve as much mana as he could, he had Shine take over creating their Shroud so that Ezekiel could focus on moving them forward. They ultimately ran into a dozen or so patrolling Cultists, but thanks to the Shroud they managed to get to the entrance without trouble.

Looking around the entrance, he let out a sigh of relief as he saw the guards around the entrance. Three guards, one for each element currently needed to open the gateway, were keeping watch. He had expected this, as they would need teams on both the inside and the outside, but there was still a slight chance that there would be no guards. At which point he’d need to gather the mana himself.

“We’re surprisingly lucky. Considering all the shit we’ve had to go through.” He mentally muttered to Shine. “Although, we still need to figure out what to do to get them to open the gate.”

Shine was silent as they and Ezekiel thought about their options. Ezekiel was almost considering just revealing themselves to the outer perimeter guards, and hoping they would open the gate to report to their Cult Leaders. But that would make things riskier for them.

“I have an idea, but I don’t know if it’s a good one.” Shine suddenly spoke up. “Could... could we get their Spirits to bleed on the keystones?”

Ezekiel’s concealed eyes lit up in thought. Spirits didn’t really bleed. Instead, they released small amounts of mana when their physical forms were damaged. Looking at the Hunters guarding the entrance, if they could cause enough damage to the Hunter’s Spirits, then they could open the gateway, for at least a second. Though it would be cutting things close, as the mana wouldn’t be channeled, just increasing the ambient mana enough to activate the gate mechanism.

There was also another thing to consider that Ezekiel was worried about.

“You do understand that the amount of mana that would need to be released would only be reached if we killed them, right?” Ezekiel asked. Shine was silent for several seconds.

“... oh...” Was all that Shine said. They had thought that the Spirits would release enough mana with a couple of cuts here and there.

“Not only that, but given our current proximity, and the lack of time we have, we would’ve needed to kill them anyways, else they simply open the gate and come after us. We’ll already need to kill the guards inside to keep things as quiet as possible.” Ezekiel explained.

Shine took another moment to think. Ezekiel was now growing antsy, as they were running out of time. Sensing Shine’s emotions through their bond, Ezekiel could feel that they were beginning to grow confused. He figured he knew why and spoke up before Shine could reply.

“It’s not that I think that this is a bad thing. I’ve grown jaded enough in this world to understand that some people need to die. I wouldn’t have done half the things I’ve done in battle if I didn’t think otherwise.” Ezekiel said. “It’s just that this is the first time you and I have directly planned peoples’ deaths before. I just feel that you need to understand the full extent of what you’re suggesting, rather than simply following me into battle like usual.”

Thinking back into the past, Ezekiel knew that it was Shine’s suggestion that resulted in the death of the Spirits when they’d been tracking down Sasha, several years ago. But that was an unexpected consequence that only occurred by chance due to the snake Spirit’s size. The attack wasn’t otherwise lethal to the Hunter at the time.

This was the first time Ezekiel had bothered to fully explain the depths of the consequences of their actions as well. He figured that, if Shine was taking a direct role in their planning and tactics, then he needed to know that they were aware of everything that could happen.

“... I know. But I do think this is the most efficient plan.” Shine said. “I don’t necessarily want to kill these Spirits. But I know that the Cultists were likely to be killed off when we meet up with our reinforcements anyways. Let’s... let’s get this over with.”

“... Okay. But, Shine, don’t think that you need to destroy the world, just to keep me safe.” Ezekiel said, getting himself ready for what he was about to do. “Don’t think you need to change who you are, as you grow stronger, just so I rely on you more.”

Shine fell silent again. This time Ezekiel could sense a hint of embarrassment at being caught. They had been wanting to help more and more, given their lack of autonomy when it came to providing aid. This became more prevalent given recent events. Given their rise in Tier, Shine had been hoping to do more for Ezekiel, and had falsely thought that they needed to prove themself.

Ezekiel moved to the center of the gateway. Glancing around at the Hunters around him, Ezekiel was grateful of the fact that they were the same Tier as him. Silently drawing Shine from their sheath, Ezekiel crouched and readied himself.

All three had their Spirits on their shoulders. One was a monkey, another a bird, and the last was a snake. Cavern, Tempest, and Glacial, all standing above the keystone areas where the mana needed to go to open the gateway. Shifting his weight ever so slightly, Ezekiel and Shine channeled their mana as one. Spinning in place, their higher Tiered mana cut through the necks of the Hunters, and the Spirits on their shoulders fell to the ground, releasing motes of mana out and into the environment.

Not bothering to look at their handy work, Ezekiel and Shine dropped through the opening gateway and into the entry chambers. Just as they landed on the ground, the gateway began closing, having only opened halfway before it began to close once again.

“What-!” A cultist standing in the entry area of the gateway barely got a word out before Ezekiel, still Shrouded by Shine, severed his neck as well. This was followed by three more guards suffering either cuts to their throat or a stab through the chest.

Only two of the internal guards had Spirits, which were also taken care of as they briefly suffered from the shock of their partners dying. All the guards were Tier two, as the ones above were. Ezekiel figured that they’d moved their heavy hitters to the Ruins proper, so as to form a defense against the Death Worms and do a thorough investigation.

As he looked around, Ezekiel was concerned that there might be other guards. But there weren’t, and the impact with the ground hadn’t been enough to dispel his Shroud now that it was powered by two Tier twos. Striding off towards the path he knew would take him to the control center, Ezekiel hardened his heart for the rest of the Cultists he might have to kill on his way down. Shine as well, focused on the task at hand.



At the bottom of the inverted pyramid that made up the top of the Ruins of Trigat, the remaining three Legendaries of the Cult of Light were having a meeting in a hastily made command center. It was basically just a large stone box where they could avoid the prying eyes of their subordinates.

“So, we have a legion of rampaging Death Worms to deal with. Worse yet, it looks like, after the initial investigation, that the expedition somehow escaped.” Meryn muttered angrily. “Is that what your summary of our continued search is telling me?”

“Yes. I would like to note, however, that this is only according to the most recent and most direct searches that we could perform given the short time we’ve been here, as well as the fact that we lack a powerful enough scout to help me.” Francis said. “If we had a third scout helping, since only you and I can stay in the air for long periods of time to search, then perhaps we could’ve found some more definitive information, but this is what we have so far.”

Meryn ignored the jab at his actions regarding Kameira. While he was regretting killing her now, he was doing his best to focus on the here and now. There was no point staying stuck in the past. Meryn also wasn’t certain how much longer Kameira would’ve been willing to continue following his orders.

“Yes. A shame.” Meryn grit out through a clenched jaw. Off to the side, Gwen was staying quiet. Having recovered from her injuries, but covered in new scars, she was angrier than any of her companions, but knew that there was little she could contribute directly.

Meryn had already taken over her place in the away forces, and she’d been stuck defending against Death Worms for the past day after her recovery.

“I think we need to pull back at this point.” Francis said. He was met by two angry glares as his fellow Legendary Mages rose in fury. “Let me explain!”

Gwen and Meryn fell silent at Francis’ exclamation.

“We are surrounded on all sides due to the Death Worms. We haven’t found the expedition we were looking for, Anathema included. Worse yet, for all we know, there are reinforcement expeditions ready to swarm us as soon as we get out of here.” Francis’ words had calmed Meryn and Gwen down as they began to look nervous.

“The mission can’t be fulfilled here. It would be better to return to our headquarters. Maybe, we can make our way to the other side of the Archipelago. Return to the more subtle tactics, and actually attempt to build up our forces, rather than just survive and force people to join us at sword point.”

Meryn and Gwen both sat down as Francis finished speaking. They hated it, but they couldn’t help but admit that Francis’ idea had merit. They had made numerous mistakes when establishing themselves previously. But if they returned, taking what they could from these Ruins, then they might be able to establish themselves, and with a little bit of work, they’d be able to begin infiltrating other islands.

“I don’t like it.” Gwen ground out through grit teeth. “But, Meryn, we might have to do as suggested. We’ve reached a dead end here. Worse, we’ll need to find our ships, since they may very well have been driven off at this point.”

All three Legendaries flinched at the thought of their ships no longer being where they were left.

Looking between his two companions, Meryn felt the weight of his decisions prior to today building up. The pressure was trying to push him forward. To make him continue in their attempt to kill the Anathema. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized that they were currently lost.

“... Fine. Inform the other Followers that we need to pack up all that we’ve managed to find that was abandoned. We leave now!” Meryn stated. Francis and Gwen looked relieved as their fellow Legendary gave in and agreed to leave with them.

Suddenly, just as they were getting ready to leave the command center and sound their retreat. The ground began to rumble. Lights began to shine throughout the Ruins. Blue, gray, and dull brownish-orange lights lined the cavern. The colors of the elements in charge of the enchantments protecting the city.

As the enchantments continued flashing, the three Legendaries rushed outside. The saw that the inverted pyramid was basically a strobe-light at this point from how rapidly the lights were flashing. Then, the color of the lights began to change. They slowly became paler, but brighter, until finally, they were nothing but pure, untainted white lights with no color at all.

This was Void elemental mana. At once, the Leaders of the Followers of Radiance knew what had happened. The elemental keys to the Spiral Paths Formation had been changed. They didn’t know how all three elements had been changed, since the formation was supposed to require three elements, but they did know who had done it.

There was no other Mage in the Archipelago that they knew of that had the Void element and the knowledge necessary to do this.

“Anathema!” All three Legendaries spat out as they ran as fast as possible to the formation’s control center. Their Spirits dashed to meet them as they moved.

In a matter of seconds, they reached the previously guarded room with the large focal point for the Spiral Paths Formation. All the guards were dead. The necks cut open, or heads chopped off in the case of the few Life and Death Mages. Dispersing Motes of light showed the fading remains of the few Spirits that had been there.

But there were no signs of their target. There were no signs of any life at all, besides themselves.

For the first time since they’d reached this island, the three diehard Legendaries of the Followers of Radiance began to feel true fear. Not of death, or danger, but of the future. For they now understood, in full, why their Lord had ordered the |Anathema to die.



Just outside the entrance to the inverted pyramid, in the middle of the now Cultist campsite, Ezekiel and Shine quickly crept through the gathered Cultists as they tried to figure out what the heck had just happened.

“That was a close one.” Shine mentally said to Ezekiel. “Just a couple more seconds, and we would’ve been caught.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. They’d finished altering the formation just seconds before the Legendary Cultists had arrived. Standing just outside the door, so as to not be barreled over by the rushing Cultists they had been expecting.

“Indeed. But we succeeded, and now we need to move. That took more mana than I would’ve liked.” Ezekiel said back. “I’m just glad that the alterations the old residents did to this formation allowed me to change it all to one singular element. Feeding off the Void mana that is created when the formation mixes Tempest and Cavern Mana. I would’ve had to take a moment longer to move the entrances we won’t be using to more hidden locations than they currently are.”

After looking through the book that the Forest Spirit had given them, Ezekiel realized that the alterations didn’t just allow the entrances to be moved. They also allowed the formation to use a singular element for all three focal points.

Reading through the explanation of the formation, he realized that the reason the formation used three different elements, usually the ones most available in the vicinity, was because those elements also had the mana that fueled the formation. Thus, Cavern, Tempest, and Glacial due to the Ruin’s geography.

Doubling up on a single element, or even tripling it, would usually cause the formation to run out of mana fairly quickly. But for the purposes that the formation was made for, Ezekiel realized that he could make a slight alteration that would take the Cavern and Tempest Mana to create Void Mana to fuel the formation.

Since Void mana was like jet fuel compared to gasoline when it came to being a fuel source, that meant that the formation should be able to run just as efficiently as before, even though it was actually running on only a third of the fuel.

Even if it didn’t, it would still be decades before the formation ran out of power and faded away. That was just how powerful the Spiral Paths Formation was when it came to city defenses.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but appreciate the fact that things were finally going well for him. With his enhanced speed, even under the Shroud, he had managed to leave the camp fairly easily, and was nearly at the entrance he would be using to leave the Ruins.

Which is exactly when a Tier three Death Worm sprung up from the ground, radiating its mana all along its body as it broke through Ezekiel’s Shroud. The higher Tier Death mana seeped into his body as he tried to keep himself moving.

“Dammit!” Ezekiel exclaimed aloud. “How the hell did it know I was there!?”

Ezekiel knew he was Shrouded, which should’ve concealed his presence entirely. Only his breathing got past his Shroud, and his scent shouldn’t have been an issue at this point.

“Footsteps! These things aren’t Cavern Spirits, but they’re still worms! They must’ve sensed your footsteps!” Shine’s exclamation helped Ezekiel to focus, but he was growing weaker as the Death mana that he was struck with began to take its toll.

He considered himself lucky that he hadn’t been cut open. The mana would’ve traveled through his bloodstream much more quickly. He probably wouldn’t be able to move at this point if that was the case.

“Dammit!” Ezekiel mentally cried out as he jumped on top of a ruined building. “We can’t run on the ground if that’s the case. We’ll have to stick to the ruined buildings and structures.”

Channeling even more mana, Ezekiel began hopping from crumbled ruin to crumbled ruin. His mana expenditure increased by quite a bit, and he was beginning to grow worried that he wouldn’t make it to the entrance. The only thing he was thankful for was the fact that the Death Worm apparently wasn’t able to find him anymore.

The unfortunate thing was that there was a large expanse of open flat ground between himself and the entrance. Checking his mana, he realized that he’d be cutting things very close.

“Ezekiel...” Shine mumbled in worry.

“Be prepared to jump. Just in case.” Ezekiel said.

“That will leave me almost empty!” Shine said.

“Same for me, but we can make it.” Ezekiel reassured his Spirit.

A sense of determination coming from Shine filled Ezekiel. With a grunt and a push off from the rubble he was standing on, Ezekiel charged forward.

He barely made it a hundred feet before he had to dash to the side, jumping around frantically as Tier three and below Death Worms began gunning form him. They lost sight of him as soon as they surfaced, due to his Shroud, but he was barely reacting to the Worms that were coming up from below.

Suddenly, the world began to rumble as a much larger Death Worm surfaced.

Seeing they were only a few hundred feet from the entrance, Shine didn’t bother to say anything. They just focused their mana, and the moment before a Tier four Death Worm was going to swallow them from below, Ezekiel and Shine disappeared. They had teleported outside the Worm’s range.

Ezekiel continued to run, but as he nearly got swarmed, Shine teleported him once again. This time, they landed right in front of the entrance. Their Shroud was gone now. They couldn’t afford to use the mana to hold it.

Placing his hands against the cavern wall, Ezekiel channeled what little mana he had left. His vision growing bleary from the Death mana in his body. The wall shifted, ever so slightly. As it was barely a quarter of the way open, he stopped. Sliding in as it quickly closed, Ezekiel spun, his sword in hand, ready to take a swing at any Worms small enough to get through before it closed.

He needn’t have worried, however, as the gateway closed, shuddering slightly as something very large slammed against it. Dropping to the floor, Ezekiel was panting wearily as he suffered from yet another near-death experience.

“I need to stop feeling lucky. It never works out for me.” He muttered aloud.

“Agreed. Stop feeling lucky.” Shine chimed in.

Standing up, eyes still bleary, and feeling tired and physically exhausted, Ezekiel barely made his way over to the final exit. Placing his hand against the wall, Ezekiel opened the external gateway.

Standing in front of the gateway was the avatar of the Forest Spirit. It moved to say something to him but changed its focus to catch Ezekiel as he fell forward. The Death Mana in his system had finally taken its toll, and he could no longer keep himself awake. Vision fading to black, Ezekiel fell unconscious.
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                Consciousness returned to Ezekiel slowly. There was a grogginess to his motions and mind as he became aware of the world around him once again. He could make out the trees around himself and the avatar moving at an incredibly fast pace.

‘No... we’re the ones moving fast, not the trees.’ Ezekiel thought as he fully regained consciousness. Using his mana to check over his condition, he realized that his body still had a bit of fatigue from the effects of the Death mana, but he was otherwise physically fine.

“Are you alright?” Shine asked, having realized that Ezekiel was awake.

“I think so. I’m not as bad as before at least. What happened, and how long have I been out for?” Ezekiel replied.

“After you blacked out, the avatar spent some of its Life Mana to invigorate your body so that it could fight off the fatigue and degenerative effects of the Death Worm’s mana.” Shine informed him. “It’s only been a few minutes, but we’ve since moved to the other side of the bluffs again. We’re a few dozen feet within the tree line of the forest. No signs of the ships for the expedition that we’re looking for. But we haven’t gone too far, since we need you up and conscious for when we meet them.”

Ezekiel nodded his head, bringing attention from the Forest Spirit avatar. He was aware that the avatar likely wouldn’t receive a warm welcome, given how they had been kidnapped by it. Shine also couldn’t really speak, so it was best that they wait until he was awake to do the talking.

“It is good to see you are awake, little Void Mage. I have not seen any signs of the other expeditions that you are looking for. However, we may need to travel along the coast itself to see anything.” The avatar said.

“Sounds good.” Ezekiel stretched as best he could within the avatar’s arms. He and Shine were both low on mana, so they weren’t much use right now. However, he didn’t think there would be too much danger walking along the coast with a Legendary Life Spirit accompanying them. They weren’t being hunted by anything like the Cult, after all.

Still in the avatar’s arms, Ezekiel was brought out past the tree line. Looking out to the water of the ocean around the island, Ezekiel couldn’t help but be awed by the beauty of the scenery. Even tainted as it was from the dark clouds and murky waters, the fact that he could still see the sun nearing the horizon meant that he was no longer in the Cruor’s direct territory. This was something that he was still happy about whenever he thought about it.

“How far away are we from the bluffs over Trigat?” Ezekiel asked.

“Quite some distance. But I do not believe that the ships you are looking for are much further out. There were some remains of a ship that was washed up a few kilometers back.” The avatar said. “It did not appear to be remains from one of your ships, so it likely belonged to the Cult. I believe your expeditions are looking for a place to moor their boats. There should be a good location just ahead.”

“Given our traveling speed, not yours, the expedition’s, how long would you say it would’ve taken them to get to the Ruins on foot?” Ezekiel asked.

“It would likely take them a day of hiking for the Tier twos and below. The Adepts might make it in a few hours, and the Legendaries would take a few minutes.” The avatar explained. “I do not know how long it would take by boat, as I do not know how fast they travel.”

Mentally going over the information, Ezekiel realized that, depending on how quickly the other expeditions cleaned up and set off to save the Sanafalls expedition, it was possible that they had already made land, and were making their way back to the Ruins.

“Is it possible for you to sense lifeforms within the forest?” Ezekiel asked the avatar.

“Of course. Though my range will be limited due to my reduced mana. As well as because my main body is focusing its attention on the Cruor’s territory and directing the attacks of the other Spirits.” The avatar said.

“That’s fine. I’m just worried that the expeditions might already be in the forest. So, we’ll need to do something to find them, if we don’t see them wherever they decided to moor their ships.” Ezekiel explained.

The avatar did not reply, but they did pick up the pace a little. Within minutes they arrived at a small cove where the water was exceptionally deep. Several dozen ships were moored, and there were only a handful of people that were still mingling about. It seemed as though a small base camp was being set up, but it didn’t look like there were more than a few Adepts in the area.

But things seemed to be calm, from what Ezekiel could see. So, he didn’t allow himself to worry about the whereabouts of the more powerful members. They might just be setting up another camp or moving out to reach the Ruins of Trigat more quickly to support the Sanafalls expedition.

“Ezekiel, look!” Shine called out, having noticed something within their range of vision.

Glancing over to where Shine was trying to direct Ezekiel’s line of sight, he saw a familiar face that made him sigh in relief and concern.

It was Sasha, and she was working with the Scholars within the camp to help with construction for several stone towers and defenses that were a little way out from the cove.

“I don’t think they landed too long ago. They’d have better security if they had, wouldn’t they?” Shine asked.

“Most likely, but this does give us a chance to go and say hello.” Ezekiel said as he looked over to the avatar.

“Can you take us around to the entrance they’re constructing? I don’t want to scare them when we get close.” Ezekiel said aloud.

The avatar nodded its head, and before Ezekiel could blink, there was a small distance within the forest. Not too far off was a team of workers that were building some fortifications for the base.

Sighing to himself, Ezekiel dropped down from the avatar’s arms and began a somewhat slow trek towards the camp. Slightly behind him and off to the side, the avatar followed along.



Sasha was exhausted. She had been working with the Scholars of the Tillsmont Cathedral since Fiana and George had gone off to accompany the Legendaries and other Adepts of the Church of Ten and the different Guilds in order to cut a path directly towards the Ruins. The two Hunters from the Saber Scales had gone with them as well.

She had been apprehensive of coming this far, not wishing to remain anywhere near the battlefield at this point, as her skills were not up to par in the current situation. However, it seemed like the two expeditions had no intention of leaving anything behind. An all-out assault was all that they were going for at this point, so there were no rearguard teams or reinforcements at this time.

Apparently, word had been sent back to the cities that were near enough for word to be spread to, but it would still be at least a week before word was sent in full.

“I really hope that someone figures out how to send full messages with the Com-Slates. That way we can get rid of the time between messages.” Sasha muttered in frustration. Beside her, Tuff finished reinforcing a wall before turning to look up at her. He snorted in agreement before climbing up her side.

Suddenly, there seemed to be a commotion off in the distance towards the main path they were constructing near the entrance to the cove. Several Scholars and Hunters from the Guild were moving toward the area.

“What do you think is going on over there?” Sasha asked as she looked up at Tuff, who was now sitting on her head. He just shrugged and snorted again.

“Sasha!” A voice called out, drawing her attention away from her bonded spirit.

Looking over to the group of people, she saw one of the Adept Scholars, Lilian, waving to call her over. It was the Scholar that Fiana had told her to listen to when it came to instructions and how to be helpful around the camp. She was a bit of an older woman but had been kind enough to get her on her feet when it came to a number of things she needed to know as a Hunter affiliated with the Church.

“Coming!” Sasha called back. She knew she wouldn’t be called from her current job if it wasn’t important. Rushing over to the forming group, she couldn’t hide her curiosity as she approached.

“What’s going on-?” Sasha found her words cut off in her throat. Making her way to the gathered people, She saw past the group and a few dozen feet into the forest. A familiar figure wearing familiar clothes was standing some distance away. A second figure, one she instinctively shied away from, stood a little further back.

“Ezekiel!” she exclaimed. Atop her head the little groundhog Cavern Spirit was snorting frantically. While he was somewhat happy to see Ezekiel again, he was incredibly angry at the avatar that stood behind him.

“You know this young boy?” Lilian asked. “He claimed that you did, but we need to be sure. That’s a Legendary Spirit that’s accompanying him.”

“Yes, yes, this is Ezekiel, the Void Mage from my scouting party. You were given the summary of what happened, weren’t you?” Sasha said. Lilian had been given a breakdown of the events that had happened according to Fiana. Given the situation, Sasha hoped that Ezekiel was here with good intentions.

“If that’s the case, then I guess we can welcome him in. It’s not like we can do much until the Leaders get back anyway.” Lilian said.

Turning toward Ezekiel, Lilian waved down the Hunters and Scholars that were currently taking defensive positions. Seeing the signal from one of the temporary leaders, they took a less offensive stance and backed down. Though, none of them let their guard lower even the slightest bit.

Seeing this happening, Sasha saw that Ezekiel and the avatar were once again walking toward the camp. Coming to a stop a few feet away from the group, Ezekiel bowed slightly and introduced himself to the Scholars standing around Lilian and Sasha.

She saw that he also sent a small smile her way as he approached. Sasha couldn’t help but feel like the smile was filled with an apology. A part of her really hoped that they’d be able to talk in private later. She had a number of questions to ask and hoped that he’d be willing to answer them.

“Greetings. I am Ezekiel Luminance. I believe that you, and your expedition, have arrived for the purpose of reinforcing the Sanafalls expedition, correct?” Ezekiel said with his head bowed.

“Indeed. Though, as you can see, our leaders are not currently with us.” Lilian said.

“Well, hopefully they return soon. The Sanafalls expedition has successfully escaped from the Ruins of Trigat. They got out just before the Cult invaded. Most are, unfortunately injured, due to the extensive Death Worm infestation.” Ezekiel explained. “However, on my way here, we were able to alter the control crystal before the Legendaries of the Cult could escape. So now, they are trapped in our place. Given the situation, I do not believe that there is as much cause for any rush as there once was.”

Ezekiel’s statements were met with silence as the Scholars and Hunters tried to process his words. For her part, Sasha just looked exasperated, as she somewhat expected Ezekiel to have something ridiculous to say. Fortunately, it didn’t take long before the Scholars snapped out of it.

It took a bit longer before they were allowed within the camp, but after answering a number of questions, Ezekiel and the avatar were permitted within the camp, while a number of runners were sent to try and meet up with the parties where their Legendaries were making their way through the forest.



Sitting inside a somewhat hastily made ten, Ezekiel looked across from himself at Sasha and Tuff, who were looking at him with a mix of worry, irritation, and confusion, as they didn’t really know how to feel about him right now. Outside the tent, the avatar stood watch, gazing through the campsite with emotionless eyes that had little to no care regarding what was going on around them.

“I’d like to start with an apology.” Ezekiel said. “I understand that your feelings were definitely hurt when you found out about Shine, but I can’t take it back, and I don’t regret keeping then a secret.”

Sasha and Tuff remained silent, though Sasha did clench her fist when Ezekiel said he didn’t regret the secret. He didn’t, but he did regret how he hurt his friends. However, he had decided to be as clear and straightforward as he could at the moment, so that’s what he was doing. Shine had decided to remain quiet for the moment, as they didn’t really know Sasha, and they didn’t feel it would be right to interject during this talk.

“I know that sounds like I’m insincere, but you have to understand that Shine is the first of their kind. I didn’t even inform my family about them. The only ones that knew were the Scholars I’ve worked with that have been bound by magical contracts.” Ezekiel explained. “The fact of the matter is, Shine and I represent a possibly new path for magic. Something that certain people in the world would do anything to get their hands on.”

“People like the Cult?” Sasha asked.

Ezekiel grimaced as she mentioned that.

“... No... those bastards don’t want to just get their hands on me. They want to kill me more than anything else at this point.’ Ezekiel said. “They first tried to kill me when I was ten years old. I was banished from the Empire, with the expectation that I would be supervised by the Church of Ten, as both a means of appeasing the Empire, and ensuring that the Cult wouldn’t be able to get me.”

“But you’re the reason that they’re here?” Sasha asked. “You’re the reason that we’re having even more problems.”

“The Cult and their beliefs are the reason that they are here. I did not invite them, and I did not do anything that would’ve drawn their attention that hasn’t helped humanity in some way or another.” Ezekiel said. “I didn’t even know the Cult was here, let alone still after me, until the Forest Spirit told me about them when it captured us. Then Scarlet filled me in on a few more things when I saved them from the Ruins.”

Sasha flinched at the reminder of the Forest Spirit, and she glanced over her shoulder to the entrance of the tent. As if she was expecting the avatar to pop in once again to do something to her.

“I guess you and the Forest Spirit are good friends now. How did that happen?” Sasha cautiously asked.

At that, the flood gates opened, and Ezekiel explained all that had happened to him so far. A part of him didn’t think that Fiana, Carrian, or Scarlet, would want him to tell Sasha all of this, but he didn’t really care at this point. He had already told Scarlet and Kari. Telling Sasha wasn’t something he thought would be a big deal. If it was, then he’d deal with the fallout later.

After what seemed like hours, Ezekiel finally finished telling Sasha everything that had happened to him over the past month or so. Even the events that had happened when he’d returned to the Ruins, and how he’d taken steps to sabotage the Cult of Light, so as to prevent them from escaping, as well as to hopefully make it easier to destroy them when the expedition all met up with one another.

Listening to all the things Ezekiel was telling her, Sasha didn’t want to believe any of it. However, she could tell that he was telling the truth. Something that terrified her.

Ezekiel was five years younger than her. But not only had he reached the same Tier as her, but he was only a couple Steps below her. Not only that, but it was clear that his combat prowess was significantly greater than hers. A sense of danger that she’d never felt before was now permeating her body as she looked over at Ezekiel.

“I need to think about things. What you’ve told me... It’s terrifying. I don’t want to get drawn into any of it.” With those words, Sasha turned around from the tent and walked out. “I hope that you and Shine can survive whatever you face in the future.”

Somewhat disappointed at what Sasha’s response had been, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like he knew where she was coming from. The fact was that the things he was going through were extremely terrifying. If it wasn’t for the emotional effects of his mana, his mind would have likely broken a long time ago. Even then, the emotional suppression had its own problems. Though they had been lessening.

“Your mana is leaking.” Shine gently told Ezekiel.

He immediately suppressed his mana, allowing the sorrow in his chest to affect him in full. He realized now just how much he wanted Sasha to stay as his friend. A part of him actually felt a bit guilty about it, as he wondered if he was just filling in the holes left behind from the friends and family he hadn’t seen in years.

‘I wonder how Shari and the others are doing?’ He couldn’t help but think as his mind wandered to the people, he considered precious to himself.

He was pulled from his thoughts as a commotion seemed to be building up outside. Moving to the entrance of the tent. Ezekiel looked at the avatar.

“What’s happening?” He asked.

“It seems like the camp’s Legendaries have returned.” the avatar explained.

Suddenly a gust of wind blew through the area. Covering his eyes in surprise, it took Ezekiel a moment to compose himself. Looking up to the sky, Ezekiel saw several figures floating in different ways above himself.

The Obscure and Flame Hunters stood out the most, as they stood next to a Flame Scholar with Tillsmont embroidery on his clothes, and another Grand Scholar from a different Cathedral, and a couple of other Legendary Hunters also floated nearby.

On the ground, running towards them, Ezekiel saw George and Fiana. Both looked incredibly worried as they approached, but they became relieved as they got closer. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like this was going to be somewhat of a mixed emotional reunion.



It was nearly an hour after the Legendaries’ return that Ezekiel was summoned to speak with them. Standing in the center of a much larger tent, Ezekiel had cold sweat running down his back as he stood before a half a dozen Legendary Mages, and four Legendary Spirits.

He had just finished repeating his recounting of the events he had gone through after being kidnapped by the Forest Spirit. Beside him stood the avatar of the Forest Spirit, but he knew that it wouldn’t be much help if the Legendaries in front of them decided to act against them.

Off to the side were the four members of his old scouting team. Given the situation, Sasha wasn’t included in this meeting, having provided a report of what Ezekiel had told her not too long ago.

A significant part of him felt like this was similar to the farcical trial that he was forced to go through three years ago. The only difference was the fact that there was no audience. As well as the fact that there were no Legendaries trying to bring him to his knees with their mana.

“You’ll be fine. They have no reason to hate you right now.” Shine said to Ezekiel.

“The fact that the Cult is apparently here to hunt me down is more than enough reason for them to hate me.” Ezekiel muttered back.

“Ezekiel.” Marwyl, the Grand Scholar from Tillsmont, spoke up to grab Ezekiel’s attention. “We thank you for the information provided to us. Know that you are not in trouble with any of us regarding the actions of the Cult of Light. For now, however, we need to figure out our next steps. Please, accompany your scout team out of the tent as we discuss things.”

Nodding his head, and allowing his shoulders to slump, Ezekiel turns to leave.

“Forgive my impertinence, but please discuss things quickly. I informed my expedition that we’d likely return within a day or so. They are in need of medical aid, and the longer they stay in the forest without the avatar there to ward off Wild Spirits, the more likely the number of injured will go up.” Ezekiel said as he approached Fiana and George.

Exiting the ten, Fiana placed a comforting hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder, while at the same time, George stood on the other side of them from the avatar. He was still leery of its capabilities and didn’t want to risk getting on its bad side. However, he still stood together with his fellow Scholars.

Nina and Martin, however, were of a different opinion. Wanting nothing to do with Ezekiel other than to give him a piece of their minds.

“You little shit!” Martin exclaimed as they got further from the command tent. “I don’t know how you managed to pull such a ridiculous story off in front of the Leaders, but there’s no way you did a single thing you claim you did!”

“Nina looked somewhat worried as Martin was now drawing attention. But she wasn’t sure what to do. She wanted to go off on Ezekiel as well, but both her Spirit, and her gut, were telling her that that would be a bad idea. The fact that she didn’t think the Legendaries in the camp would be so stupid as to fall for such a story if it was a lie was also a factor.

“What really happened, you little brat?! Cause there’s no way you snuck into the Cruor’s backyard and--huurk!” Martin found himself cut off as a fist found itself implanted into his gut.

By this point, Ezekiel had had more than enough when it came to bad mouthing and poor treatment. He could understand why Martin was upset, separated from his Guild as he was. But that was no excuse for his behavior. Especially since he was claiming that his current direct superiors were incompetent, As not a single one of them hadn’t believed Ezekiel’s story.

“You!” Martin attempted to get up and counter Ezekiel, but he found himself grunting in pain as his mana momentarily went wild. Ezekiel had injected him with a single mote of Void Mana, directly to Martin’s mana pool.

Martin’s Spirit attempted to defend its master, but four small cuts on its legs stopped it from moving. It tried to grow to a larger, more combative form, but the cuts grew alongside it, and it found itself pinned as panes of what looked like glass seemed to stab into its wounds.

The Glacial Mage and Glacial Spirit appeared both angry and terrified as Ezekiel immediately disabled them. Martin looked particularly upset, as Ezekiel was now holding Shine directly to his neck. A pale white glow emanated from the blade. Clearly ready to cut through his neck at a moment’s notice.

Ezekiel held a glare as he looked into Martin’s eyes. But he didn’t do anything. He just turned away after a few seconds, placing Shine in their sheath and turning away. He didn’t show it, but that short series of movements, and holding the barriers pinning Martin’s Spirit down, had used up a massive chunk of his and Shine’s combined mana.

“I don’t think we can be friends. But I also don’t think that’s a good enough reason to kill you.” Ezekiel walked back to where Fiana and George were staring at him in open mouthed shock. “I’ve had a tough month. Much more so than you. I’m going to go to sleep now. So please, stop bothering me.”

The three Scholars then walked off to where Ezekiel’s tent was. Fiana had suggested, while they were waiting for Ezekiel to be called before the Legendaries, that he move his tent to where they had placed theirs.

For now, all he wanted to do was get away from Martin and Nina. He was incredibly happy that they weren’t from Sanafalls. As dealing with them right now was something he didn’t want. Needless to say, he was not looking forward to tomorrow.
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                It was early the next morning that the entirety of the two expeditions had decided to move out to meet up with the remains of the Sanafalls expedition. While there was a team that was left behind to watch the boats and ensure they weren’t destroyed by any wayward Wild Spirits, given the easily defensible area, it was expected that most Wild Spirits would be repelled with little issue.

This meant that no Spirits below Tier three would be a problem or were expected to get within a certain distance of their camp. As such, only the Grand Scholar from the third expedition team remained, while their Legendary Hunters joined forces with the Legendaries from Tillsmont.

“How quickly can your forces move, Grand Scholar?” The avatar asked when they got ready to set out. “I can ensure that we are not interrupted on our way, so the only thing hindering us will be our speed.”

“We should be fine. While the Adepts can’t move as fast as us Legendaries, so long as we don’t have any conflicts that might hinder us, we should be able to make good time.” Marwyl replied as they began moving through the forest at a decent clip.

Ezekiel was once again held within the avatar’s arms, while Fiana and George were moving on foot alongside the other Scholars and Adepts. Since they were insistent on coming along to rejoin their expedition, the whole of Ezekiel’s scouting team had joined, including Sasha, whom Marwyl was willing to carry as the Apprentices weren’t able to keep up. Only the fastest Apprentices were permitted to accompany the group. This meant mostly Lightning, Tempest, and Radiant Mages and Hunters.

“In that case, let us be off. I am not sure how much longer they will last without conflict without my presence.” The avatar stated as it began moving faster.

Seeing the increase in pace, the Hunters and Mages following behind increased their speed as well. Soon, they had returned to an area near the Ruins of Trigat. At which point they came across something that none of them expected. Not even the Forest Spirit.



Having back tracked to the Ruins of Trigat so as to allow the reinforcement expeditions to more easily follow along, neither Ezekiel nor the Forest Spirit were expecting what they found when they got close. Great billowing stacks of smoke were climbing into the sky, and the scene of an enormous fire was spreading throughout the forest within the Caldera side of the bluffs that covered Trigat.

Worse yet, it seemed like the enchantments that had been covering the Ruins and preventing them from collapsing had somehow failed, and much of the bluffs had sunken into the ground. From a distance, they could just barely make out a shallow u-shaped dent in the bluffs.

“What in the Desolate Hells happened here?” Marwyl muttered as they approached.

The original plan of making their way near the bluffs to gain their bearings and then diverting into the caldera to move toward the Sanafalls expedition was discarded as they approached. The Legendary Hunters and Scholars insisted that they investigate what had happened. The avatar of the Forest did not oppose this decision.

Getting right up close and personal to the collapsed cliffs, the dozens of Mages that approached were astonished to see that it appeared as though something had broken out from within.

Looking around the area, it was clear that the cliffs hadn’t just collapsed. But a large portion of it seemed to have exploded outward. Directly from where the Tempest entrance had been when Ezekiel had broken into the Ruins to ensure that the Sanafalls expedition could escape.

“What the hell did you do, brat!?” Martin, who still held a grudge against Ezekiel, exclaimed when they got closer. Ezekiel ignored the angry man’s accusation, but he approached Marwyl and the other Legendaries, as he assumed that they would also be wondering the same thing.

To his surprise, that was not the case, and Ezekiel was almost immediately cleared of any wrongdoings.

“Be quiet, Hunter Martin. This was not Ezekiel’s fault.” Marwyl started with such certainty that every other Hunter in the vicinity looked at him in confusion.

“How so?” Martin asked. “He’s the one who admitted to messing with the formation that was supporting the cliffs!”

“Because there are signs of a massive force expelling from within the cliffs. Meaning that something broke out from within. The enchantments didn’t fail on their own.” Marwyl pointed at several pieces of debris. “If you look at those boulders over there, you can clearly see burn damage from a massive force. The partial melting of the rocks implies that immense heat was applied to their surface. Similarly, the fact that they’ve been blasted so far away means that there was excessive force that sent them flying. This wouldn’t have happened if the enchantments simply failed, and the cliff collapsed on its own.”

Looking into the distance, Ezekiel and the rest could all see the massive pieces of stone that were once a part of the cliff face. Marwyl was right, had the cliff merely collapsed inward from the failing enchantments, none of the debris would’ve been blasted outward.

“But how is that possible? The Spiral Paths Formation takes in mana from the surrounding environment as fuel. But the amount of fuel doesn’t affect the strength of the enchantments, just the duration.” Ezekiel said. “Those enchantments stood up to Legendary powers for years. The only way the Death Worms could escape was from the partially damaged tunnels and preexisting waterways that ran through the city. None of the forces within the Ruins should’ve been able to break it.”

“This is not true, little Void Mage.” The avatar spoke up. All eyes turned their attention towards it. “I told you, did I not, that it was possible, that with the deaths of so many humans, Legendary ones at that, there was a small chance that one of the Legendary Death Worms might ascend into a state of ‘False Mythic Being’.”

The Legendary Beings in the group all turned pale at that, as it wasn’t mentioned earlier. But Ezekiel didn’t look convinced. Something still didn’t make sense to him.

“But you said that it would take at least a half a dozen Legendary Mages to allow that breakthrough.” Ezekiel countered. “Not only that, but there’s no way that a rampaging pseudo–Mythical Death Worm wouldn’t be destroying the area right now. Heck, there aren’t any Death Worms nearby at all right now!”

A look of confusion crossed the various Hunters' faces. Ezekiel was right. If there was such a large gap in the cliffs, why weren’t the Death Worms that had prevented them from making landfall just outside the caldera attacking them right now?

“Wait! You said those rocks had burn marks on them, right? Like they were melted by something with high heat?” Ezekiel asked Marwyl.

“Indeed. Trust me, I know my way around a Flame.” Marwyl stated. “Why do you ask?”

The other Legendaries all looked at him in curiosity. Though a sense of wariness and discomfort was beginning to spread throughout the group.

“Is it possible that those marks came from a different source of heat? Like a laser, for instance?” Ezekiel asked. A pit was forming in his gut. He remembered a face from three years ago. A face he saw when he was running from the Ruins after altering the control core.

“Ezekiel...” Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s mounting panic, but that didn’t stop him from entering into a defensive position. Ezekiel was preparing himself for anything at the moment. He knew he’d have less than a second to react to any sort of attack if there were enemies nearby.

“... Now that you mention it, yes, those marks do look a bit too sharp. They could have been formed by a Radiant laser. Why do you know something?” Marwyl asked, his body moving into a defensive position. His eyes were looking around for any possible threats.

But before Ezekiel could explain his thoughts, a bright light cut through the clouds covering the sky above them. A massive hole seemed to appear in the sky, with a second sun shining brightly in the center. A somewhat humanoid figure stood beneath it, their hands raised, as if they were holding the massive ball of light with their hands above their head. Its voice called out for everyone to hear.

“JUDGMENT OF THE RADIANT LORD.”

“SCATTER!!!”

The Legendaries screamed in unison, with the Legendary Hunter from the third expedition tossing everyone within an assumed range of the attack into the distance with a wall of wind that spread outward.

The last thing Ezekiel saw was the avatar of the Forest covering him with its body before a bright flash of light blinded him. His vision turning black in an instance of burning pain, and the dull bruising of his body as he impacted with something hard were the last things he saw and felt before his consciousness faded once again.



A couple of hours ago, after fending off a massive attack in the dead of night by a swarm of Death Worms, Meryn stood alongside his fellow Legendary Cultists. Not too long after the formation had been altered, they had been forced to rally their forces in order to figure out how they might escape.

However, after several hours of searching, and running their mana low before returning for the night, no answers had been found. Worse yet, their actions had drawn a horde of the remaining Death Worms towards them, and they were angry at the losses they had been suffering, and the loss of the prey that had escaped them several days ago.

This was a strange action, as the Death Worms didn’t previously attack entirely above ground unless they were certain that they would be able to trap their prey. In this instance, due to the proximity to the inverted pyramid that controlled the formation, the Death Worms couldn’t tunnel through the ground beneath their camp. As such, they were in the open for the most part as they moved across the ground to attack the Cult’s forces.

“I think that that’s the last of them.” Francis gasped out as he and Gwen were exhausted from the battle. Meryn was also tired, but he fared relatively better than the other two due to his element giving a slight advantage in maneuverability.

“Yeah... I guess those retches from the Church of Ten did something useful while they were here.” Gwen muttered as she looked at the fading corpses of the three Legendary Death Worms. “We’d have probably been swarmed by even more if they hadn’t wiped out some on their own.”

All around them were the corpses of their followers, the Apprentice level Hunters and Mages had died nearly instantly. Their superiors focused more on keeping themselves alive from the onslaught than defending their supporters. A handful of Adepts were still alive, and were trying to recover as best they could in the rubble of their encampment.

“This is all the Anathema’s fault.” Meryn angrily grit out his clenched jaw. “It cannot be allowed to live. The very idea that it would be allowed to survive after all this death is something that we cannot allow!”

Francis and Gwen both looked angry at the mention of Ezekiel as the Anathema, but they also looked tired. Neither of them believed that they would be able to succeed in killing Ezekiel at the moment. Their forces were too thinned out, with barely a couple dozen survivors from the most recent attack.

“Meryn, I get where you’re coming from. None of us want to let the Anathema survive either, but we can’t face it right now. We’re too wiped out, and there’s no way for us to even get out of here at the moment.” Francis said. “For now, we need to retreat and focus on regrouping with our base.”

Francis approached his fellow Legendary, but as he reached forward to place a hand on Meryn’s shoulder, he winced in pain as a hand encased in light stabbed into his abdomen.

“Meryn! What the hell are you doing!” Gwen screamed as Francis found himself unable to breath.

“I’m sorry. I had hoped not to use this, but it is the only way to eliminate the Anathema before it can become even more of a threat to our Lord.” Meryn said. Francis’ Spirit tried to attack him, but it was blocked by Meryn’s, who had a resigned look on its face. “Just know that your sacrifices will ensure that the Anathema dies on this island.”

Taking out his other hand from the Void Pouch at his waist, Meryn held a familial looking orb. It shone brightly with a golden glow that consumed both him and his Spirit, as well as Francis and his.

“The Light of Enlightenment...” Gwen’s face went pale, and she immediately turned to run. But beams of light cut through her legs and consumed her Spirit in a blinding flash.

“Indeed.” Meryn’s voice was deeper, and rumbled outward as the light that consumed him faded away. He was no longer the noble looking figure he once was.

Had Ezekiel been there, he would’ve described Meryn’s form as that of a minotaur. Standing nearly twenty feet tall if you included the horns, his body was entirely golden in coloration and emitted a bright glow of Radiant light. Rippled with muscles and melting the stonework from beneath his feet due to the immense heat from his light, Meryn was nothing less than a monster filled with power. His mana nearly refilled after consuming Francis and his Spirit.

“You forgot that I was once a temporary member of the Seven Lights. Thus, I was granted knowledge that many of our members would not have been. Including the method of creating some of our most profound Relics.” Meryn said as he walked towards Gwen. “The Light of Enlightenment was amongst them.”

“Is that where all our resources went?! The creation of this Relic! You’re the reason why we suffered so desperately from a lack of resources!” Gwen cried out as she tried to crawl away with just her arms, but it was no use, as Meryn reached down and picked her up in a single closed fist. “No! No!”

“That’s right. I needed an ace, just in case things went wrong. Now, be calm, Gwen. With your sacrifice, and that of our fellows, I shall reach the Mythical Tier, however temporarily it might be, and destroy the Anathema once and for all.” With that said, Meryn mentally reached forward, touching upon the Light that was granted to Gwen and all the other Followers of Radiance, and pulled, taking in her mana and absorbing it as his own.

He was now at the peak of Tier four, just a little more, and he’d reach Tier five. But he could feel a burning sensation within him. As if his soul itself was set on fire.

“My soul. I can feel it being eroded by your Light.” Meryn muttered to himself. “But that is fine. Even if this will only last a few hours, and my soul is destroyed until nothing remains, I will see your will be done.”

Turning towards the fleeing Adepts that once supported him and his Legendary peers, Meryn let out a sigh.

“It seems like it will take some effort to reach the realm of Mythical Beings. Alas, nothing shall stop them from seeing the Light.” With that said, Meryn flashed forward, a streak of light in the darkness of the Ruins.

There were barely any screams as the various members of the Cult died in an instant. Their bodies burned out and their mana drawn in as fuel for the Light burning with Meryn’s soul.

Not even the remaining Death Worms were safe, as he hunted them down and allowed his light to consume the mana as well. Though there was some loss as they hadn’t previously been blessed by the Light of the Radiant Lord. Yet, when all was said and done, it was not a Mythical Death Worm that stood in the Ruins of Trigat, but a Mythical monster made of Radiant Light.

“Now, let’s see where you are, Anathema!”

Muttering those words aloud, Meryn stood before the area he assumed was the entrance that the Sanafalls expedition had escaped from, given their original findings previously.

Holding his hands out to his sides, two large spheres of light formed on both sides of him. Swinging his hands forward as if to clap his hands, the two spheres launched forwards. Light consumed the cavernous world beneath the cliffs. A massive beam shot forward, partially melting the stone and breaking the Spiral Paths Formation.

As large pieces of rock flew outward, the attack just enough to create an opening to the outside, Meryn flew through the hole, seeing that the sun had been rising for a while now. Rising into the air, Meryn flew above the clouds, his vision expanding across a large portion of the surrounding island.

The damage to his soul was eroding his spiritual sensing abilities, so he was unable to use his light to expand his area of awareness. But his vision was much stronger since his natural senses had been enhanced by his Lord’s Blessing.

In the distance, through the clouds below him, he could faintly see a group of people approaching the area of the Ruins. But he didn’t act right away. He would only act when he was certain that the Anathema was there. He would follow them if the Anathema was not. But when he found the Anathema, then, and only then, would he use his new power to attack, and all would be destroyed once he did.



Ezekiel groggily returned to consciousness. Confused as to what had happened to him, he attempted to move and sit up. However, it seemed as though something was pinning him down. Pressure was pushing down on him, but not just from above, from all sides, nearly crushing him.

“Don’t move. You can’t distract it.” Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s hazy thoughts. He immediately stilled.

“What’s going on?” Ezekiel asked. “I... I think there was a bright light?”

“We got attacked by the leader of the Cultists. I tried to reinforce your body when the avatar launched us out of the way, but I don’t think it worked right. How’s your head?” Shine said.

At the reminder of what happened, Ezekiel began recalling how he ended up in this situation. Checking himself over, he found that he seemed to have a minor concussion. His body was also moving, now that he could feel things out properly. But it wasn’t under his own power.

“Shine, what’s happening?” Ezekiel asked.

“The avatar took steps to ensure you got out of there alive. It even healed your burned out retina when we couldn’t defend in time. You’re currently wearing them like armor, and we’re moving toward the center of the island.” Shine explained. “It expended a large amount of its mana to make decoys to draw the cultist away, but we’re not sure how long we’ll be able to last.”

“What about the others? What happened to them?” Ezekiel was nearly panicking at the thought of losing even more people because of himself.

“I didn’t see anyone else dead. I think the Guild Leader from the third expedition team managed to blow everyone out of the blast zone in time.” Shine said.

“I see. How far out are we from the Forest Spirit’s main body?” Ezekiel asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s only been a few minutes since we started running at full speed. So, we should still be hours out.” Shine said, their voice sounded panicked now that Ezekiel’s head was getting clearer and clearer. “We did pass by the Sanafalls expedition, so we might get help from the Guild Leaders and Grand Scholars. But I don’t know how long that will take.”

He took a moment to think things through. The chance of reinforcements from the Legendary expedition members was good, but not a guarantee. Worse yet, the monster they were facing was something that none of them had ever faced before.

He knew that it could only be Meryn, the bastard from three years ago, that had done this. Given the strange abilities that the Cult of Light seemed to have, it didn’t surprise him that Meryn could somehow become a Mythical Being. But he knew that there must be consequences. There’s no way that someone who wasn’t even at the peak of Legendary could breakthrough in such a short time otherwise.

“Shine, I have an idea, but I need your help.” Ezekiel said.

“Anything.” Shine replied.

“Good.”

“Avatar.” Ezekiel said aloud. “I’m going to channel some of my mana towards you. Usually, it would make your mana go berserk, but I’m only going to channel it into your physical body. This will reinforce it and allow you to break some of your limits. Please try to speed up.”

Shine instantly understood that Ezekiel needed them to regulate the mana that was going to be channeled. With his head wound, Ezekiel might channel too much, causing damage to the avatar’s body.

As Ezekiel and Shine focused on reinforcing the avatar’s body, they could feel the minute sensation of the avatar speeding up as it no longer had to worry as much about ruining its body.

“How long will it take for us to arrive?” Ezekiel asked.

“That is not our primary concern.” The avatar replied. “The abomination is gaining on us.”

An image appeared in Ezekiel’s mind as the avatar showed him a terrifying sight. It seemed as though Meryn had noticed the avatar with Ezekiel moving differently, or he had already eliminated the other decoys. Either way, it seemed like Meryn was now headed in their direction. It would be mere minutes before he reached them.

“What can we do?” Ezekiel asked.

“I have sent out a call to all the Legendary Spirits that have not participated in the push into the Cruor’s territory. They, and many lower Tier Spirits, will be striking as soon as possible. But many of them are far enough away that it will take time.” The avatar explained.

“Dammit!” Ezekiel tried to think of something, anything, that they could do in this instance. “Wait, let’s try something.”

Ezekiel mentally sent his idea to Shine, who altered the flow of mana ever so slightly. The avatar nearly stumbled as the reinforcement of its body stopped. However, before it could ask what was happening, it found that its body was now Shrouded, and could not be viewed from the outside.

“That might help, right?” Ezekiel asked.

“We can only hope.” The avatar said.

Barely a minute later, Meryn appeared in the sky in a streak of light. His monstrous body made Ezekiel think of a minotaur. But it seemed like something was happening to him. Meryn’s body seemed to be breaking down. As if it was burning up from the inside out, pink mist seemed to seep from his body. His blood appeared to be literally boiling.

“Where are you, Anathema!” Meryn roared across the land. “Just because I can’t find you doesn’t mean that I can’t kill you!”

A large sphere of light, much smaller than the massive one that struck them earlier, appeared above his head, centered between his two horns. From the sphere, numerous beams of light began shooting outwards. Ezekiel couldn’t help but think that Meryn had gotten so desperate that he was now willing to destroy everything in order to kill Ezekiel.

“Evade!” Ezekiel screamed as several beams nearly clipped them. But it was no use. There were just too many of them, and while the avatar’s body was strong, especially as an armor for Ezekiel, it was still a Tier below their assailant when it came to the power of their attacks.

Just as they jumped out of the way of one beam, another struck them down from the air. The Shroud was dispelled, and half of the avatar’s body was destroyed. Ezekiel was fine, but as he rolled across the ground, he was fully exposed to the monster that was trying to kill him.

He tried to run away, but a flash of light blinded him, and Meryn’s huge fist held him in his grasp. Ezekiel couldn’t go anywhere, and the heat from the light was corroding his skin.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a scream of pain as he was burned.

“Ezekiel!” Shine screamed in panic. They wanted to do something, anything, that might be able to help Ezekiel, but there was nothing they could do in this instance.

“So, Anathema, you are finally going to die. After all these years, my mission shall be complete.” Meryn growled out as he squeezed Ezekiel tighter. “Die!”

Meryn clenched his hand in order to kill Ezekiel, but before Ezekiel’s body could be broken in his grasp, Meryn let loose a scream of pain as a spear of wind struck him from behind. Immediately following it was a burst of icicles, gout of flame, and several other attacks at the Legendary Tier.

But the thing that did the most damage was the blade of shadows that reached up from the ground in the shape of a bird’s talon. It cut into Meryn’s arm, stopping briefly before passing through it entirely. The severed arm dropped to the ground. Ezekiel was released as the arm began to fade into motes of light and a slurry of blood and bone.

“YOU FILTHY HEATHENS!!! WHY CAN’T YOU UNDERSTAND!!! I AM RIDDING THE WORLD OF ITS MOST DANGEROUS THREAT!!!” Meryn screamed as he turned to face the Legendary members of the various expeditions that had chased after them.

“Your words say one thing. But your actions say another. While your appearance disavows everything.” An elderly voice that Ezekiel was overjoyed to hear spoke up.

“Carrian!” Ezekiel weakly muttered as he saw the old man that had been somewhat of a mentor, and very much a guardian, to him was calmly walking to the forefront of the assembled Legendaries.

“Regardless, that boy is not going to die today!” Carrian stated. With those final words, the Legendaries opened fire. Attacks of all sorts launched towards Meryn, who tried to make one last strike to kill Ezekiel before he could escape.

But it was too late. Kari had picked him up while Meryn was distracted, and in a gust of wind, the two were away, moving further and further into the forest. Away from the battle. Even as Ezekiel cried out for them to stop, and for Kari to ignore him and go help the others. He knew that as things were, Meryn was still strong enough to be a threat to them all. A threat that he brought but couldn’t face.



“You are all going to die!” Meryn stated as he saw that Ezekiel had escaped him again.

“Perhaps. But Ezekiel shall not. That, you can be certain of.” Carrian said as the Legendaries all took up defensive stances and prepared themselves. “Yorn, retreat.”

The Obscure Mage did so, moving away from the battle as quickly as he could, which was nowhere near his maximum speed. He had expended almost all of his remaining mana when he had cut off Meryn’s arm. Now, he was spent, and more of a liability than anything else in this fight.

“Ready to die, old friend?” Carrian asked as tentacles of water tipped with icicles gathered around him.

“Not today, you old bedwetter.” Marwyl replied. “Nor is anyone else.”

The Guild Leaders that were near, as well as Scarlet, all nodded in agreement. They knew this would be the hardest fight of their lives, but none of them were ready to die.

“Good.” Carrian said, as he charged forward, whips of water met a golden orb of light head on.

A flash of light illuminated the surrounding area, and chaos reigned over the land as the elements of the world did battle.
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                Just a few minutes before Ezekiel was nearly killed by the artificially enhanced Meryn.

Scarlet and Kari were watching over the Sanafalls expedition. The majority of their companions had been healed by this point, barring a few injuries that still needed to have the lingering Death mana from the Death Worms removed.

Currently, however, the expedition was in somewhat of a panic. A little under an hour ago, a large crack had echoed across the forest. Several members of the expedition wanted to go to investigate what had happened. The majority determined that doing so would not be a good idea, so instead of sending out scouts and patrols, the expedition was put on alert, and the various Hunters and Mages took up defensive positions.

Luckily, the few dissenters were unwilling to defy their orders, as the most important person in the expedition had awakened from his temporary coma.

“Are we certain that Ezekiel was going to meet up with us today?” Carrian asked from where he lay on a propped-up pillow. Scarlet and Kari were watching over him as a Life Mage continued to inspect his condition. “How are we with the surrounding Wild Spirits? Are they still staying away?”

Carrian had taken over the expedition the moment he’d been awakened by the noise that had emanated from the direction of the Ruins. He’d been quickly caught up on the situation when he saw the cloudy and dimly lit sky of the morning. Scarlet and Kari were so relieved to see him awake that they didn’t even bother fighting him over leadership.

“Given how fast the avatar was, I trust him when he said he’d meet up with us today. Just not too sure about how fast the reinforcements will get here.” Scarlet said. “We got no idea how long it’ll take the Adepts they may want to bring. We also don’t know if they’ll be runnin into whatever made that noise.”

Carrian nodded in understanding. He agreed that Ezekiel wasn’t likely to lie about his abilities, but that didn’t mean that nothing could go wrong during their travels.

“If that’s the case, then we should-” Carrian was cut off as the sky a distance away, in the direction of the Ruins, suddenly opened up, a large ball of light forming a second sun in the sky. A voice then called out, quiet from the distance, but rumbling with power, nonetheless.

“JUDGMENT OF THE RADIANT LORD.”

The ball of light seemed to move as if thrown toward the ground. Then a bright light lit up the world, nearly blinding all who looked in its direction.

“Kari, Scarlet, to me. We move to the Ruins, now! Ginny and the second in command of the Saber Scales are in charge. Do not leave this encampment unless a Legendary or higher is about to invade!” Carrian belted out orders as he threw himself upright. His mana was fully replenished, and his body was more or less in top condition, but he still tumbled as a bout of dizziness hit him.

“Grand Scholar! I don’t think you should be moving right now.” Kari quietly exclaimed. Scarlet said nothing, knowing what Carrian’s tone implied. He would not be deterred.

“I’ll be fine. For now, we need to move. Let’s go!” With that said, Carrian shot off like a bullet as he used his mana to force his body to move well beyond his normal speeds. Scarlet had trouble keeping up, and Kari was forced to don her Spirit armor as her Spirit fused with her being for the moment.

“Carrian... that wasn’t the power of a Legendary being.” Scarlet said. She had worked with Legendary beings for years. She was one. The power she just witnessed was not the power of a Legendary being that she had ever seen before.

“I know. I told the rest to stay back for a reason. If things go badly, they’ll follow the original contingencies that are in place with the Guild Leaders and other Scholars. The ones we couldn’t use due to the Cult’s appearance.” Carrian explained the contingency that was in place if the Legendary leadership was ever lost. “They’ll retreat to the coast and make their way around the island. Hopefully they’ll meet another expedition within a few weeks and be able to retreat back to Sanafalls.”

The trio fell silent, rushing as fast as they could through the forest. Suddenly, up ahead, they saw a figure running diagonally toward and away from them. They could barely make it out as a humanoid figure made of wood. It looked like the avatar that was accompanying Ezekiel.

“Is that-” Scarlet’s question was interrupted.

“Get down!” Carrian ordered. Scarlet and Kari hit the ground, concealing their mana as best they could, and hiding beneath the brush of the treetops.

Suddenly, a beam of light cut through the trees, disintegrating the avatar. None of the three dared to risk taking a look at what had just done that. The heat and brightness from that beam of Radiant magic was enough to severely injure any one of them, even if they dedicated everything they had to their defenses.

A heavy pressure weighed down on them, more powerful than anything any of them had ever sensed before. Then, the sensation was gone, and a crack of air indicated something moving far away at a very fast pace.

“What was that?” Kari quietly asked.

“I don’t know, but I’ll bet it had to do with whatever happened at the Ruin.” Carrian said. “We need to move. We won’t get any answers just sitting here. The longer we wait, the less likely our allies are alive.”

With that said, Carrian, Scarlet, and Kari continued moving as fast as they could, Kari keeping pace with her companions rather than rushing ahead. None of them wanted to face whatever it was they were going to witness on their own.



Groans and grunts of pain could be heard around the large hole that now took up the space of the area that Marwyl and the other members of the reinforcement expeditions previously vacated. Everyone who could had thrown up their strongest defenses as they flew away due to the actions of the Legendary Tempest Hunter from the third expedition. Most had succeeded, while others were luckily thrown far enough away.

“Sound off!” Marwyl called out when he realized that the figure that had thrown such a powerful spell at them had vacated the premises. “Is anybody dead?!”

A number of voices called out to them, but it seemed that, other than a few serious injuries from bad landings, no one had died. Though it was obvious that the majority of the expedition here wasn’t going to be moving anytime soon. Several minutes passed by as a head count was made.

“Where’s Ezekiel?!” Fiana’s voice cut through the little chatter that was going on as people checked up on one another. George was nearby, but he looked just as confused as she looked worried.

Looking around the area, it seemed like there were no signs of Ezekiel or the avatar’s presence. This made several Hunters angry, thinking that he had abandoned them. But before any protests or concerns could be raised, three figures dashed through the forest toward their group.

Many of the Hunters were on alert, as were several Scholars, so they nearly attacked the moment they saw such quickly moving figures running through the forest.

“Hold!” Marwyl called out, seeing that it wasn’t Wild Spirits, or anything else that might be a danger to them. Instead, he saw a familiar face. “Carrian! You old bedwetter, I thought you were hurt?”

“Burnt brows. It’s good to see you here. What happened?” Carrian asked, ignoring the nickname Marwyl had called him by.

Seeing that Carrian was serious, Maryl dropped the pleasantries.

“We backtracked Ezekiel’s route to catch up with your expedition, but as we approached the Ruins, we saw that they were damaged by something that had broken out.” Marwyl explained. “Given the Void kid said he’d trapped the Cultists inside, we were worried that it might be a Mythical Death Worm, given they can apparently force a Tier up, that was a legitimate concern.”

Marwyl then gestured to the devastation that remained in the area.

“However, as you can see, that was not the case. It seems like those Cultists are more of a threat than we expected.” Marwyl stated. “Given that he’s not here right now, I’m guessing he’s after something that isn’t us right now.”

Carrian narrowed his eyes at Marwyl’s words. Then he looked around the camp with a glare. His eyes landed on Fiana and George. Kari had moved to get a report from her Guild members who were off to the side. She did not look happy as Martin and Nina tried to defend themselves and disparaged Ezekiel. Carrian figured that would ignore that for now.

“Fiana, George, report!” Carrian demanded. Fiana and George gave a rundown of what had happened. The story was ridiculous, but believable given what he’d been told so far. Yet it was Fiana’s final words that had Carrian cursing.

“Ezekiel isn’t here right now, and neither is the avatar.” Fiana said in a subdued tone. “We don’t know where they are.”

Carrian stopped to think for a moment. An uncomfortable feeling settled in his stomach as he thought of possibilities. He knew full well that the Cult was here for Ezekiel. If the avatar running from the direction of the Ruins beneath the cliffs was any indication, then it knew as well.

A soft rustling caught the attention of all the Legendaries in the area. Each of them turned toward the noise with their spells held at the ready to attack whatever might come at them with ill intent. A small figure was making its way out from under the bushes near the crater left behind by the attack. It was a miniature figure of the Forest Spirit’s avatar.

“We do not have much time.” The avatar’s voice was much quieter than its larger version. “This avatar also has little mana and will fade quickly. Head toward the center of the island. That is where you will find the Children of the Void. Save them, or all will be lost. So says the Remnant of the Void within this island.”

The little avatar pointed in the direction that the Legendaries knew was towards the center of the island where the Temple of the Void was located. Its branches began to stiffen, and its voice grew fainter.

“All the Legendary Spirits of the island are gathering to save him. You will have support. Do this, and we will grant you access to the Temple of the Void. A privilege which previously, we were only going to allow the Children of the Void.” The light in the avatar’s eyes dimmed. “Go now... or leave... in... disgrace...”

The little avatar stilled. Its branches and leaves were now nothing more than a dead husk of wood holding branches in the shape of a fist, pointed in a single direction.

All of the Legendaries, and the Adepts that were near enough to see what had happened, were looking at the avatar incredulously. None of them, barring Carrian, Marwyl, and Scarlet, could comprehend what was being asked of them.

After a moment to gather his thoughts, Carrian straightened his robes, and began marching off to the direction the avatar pointed in. A look of determination on his face. Scarlet followed after him, and Marwyl was about to, but the Legendary Hunters called out to them before they could set off at a proper clip. Their voices filled with incredulousness.

“Where are you going?”

“You can’t be serious?”

“What chance do you have?”

“How can you expect to-”

“Quiet!” “Enough!”

Carrian and Marwyl were both loud enough to silence the other Legendaries. The surrounding Adepts did nothing as they watched on. A look of disappointment and understanding overcame them both as Scarlet stood back.

“I know that it might seem strange to you, but the fact of the matter is, a gift from the Void has been sent to us. We, as Scholars and followers of the Ancients and their teachings, will not sit idly by as the key to Void magic races away with death on his tail.” Carrian stated.

“Indeed. We do not expect you to follow, but you will not stop us from going forward. Besides, we’ll only have to hold out for a few minutes before a number of Wild Spirits take over for us.” Marwyl said. “I’m that Cultist’s Tier up is false as well, then it’s likely he won’t live for much longer. Forcefully breaking through like that causes a cascading failure within the soul. He likely held out for as long as he did by not doing anything. But now that he’s using mana, he’ll be dead within the hour.”

“That’s still an hour you’ll have to survive against a Mythical being!” Kylie, the Legendary Guild Leader from Tillsmont, said from where she stood beside Yorn, her fellow Guild Leader. The two Guild Leaders, Tempest and Cavern Hunters, both nodded in agreement.

“If it makes you feel any better, if we survive, we’ll get access to the Temple of the Void, while all of you will be stuck here, twiddling your thumbs and filled with regrets.” Marwyl said before turning around. This time he didn’t waste a single moment, jumping off into the trees as fast as he could.

Carrian and Scarlet followed quickly after them. Kari caught up a moment later. Though she gave instructions to Martin and Nina regarding where their Guild and the Sanafalls expedition were currently located.

“... I’m going.” Yorn said to Kylie. “He might be your father, but he’s my mentor, and the man who helped me get to where I am today. I’m not going to let him go off on his own.”

With that, Yorn dashed after his mentor and father figure. Kylie, taking a moment to internally debate, let out a groan of frustration.

“Ancients dammit! You three!” She pointed at three of her Guild members. “When everyone is healed up, set out to meet up with the Sanafalls expedition. Follow those two, their Leader should’ve told them where to go. If we don’t return by the end of the day, escort the Sanafalls expedition to our boats. Get them off this island. They’ve been through enough.”

With that said, she dashed after her fellow Legendaries, the last two from the third expedition gave similar orders, after taking longer to debate what to do, before making haste to catch up with their companions. None of them knew if they were going to survive, but they weren’t willing to lose out on whatever benefits the survivors would undoubtedly obtain.



Flashes of light lit up the sky. Those at the lower Tiers, far away as they were, found themselves blinking away spots from their vision whenever they looked in the general direction of the battle.

From the moment the battle had begun in truth, the three Grand Scholars and three Legendary Hunters had been playing a defensive battle as they did their best to form a wall between themselves and the center of the island.

Meryn’s bestial form was powerful, but it lacked the flexibility that a well-trained Legendary Hunter would often display. He had become essentially a brute force of nature that hit hard but was easily avoided. Worse yet, his mind was failing alongside his soul. This allowed the Legendaries to just barely survive the onslaught of a being that was a full Tier higher than them.

Gusts of wind pushed people out of the way of beams of light. Gouts of flame devoured the forest around them in an attempt to burn off Meryn’s flesh. Yorn was still sitting out of the battle, so there was little in the way of shadow-based redirection magic, but the walls of stone and ice picked up the slack when it came to defenses.

“I’LL KILL YOU ALL!!!” Meryn screamed as he was hit by a spear of stone. “YOU INSECTS WILL BE CLEANSED IN THE LIGHT OF THE RADIANT LORD!!!”

“Pull back!” Carrian called out.

Kylie and her fellow Hunters dashed backwards, the Cavern Mage throwing up a wall of stone that the Tempest Mage hid behind. Carrian and Scarlet did the same with their Glacial walls, protecting Marwyl and Kylie.

A pulse of light emanated from Meryn’s body. Constant streams of light burned away at the walls that had been summoned up. But the ones hiding behind them were none the worse for wear when the light had faded.

“Block him!” Marwyl yelled.

The Tempest Hunter seemed to disappear in a gust of wind. He interposed himself between Meryn and the center of the island. Ice crystals formed mirrors that flew around in a maelstrom of wind. A reflective barrier formed, preventing Meryn from transforming into light and flying away.

“RETCHED HEATHENS!!! FOUL DEFILIERS!!! YOUR SOULS WILL NEVER SEE THE LIGHT OF REDEMPTION!!!” Meryn’s words were growing frantic in tone as he found himself held back once again.

He had made several attempts since the battle had begun to break free and chase after Ezekiel. Lightning was the only element that could equal Radiance when it came to pure speed. But with the support of his fellow Mages, the Tempest Hunter from the third expedition had been able to interfere fairly well. They had barely moved more than a few dozen miles from their starting position. Far less than Kari and Ezekiel.

Of course, Meryn had not yet expressed his full power just yet. The increase in Tier had strengthened his spells but given the fact that he was still only a Step one Mythical being, it wasn’t as if he had unlimited mana. Just a fair bit more than his opponents.

“Carrian...” Scarlet gasped out as she threw another icicle at Meryn as a distraction. He evaded, only to get a burst of Flame directly in his face.

“Pull back. If you’re out of mana, then you’re no good here.” Carrian said as he physically threw Scarlet away from the fight, hoping that she still had enough mana left to soften her landing.

“That wasn’t a good idea.” Marwyl muttered. “We can’t afford to lose our numbers.”

“Yes, we can.” Carrian said. “We have reinforcements.”

“What?” Marwyl didn’t turn to look at Carrian, as he barely avoided a ray of light that melted the ground beside him.

Carrian didn’t respond as a bolt of Lightning struck Meryn from above. A loud screech filled the air as a Legendary Lightning Spirit flew down from the clouds. With six wings and three legs, the massive purple crow unleashed a literal torrent of Lightning on Meryn.

A bubble of light appeared around him, near effortlessly defending him from the stream of Lightning. A ball of light once again formed between Meryn’s horns, a beam of light far more powerful than before was released at the Wild Spirit, who suffered damage to one of its wings as it rolled out of the way. It barely stayed airborne as the battle continued.

From further within the forest, a massive snake burst from the ground. Covered head to ore-filled plates of stone, the Legendary Cavern Spirit sent spears and arrows of stone and steel flying towards Meryn, who had landed on the ground not far away.

The Tempest and Cavern Hunters, seeing the reinforcements arrive, pulled back as they allowed the Spirits to take part in the battle. Kylie let loose a torrent of flame that condensed into whips that wrapped around Meryn’s body.

All the while, Marwyl and Carrian stood back, watching on in awe as the battle raged on without them. Marwyl finally took the chance to take a look at Carrian. His face was filled with relief.

“Ha! It looks like we might just get out of this alive!” Marwyl stated. His elation quickly faded, however, as he noticed Carrian’s condition.

The Grand Scholar of the Sanafalls Cathedral had blood running down his face like a river. His eyes, ears, and nose were all bleeding. The whites of his eyes were fully red by this point, and it appeared that he was barely standing up.

Given the severity of the fight, it was impossible to truly pay attention to each other, and stay aware of their conditions. However, Carrian, having only just recovered from a severe head injury, and woken from a coma barely a few hours ago, had been forced to use his Glacial magic to manipulate his own body to hide his current state from his fellow Mages.

He had finally reached his limit, however, and his mana was beginning to run dry. Even if he received immediate medical attention, it wasn’t likely he would live long. Life magic didn’t heal wounds freely, after all. It merely altered, accelerated, and enhanced the natural healing abilities of a lifeform’s body. Given his age, and the extent of the damage, it was likely that the act of healing him would use up the rest of his body’s lifeforce, causing him to die either way.

“Bedwetter... Carrian...” Marwyl tried to approach, but Carrian waved a hand in his direction, coughing blood as he did, forcing Marwyl to the side.

For his part, Marwyl felt his body move without his input, but the act had ultimately saved his life. As several condensed beams of light pierced through his robe and would’ve pierced through him if he hadn’t been moved.

“I’LL KILL YOU ALL!!!” Meryn cried out.

The light and pressure that he was emanating grew stronger as Wild Spirits ganged up on him. By this point, Kylie and the other two Hunters had retreated in full, their mana spent, and their bodies exhausted. They had barely managed to get out of the blast radius when Meryn let out another pulse of light.

“This battle... isn’t finished... just yet...” Carrian gasped out. “Those Spirits... they can’t work together... They are losing...”

Looking at the battle as it was, without the synergy that the Scholars and Hunters had when they were fighting, Meryn was beginning to tear the few Wild Spirits that had appeared apart by the seams. One was dead, and another was injured. There were four of them, still fighting, but the injured ones had disappeared. No longer willing to fight now that they had seen the power of this threat.

He knew that, as he was, he wasn’t much use in the battle right now. But since Meryn was no longer holding back in order to preserve his soul for as long as possible, Carrian felt that retreating was no longer an option. Not if they wanted to keep Ezekiel alive.

“You should go... old friend... Take your daughter... and the others... live... to fight... again...” Carrian said. With those final words, he strode forward, to once again enter the battle.

“... I will. May the Ancients guide your soul.” Marwyl said in a solemn tone. He dashed over to his daughter, pulling her away as they and the two other Hunters followed them in retreat.

A careless Spirit failed to fully dodge one of Meryn’s beams of light. A crude hard-light sword cut through another Spirit, and two more Legendaries were out of the fight. If not for his failing mind, Meryn would’ve easily been able to break away from the Legendaries surrounding him. But at the moment, he could only focus on the enemies in front of him, not the target he had sold his soul for.

But Carrian knew that it wouldn’t last forever. The longer the lack of battle went on, the more likely Meryn would head off at full speed to try and kill Ezekiel once again. He knew he had only one chance to continue holding Meryn back. To hold him off until his soul was fully burned away. A forbidden spell that only Adepts and above could perform.

“Ancients... please... watch me now...” Carrian seemed to undergo a change as he approached. His mana didn’t grow stronger. He didn’t Tier up like Meryn had, but nonetheless, he began emanating a pressure that could be felt by all around him.

Inside Carrian’s soul, the pool of mana that was nearly depleted began filling up, but as it did, his soul began shrinking. More and more, his soul was exchanged for mana, forcefully filling his pool of usable mana. As his soul shrank past his fourth Chakra, a cataclysmic reaction seemed to occur.

His mana began emitting a bright blue light. The blood red color faded from Carrian’s eyes. In its place was a gentle blue glow. Behind him, a legion of icy spears formed in an instant, before shooting forward and striking the shield thrown up by Meryn.

Armor made from bloody red ice began forming on his body as the temperature around him dropped well below freezing. Carrian’s hunched and weakened form straightened up as he seemed to be filled with a renewed vigor. His injuries did not disappear, and he still felt the pain from within his brain and other organs flaring up. But unlike Meryn, it seemed like his mind was clearing up, rather than degrading.

“Your time has come, Cultist!” Carrian’s voice had become sharp and seemed to contain the echo of the ocean in its undertones. It was far stronger than it had been just a few seconds ago.

“I AM A MYTHICAL BEING!!! CHOSEN BY THE RADIANT LORD!!! YOU ARE NOTHING BUT A DYING LEGEND!!!”

“You are merely a broken myth that has begun to fade. Your mana is not regenerating. Your soul collapsing in order to keep your Tier, rather than your mana.” Carrian said. “Let’s see whose soul is extinguished first.”

A flash of light met a sequence of icy shields. The Legendary Spirits that were still able to retreat did so, attacking from a distance if they could. Providing what little support from the Glacial human that was fighting their shared enemy.

Luminescent rainbows filled the area with a beautiful ambience as the light was diffused through the frozen crystals. A horrifying contrast to the bloody conflict that was still occurring. One in which the clear winner was no longer pre-determined. Though Carrian wasn't sure how long that would last.
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                While the fight continued to be somewhat balanced, due primarily to numbers on Carrian’s part, and inexperience with his powers on Meryn’s, that did not mean that there weren’t any obvious losses.

There were now only two Wild Spirits that were still fighting alongside Carrian. Luckily, these seemed to be a matched pair, as they were much more capable of fighting together than any of the others were. They even managed to stay out of Carrian’s way and take the few opportunities to attack that were opened up for them.

Meryn’s presence continued to wane at an increasing pace, and his actions became more and more frantic as time went on. To conserve his diminishing mana, he was now engaging in melee combat with hard-light weapons, rather than shooting off beams of light. This allowed him to hold out without losing the mana he felt he would need to finish off Ezekiel. Though there was still a substantial loss as he no longer repressed the might of his Mythic Tier mana.

Carrian, on the other hand, didn’t bother holding back his mana. He had already known that the chances of him getting out of this alive were slim to none. The moment he made that initial dash out from the campsite after waking up had already opened the wounds in his brain. The bleeding was no longer something that he could hold off.

If not for the fact that he was controlling his body purely through the will of his soul, there was no doubt that he would have long since collapsed into a dead heap on the ground. As it was, the moment his soul was used up, or he stopped using it to move, he was dead, no matter what.

“What’s wrong, young monster? Where’s the self-assurance in your master’s power?” Carrian taunted, coughing a glob of blood as he did.

“KILL YOU!!! I KILL YOU!!!” Meryn was nearly incoherent. His soul well over halfway burned to nothingness.

Carrian smirked, he knew at this point it would be unlikely that Meryn would even have the awareness to chase after Ezekiel. Even if he died in the next few seconds, he figured that Ezekiel would be safe. Not that he had any intention of just rolling over and accepting defeat. His long-lost pride as a Hunter had been reawakened, and the thrill of the battle was making his blood boil.

“I almost wonder if I should be thanking you. I never thought that, as a Scholar, I’d lose my life in battle.” Carrian muttered.

A rain of icy spears poured down on Meryn, who nearly effortlessly battered them away. The remaining Legendary Wild Spirits took the chance to throw their own attacks from the side. Dashing out of the way as Meryn turned his attention once more. His large minotaur body was bellowing wordlessly in a blinding rage.

“I still can’t believe it.” Carrian said wistfully. "You remind me of the Cruors I used to face when I fought in the Desolate Lands. It’s a shame that you and your fellow cultists can’t seem to understand that.”

Though he barely understood what Carrian was saying by now, too far gone to comprehend languages, Meryn seemed to instinctively know what Carrian was trying to say. He began ignoring the Wild Spirit’s attacks, focusing solely on attacking Carrian.

“Oh, it seems I’ve hit a nerve--” Carrian was launched backwards as Meryn’s fist flashed at the speed of light. His one remaining arm now fading away as it was pushed so far past its limits that it disintegrated.

Carrian, for his part, found that he could no longer speak, even with the energy from his extinguishing soul temporarily fueling his vigor. His torso was crushed by that last attack, his organs were mulch, and he found himself unable to move, as more of his soul was exchanged for the energy to stay conscious, rather than simply die.

Considering the damage that he had suffered, Carrian was in little to no pain, but since his spine was powder, he realized the lack of pain made sense. Failing to move once again, he instead focused all of his attention on manipulating his mana for his spells.

Walls of ice, multiple feet thick, formed around Meryn’s approaching figure. It slowed him down somewhat, but he simply used his horns to headbutt through them. As his arms were no longer there to swing his now dispelling weapons.

The two Wild Spirits continued their assault as well, but it seemed like Meryn was no longer capable of feeling pain. He was entirely focused on Carrian, who had dared to compare him to the Cruor. The beings that the Cult of Light despised as much as the Anathema that he hunted.

‘It’s a shame. I had hoped that I’d be able to see what sort of world that boy would bring about.’ Carrian thought to himself.

His walls of ice had faded away. Meryn’s body was punctured with denizens of spears that were melting from the heat emanating from his light. Carrian refused to close his eyes, however, even as Meryn stood above his failing body. He raised his hoof over Carrian’s head.

‘Good luck, Ezekiel. You will need it in the days to come.’

KABOOM!!!

Meryn’s hoof slammed into the ground, crushing Carrian’s body into a fine paste. But he didn’t stop when Carrian’s body was splattered across the landscape. Meryn was so lost in his rage, that he continued slamming his hooves into the ground. Over and over, again and again, he continued to do this. Not even noticing when the last two Wild Spirits had vacated the area.

“RRRRROOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRR!!!!!” Meryn bellowed out a triumphant roar as he stood over his nonexistent foe.

Looking around in confusion, he sought out the next enemy he needed to fight. For a moment, he didn’t do anything but stand still as he looked around. His body was on the verge of collapsing. He was hunched over the crater he had made in the ground. Panting breaths were the only noise he made as he swayed from side to side. It didn’t seem like he would be able to hold in much longer.

Suddenly, his ears perked up. As if he was hearing a voice that didn’t exist. Turning his head to the direction of the island’s center, he let out a ragged whisper.

“Anathema...”



Ezekiel didn’t know how much time had passed since he and Kari had fled from the battle. However, he knew that the fact that Meryn hadn’t caught up to them could only mean that forces were holding him back.

Shine had also remained silent, knowing that there was nothing they could do to make this situation better. Instead, they and Ezekiel just made themselves as comfortable as possible as Kari carried the two of them through the forest.

He couldn’t help but feel a tightness in his chest at the thought of the people he’d grown to care for during his time at Sanafalls sacrificing themselves to make sure he could escape. While he knew the Grand Scholars were powerful, he also knew that there was no way they could have lasted this long without casualties.

Scarlet had only been at the lower end of Tier four when she lost her Spirit. So she wouldn’t have been able to last long in the fight. Similarly, Carrian and Marwyl, whilst older and more experienced, didn’t have Spirits either. Even though they were at a higher Step than Scarlet, the lack of Spirit meant they wouldn’t last half as long as the Hunters.

Yet, Ezekiel knew that the Hunters would’ve likely had to retreat by now. The increased expenditure of mana needed to defend against Mythic Tier spells would mean they would be channeling their mana like crazy.

“Do not think about it.” Kari’s gentle voice drifted into Ezekiel’s ears. “Focus purely on the here and now. Focus on staying alive. Nothing else. That’s what they would’ve wanted for you.”

“But the Cult is after me. Marwyl and his expedition must know this. All I’ve done is cause you all problems.” Ezekiel said in a subdued tone. “All of these problems could’ve been avoided if I’d just stayed away from the expedition.”

“That’s not true. For all we know, they would’ve come after us purely for the Temple of the Void. In which case, our expeditions would’ve been attacked anyway.” Kari stated. “You are special, there is no doubt, but it is arrogant of you to assume that you are the only reason they might have attacked us.”

“... Why are you doing this? We barely know each other. You and the others didn’t need to help us.” Ezekiel said. A sense of guilt and frustration emanated from Shine. They felt the same as Ezekiel, but fully believed that Ezekiel needed to be saved. Not themself.

“The others were bribed by the Forest Spirit. Their expeditions will gain access to the Temple of the Void. As a reward for stalling as long as they could.” Kari explained to him. “I am helping because the old man asked me to.”

Ezekiel was only somewhat shocked that the Forest Spirit had made such a promise. He was significantly less surprised that the Hunters agreed to such terms. Although Kari's reason piqued his curiosity.

“What did Carrian do to get such loyalty?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. “I don’t think you’ve once disputed his orders. Given your own opinions, and asked for confirmation, but you’ve never questioned them.”

“He saved my life from pirates. Then he acted as my patron when I tried to get into a Guild. None would take me in, due to my history as a cabin girl.” Kari told him. “Since then, I’ve kept in touch, and whenever there’s a situation that needs additional support that necessitates a stronger Guild than what the nearest locals can provide, I step in.”

“So, we’re both strays picked up by Sanafalls.” Ezekiel said. “Carrian... how was he when you all set out after us?”

Kari didn’t reply right away. She wasn’t medically trained. Her element didn’t support such endeavors. But she knew how to read people better than most. While the healer had been behind Carrian at the time, checking him over, their expression wasn’t that good.

She didn’t know much about head injuries, but apparently, they were difficult to heal, since if they healed wrong there would be long term changes. Possibly even permanent damage that couldn’t be fixed. But Carrian had gotten up, even when the healers looked panicked. Worse yet, the only healers they had on hand were Adepts. While most were quite skilled, only Legendary healers were expected to be proficient at fixing brain damage.

“He was certainly spry when we left. But I didn’t like the look on the healer's face when he gave the order for us to set out.” Kari said. Her tone was neutral, and she tried to keep the worry out of her voice. But Ezekiel could clearly hear her concern.

“I see. Thank you for being honest with me.” Ezekiel said. He knew better than to keep his hopes up if that was the case.

Throughout all of the conversation, Shine remained silent. They had fallen into a meditative trance, attempting to regain whatever mana they could. Just in case. While also ignoring the biting pain they were feeling at the thought of Carrian not making it out alive.

Suddenly, a glimmer of light out of the corner of his eye caught Ezekiel’s attention. Enhancing his senses and turning his head from his position in Kari’s arms, he felt a chill go down his spine as he saw a golden dot in the distance.

“MOVE TO THE SIDE!” Ezekiel’s voice caught Kari off guard, but her focus didn’t waver as she dodged to the side. A ball of light blasted through the area as she stepped out of the way of Meryn’s massive form. The crash of the enormous body nearly sent Kari and Ezekiel flying.

“ANATHEMA!!!” Meryn’s cry echoed through the area.

Recovering from the shock of the blast wave, Kari managed to regain her footing. Holding Ezekiel tighter to her body, she braced herself to run as fast as possible.

“Hold on. This will feel weird.” She said in a frantic hurry. She then dashed away, with Ezekiel and Shine, hoping to avoid whatever Meryn intended to do.

But Ezekiel wasn’t listening. With his eyes enhanced by his mana, he could clearly see Meryn’s condition. It was as if his faintly glowing form was now reflecting the state of his soul. His movements were, relative to before, sluggish and twitchy. As if he couldn’t control himself.

A ball of light formed between Meryn’s horns, but to Ezekiel and Shine’s surprise, it didn’t shoot a beam of light at them. Instead, it seemed to flicker and fade away. Meryn tried to take a step towards them but stumbled onto the ground. His body was spent, and his mana was nearly empty. If Ezekiel had to guess, he didn’t think that Meryn had any more mana than himself right now.

“He’s already dead...” Ezekiel muttered as they moved further and further away from them.

Suddenly, Meryn glared directly at them. Pointing his horns towards their direction, Meryn seemed to glow more brightly for a moment, his form taking on a more solid golden luminescence in the process. But it was erratic, as if the spell couldn’t hold.

“Shine.”

“On it.”

Mage and Spirit were of one mind as they witnessed the figure that was charging toward them. Meryn’s body had turned into a beam of light. One that was clearly intending to ram into them. This was a spell that Ezekiel was well aware of. One that his father had once told him about during their training session when he was preparing for his first expedition back in Harkem.

Pulling Shine from their sheath, Ezekiel and his Spirit channeled their mana into a series of barriers, knowing that, at this point, Meryn had no chance of breaking through all of them. Even with his denser mana, they guessed that Meryn just didn’t have enough.

The sound of shattering glass echoed half a dozen times as Meryn broke through several of the barriers that Ezekiel and Shine had erected. But the sound of a loud gong reverberated through the forest as the cultist failed to break through the seventh.

“It’s okay. We can stop now.” Ezekiel said to Kari. Who had slowed down and braced herself in a defensive position.

Taking a chance to look behind her, Kari saw that Meryn had collapsed on the ground. It seemed like he was no longer able to keep himself upright. He no longer glowed with the light of his mana. He seemed like he couldn’t even breathe as his chest heaved with a wet gurgling hiss. Ezekiel found himself put back on the ground but stayed behind Kari as they cautiously looked on.

“I know that we should probably keep running. But I don’t want to give him a chance to get away.” Ezekiel said.

Seeing Meryn on his knees, barely a few dozen feet away, made a hateful anger boil within him. But he kept himself controlled. He knew that trying anything now might risk something going wrong. He couldn't do anything stupid that would endanger his life. He wouldn’t spit on his allies’ sacrifice like that.

“You don’t need to lie to me. I want to see him die as well.” Kari said. She knew just as well as Ezekiel, that it was likely that at least one of their companions was dead. Even if they received reinforcements from the Wild Spirits, there was no chance that they would have remained to fight if Meryn was winning the battle. Only Carian or Scarlet would have remained to fight until the bitter end.

Holding her hand outward, Kari sent out a maelstrom of cutting winds towards Meryn’s barely moving body. The crack of thunder broke through the air as her Tempest broke the sound barrier. It continued for several seconds as Kari channeled her mana to continue dice and pummel Meryn for as long as possible.

Finally, letting out a gasping breath, Kari released her spell. She remained upright, but it was clear that she had channeled a lot of her mana. But it seemed to do the trick, as Meryn fell over onto his side. No longer breathing, and it seemed like motes of light were drifting away from his body. Just like what happened to a Spirit when they died.

But as his form faded away, flesh and blood remained, and Meryn’s broken, and mangled corpse was all that remained. It was a twisted and mutated form. No longer looking like a minotaur, Meryn was once again a relatively human-like being.

However, he still had his horns, jutting from his forehead, cracked and splintered. Similarly, his legs were a cross between a hoof and a human foot, with hair growing from his body in uneven patches.

Approaching with care, Ezekiel and Kari moved to see what remained of Meryn’s form. Just as they reached him, Meryn’s figure twitched. A faint golden light appeared in his eyes.

“Anathema...” A quiet whisper drifted from Meryn’s mouth, but there was no movement from his mouth. Nor were there any significant movements coming from his body. After a brief moment of concern, the light faded from Meryn’s eyes. His body went limp, and the Hunters watching him partially relaxed.

“Are we sure that he’s dead?” Shine asked in a cautious tone.

“Hit him again. Just in case.” Ezekiel muttered aloud.

“Gladly.” Kari replied.

Once again, the area filled with the sound of a maelstrom as sharpened winds cut through Meryn’s body. Ezekiel tried to watch, but even as angry as he was, he couldn’t stomach the scene. It seemed like Kari couldn’t either, as she had also turned away after a few seconds. Simply holding her hand to the side as she channeled her mana.

Turning back after Kari finished her spell, Ezekiel saw that there was barely anything left of Meryn in the area. Just a bloody splatter and a broken husk.

“Let’s get out of here. I know we were headed to the Temple of the Void, for protection and help from the Forest Spirit. But I really just want to see our friends right now.” Ezekiel said in a quiet voice.

Kari remained silent, but after picking Ezekiel up, she began running away from the center of the island. Back towards the direction that they came from. She clearly agreed with Ezekiel’s sentiments. The unspoken concern regarding who had likely died for them to have survived this long was ignored.



While it took some time to return to the area they had first split off from, it was simple enough to find the signs of battle that had taken place. Following the traces, Kari and Ezekiel managed to not only get an idea of the level of the fight that had occurred, but also managed to find the end of the conflict.

A large crater in the ground was all that they found. Noticing where they were, they realized that they had actually backtracked towards the center of the island a little bit. Carrian and Meryn had a somewhat moving battle as former did his best to distract the latter.

They could tell that this was where the battle ended, however, as it was clear that the signs of battle had ended. Ezekiel figured that this must’ve been where Meryn had turned into a beam of light to catch up and ram into them. Though how he knew where they were from this far away was something he couldn’t figure out.

“I don’t see any remains.” Ezekiel said. “But it looks like something crashed into the ground here. Several times at that.”

“You don’t think that there’s anything underneath that, do you?” Shine asked, bringing Ezekiel’s attention to the center of the crater. A large amount of rubble had accumulated. Enough that the hole at the center was basically filled.

“Let’s find out.” Ezekiel replied.

The pair began moving the rubble out of the way. Kari came over after checking out the surrounding area to see if it was relatively safe. They had no way of knowing whether or not any of the Wild Spirits nearby were waiting to attack them after all.

It took them nearly an hour, but they managed to remove all the debris from the crater. Ezekiel nearly lost his lunch, but managed to hold it down as he witnessed the past that was once Carrian’s body. Seeing that the only somewhat intact part of him was his robes, he grabbed whatever scraps he could.

Off to the side, Kari was silently crying, knowing that it was Carrian, not Scarlet, that had died here. He would never have let the, relatively, younger woman remain in the fight after she had run out of mana. She had been somewhat expecting it, but that didn’t mean that she had any desire for it to be true.

“Let’s go. There’s... there’s not enough to recover.” Ezekiel muttered softly. Tears of his own were streaming down his face. In the back of his mind, he could hear Shine bawling noisily as they had no way to cry as Ezekiel and Kari did.

“Agreed. We should go and spread the word to the rest. The danger has passed. For now.” Kari stated. Picking up Ezekiel once again, she gave one last look at the spot where Carrian had died. Turning her head, she dashed off without a second glance.



It was several minutes later that they managed to find the remaining Legendaries. They had gathered around the remains of the collapsed Ruins of Trigat. It was clear from the fact that most of them were meditating, that they intended to move out again as soon as possible. But for Kari and Ezekiel, they knew it was too late.

Seeing Ezekiel and Kari approach, they all let their guard down. Knowing that the two Mages wouldn’t have been able to circle back this quickly if Meryn was still alive to block their path.

Before anyone could ask them, what had happened, however, Scarlet ran forward first. Marwyl, knowing what Carrian had intended, held back the Hunters from approaching for now.

“Where’s Carrian?” Was all that Scarlet asked as she got up close to Ezekiel.

No words were said. Instead, Ezekiel just passed on the torn and bloody fabric that was once Carrian’s robes. Her eyes went wide. She knew that, if they had found his robes, then they must’ve expended as much time as possible looking for a body. She clearly understood what it meant, as there was nothing else that they were carrying.

“I know it’s no consolation.” Ezekiel said as Scarlet began to cry. “But we ensured that the Cultist didn’t leave a corpse either.”

Allowing the woman to grieve, Ezekiel moved past her while Kari bent down to hold her. They had both lost a mentor and a friend today. As had Ezekiel, but it seemed like he would be breaking down later, as he allowed his emotions to be suppressed in full at the moment.

“Grand Scholar Marwyl.” Ezekiel said as he approached. His voice only barely choked up. “I understand that you would know more of the battle that occurred than me. But it was ultimately Guild Leader Kari that dealt the final blow. We can confirm that the threat of the... altered Cultist is dead. As the next most senior Mage here... what should we do?”

Looks of shock spread across the faces of the Legendary Hunters that were surprised at Ezekiel’s eloquence, given the situation. A part of them was surprised at his maturity. Another was concerned at the seeming lack of emotional response to the death of such an important figure.

Marwyl knew better, however, and called Ezekiel out on it.

“You’re suppressing your emotions. Stop it.” Marwyl ordered. “That will be step one. Step two can be handled, after we get you and your expedition leaders back to your people.”

A look of confusion spread through the Hunters watching. Though Kylie and Yorn seemed to understand what Marwyl was implying.

For a second, Ezekiel refused. He didn’t allow his emotions to affect him. He knew that he’d be disabled if he did that. But, Marwyl held his gaze, and Shine decided that enough was enough.

“Please. Do what he says. I’ve never seen you this dead inside before. Even in the Cruor’s territory.” Shine said. “You’re scaring me.”

With those words said. Ezekiel relented. Suppressing his mana, he felt a warmth flow through him. Followed by a shock as he threw up in front of the gathered Hunters. Bawling his eyes out, Ezekiel wept for the man who’d supported him since the day he’d set foot in Sanafalls.

Behind the scenes, or directly addressing him, Ezekiel only ever knew support from the old man who’d died so that he could run away. It wasn’t until several minutes had passed that they finally set out.
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                It wasn’t long before they returned to the area that the Sanafalls expedition was still awaiting them. Ezekiel, Scarlet, and Kari had all stopped crying by the time they set out, so they were properly composed by the time they arrived.

On the way, Ezekiel had gotten more than a few dirty looks, as well as several confused and contemplative ones. The Saber Scales were the most obviously opposed to Ezekiel. Since the Adepts from Tillsmont and the third expedition had moved to catch up with the Sanafalls expedition, that meant that Fiana, George, Martin, and Nina were there too.

Fiana and George had tried to run interference, but it seemed like Martin had insisted on smearing Ezekiel’s name through the mud. Most of the Saber Scales’ guild members were on the fence regarding him. As Ezekiel had saved them from the Ruins that they’d taken refuge in. But others considered the fact that the Cult were there for him to be the reason they had suffered so much.

Luckily, Kari was on his side, so Ezekiel didn’t suffer anything overt. Martin also got reprimanded for attempting to incite a revolt. Nina was spared since she kept out of it when Martin started running his mouth. Beyond that, little actually happened while the Legendaries were away. Though the death of Carrian was devastating to Scholars and Island Hopper Guild.

The Scholars were more understanding. They knew that Carrian had made his choice, and they were all aware of Ezekiel’s contributions. As well as the fact that he was, currently, the most powerful Void Mage in the World. Especially since he actually knew how to use his magic.

However, after word was spread regarding what had happened to Carrian and the Cultists, there was little left to do but wait. The Trigat Ruins had essentially been cleared out of anything useful or valuable.

There were no survivors from the Cult at this time. All the ships the Tillsmont and third expedition had found were flipped for their own use. The Cultists all put to the sword, and the maps and books regarding their operations would be used to finish wiping them out at a later date.

However, there was one thing that the Legendaries of the expedition wanted to confirm. Something that only Ezekiel could help them with. At least as far as they knew.

“So, young man, how exactly can we contact the Forest Spirit?” Marwyl asked Ezekiel as they sat in a large tent.

Ezekiel was being asked questions about what the best way to meet up with the Forest Spirit was. The Legendaries didn’t know how to speak with it. They also didn’t have a means of ensuring that the Spirit kept its end of the bargain. But they knew that it valued Ezekiel, so it was obvious to them that he must have a means of contacting it.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know.” Ezekiel explained. “Its avatars are usually spread out across the island, but mainly centered on the border with the Cruor’s territory. Given the destruction of their leadership, most of its avatars on this side of the island were moved to the Cruor side.”

He then gave them a brief rundown of the Forest Spirit’s intentions regarding what it had him do.

“Given the situation, I’d say that we can probably expect a fresh avatar arriving within a few hours. I don’t know if there’s any that might be close by, so I’m making a guess based off of the distance between here and the Temple of the Void.” Ezekiel informed them.

“What assurances do you have of this?” Marwyl asked. Neither he nor the Legendary Hunters from his and the third expedition were particularly happy with that explanation.

“The fact that it knows that you’ll likely use me as a bargaining chip. Since it employed your assistance for the sake of helping me, I doubt it would be willing to sacrifice me just to get out of paying you.” Ezekiel said. “Unless it was just using you to kill the cultist. But honestly, it could’ve just waited for a day or so and he would’ve died either way. The faster he used his mana, the less the Forest would’ve needed to wait.”

Marwyl had little else to say regarding the matter, as he knew that, if Ezekiel didn’t have more information, then there was nothing they could do. At least not at that moment. So, he and the rest of the Legendaries had nothing to do but wait.



It was a little bit before nightfall when a flare was sent up by one of the patrol teams. Scarlet and Kari had decided that they weren’t going to be leaving the camp anytime soon. So, it was Yorn and one of the third expedition’s Legendaries that went to investigate.

It didn’t take them long to return, and when they did, it was with another of the Forest’s avatars in tow. Though this one was different from the knight that had accompanied Ezekiel. This one had no armor at all. Instead, its body appeared much softer, and less combative when it came to capabilities.

“Greetings. I believe that we have much to discuss.” The avatar said as it approached Marwyl and the rest.

“Indeed, we do. Please, come with us.” Marwyl gestured for the avatar to approach the command tent. From there, the rest of the Legendaries convened inside.

When asked if Ezekiel needed to be present, as the Forest had an interest in him, the avatar denied. Instead, it stated that it was capable of taking care of any threats to the ‘Child of the Void’ as it referred to Ezekiel. Thus, Ezekiel was left out, though he had no problems with that.

“Are you sure you don’t want to know what’s going on?” Shine couldn’t help but ask as Ezekiel headed back to his tent.

“I’m sure. Right now, the only thing I want to worry about is getting stronger. So that something like this won’t happen again.” Ezekiel replied. “Will you help me with that?”

“Of course, I will!” Shine said, shocked that Ezekiel would have to ask. “Carrian was my friend too!”

“Alright then. Let’s get to work.” Ezekiel said.

From there, the two fell into a meditative trance whenever possible. Even to the point of neglecting their social interactions, just so they could make a little bit of progress. Not that they would be able to make much, since there would be little to no downtime once they set out in the morning.

But for now, the two grew comfortable in their meditations. Allowing their experiences to further nourish and refine their souls. Allowing them to better perceive the world around themselves. Their range for sensing mana expanded, and the two did see some progress. Little though it may have been.



After meditating as much as possible over the course of the night, Ezekiel and Shine found themselves being escorted to the command tent. Seeing all the Legendaries, excluding the avatar, he knew that something was going to happen. Though the small bonsai sized tree in a stone pot did calm him down. It meant that the avatar had left them with a way of actually contacting it.

“You’ll be staying with us to go to the Temple in the first wave.” Marwyl explained. “In order to ensure that no additional conflicts regarding fairness pop up, we’ll be splitting our expeditions in order to get members from all three expeditions at the Temple for an equal chance. It’d take too long to get all of our expeditions there in any decent time frame otherwise.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. He figured that he was being brought along for the same reason as the first Temple he’d been brought to.

“As it is, we’ll need you for access to certain areas. Other than that, the avatar required your presence for a reason it would not provide.” Marwyl gave him a questioning look, but Ezekiel just shrugged.

While he had some idea of what the reason was, he couldn’t be certain. He figured it had to do with the Remnant. Much like in the Senera Temple. While Ezekiel was hopeful that he would get additional answers, he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough just yet.

“I guess we’ll be off then. It’ll take us a few days to get there at Adept speeds, right?” Ezekiel asked.

“Usually yes, but in this case the avatar insisted that you be brought there ahead of the rest.” Marwyl explained. None of the Legendaries in the room looked happy at this, but Ezekiel knew that they had to begrudgingly accept it.

“However, you will not be permitted to bring a Void Pouch with you, so as to not give you and Sanafalls an advantage.” Marwyl said. His voice was filled with frustration. Ezekiel figured that this was a topic that had been discussed several times during the night.

“Will anyone be coming with me?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yes. Fiana and George, your regular teammates will be accompanying you.” Marwyl said. “At that same time, Kari will be working with us to accompany the other Legendary Hunters that will be escorting our Adept forces to the Temple.”

Ezekiel figured that this made sense, as there was little need to send a Legendary with him right now. As it was already proven that the Forest Spirit didn’t have any intention to attack them.

“Scarlet and the rest of us will be returning to our temporary base camp. Where we will be able to set up proper defenses.” Marwyl said. “There’s little reason to keep them here, or even remain within the vicinity of the collapsed Ruins.”

“Understood. I guess I’ll get ready to set out then.” Ezekiel said.

“Your teammates will meet you at the edge of the camp with the avatar. Be safe.” Marwyl said.

Nodding his head in thanks, Ezekiel turned to Scarlet and Kari. Taking his Void Pouch off his belt, he passed it over to Scarlet. He took just a regular pouch of supplies, as well as a rolled-up tent and bedroll, just in case.

“That still has my other body in it, doesn’t it?” Shine asked. Referring to the little statue that he sometimes inhabited.

“Yes. But we’ll get it back. Don’t worry.” Ezekiel said. He knew why Shine was so concerned. That body was a gift from Carrian after all. Given what had just happened, it would be like twisting the knife if they lost that as well.

Moving to the edge of the camp, Ezekiel ignored the concerned look from Fiana, and the nervous chattering from George. Though he did pause to wonder why George was still coming if he was still so nervous. But before he could ask, they were all wrapped up in branches from the avatar and brought away at an incredible pace once again.



The trip was silent, for the most part. Until Fiana decided that she couldn’t take it anymore and decided to ask some questions. Yes, they had caught up regarding his mission for the Forest Spirit, but so much more had happened since then that she couldn’t help but be worried.

A part of her knew that she was making a bigger deal out of it since he was her friend, as well as the fact that he was still physically only thirteen years old. Although she knew that Ezekiel was extremely mature for his age, it was still difficult at times to relate his physical age to the maturity that he showed.

“Ezekiel... What happened?” She asked after several minutes. “Did you know who those cultists were?”

It took several seconds before Ezekiel could bring himself to answer. But when he did, it was like a flood gate opened up, and he told them everything. Going into further details regarding what little they knew about his past in Harkem. The issues he faced with the Cult of Light at that time. As well as the knowledge that the cult was hunting him, specifically, when they came to this island.

Fiana and George were silent through this all. They could both hear the heartfelt pain in Ezekiel’s voice. The guilt he felt for being, what he believed, was the primary cause of the problems they had been facing. Even George had snapped out of his nervous worries as he focused on Ezekiel’s tale.

“You can’t blame yourself. It’s their problem, for hating you for no good reason. Not yours for being born as a Void Mage.” Fiana said. “All expeditions face problems. You’ve seen your fair share of issues on your other expeditions. Those had nothing to do with you. This one isn’t any different.”

“But the only reason they came here was because of me!” Ezekiel exclaimed. “The only reason we had to face such dangers was because I was here!”

“Ezekiel, maybe you should listen to them.” Shine gently said in the back of Ezekiel’s mind. “Don’t let your mana affect you either!”

Ezekiel suppressed his slowly channeling mana. He knew that he needed to feel this, or else he’d never get over the pain. The self-loathing, however, was something he wanted gone. So, it was making things difficult for him to focus.

“In this case, yes, I’ll admit you’re right about that. But do you think that nothing like this has happened before?” Fiana asked. “It’s not the first-time pirates and other organizations in the Archipelago have interfered with expeditions. It won't be the last either. Hell. The death tolls this time aren’t even as bad as they could’ve been.”

Ezekiel was brought up short when she said that. They had lost nearly half of the Sanafalls expedition so far. Almost entirely due to the Death Worms.

“The fact of the matter is, existing isn’t wrong. You are not the problem. I can’t say it any more than I already have.” Fiana said.

“But-”

“Stop it!” George called out. His outburst drew incredulous looks from both Fiana and Ezekiel. Even Shine was surprised and turned their attention toward him.

“Look, kid. As someone who has legitimate reasons for being hated by others, I can tell you that you don’t have any.” George said. His words just drew more confusion from his audience.

“What? I know people don’t like me. I know the reasons why as well. I just don’t care, because I’m awesome, and they’re stupid.”

Fiana and Ezekiel calmed down after hearing this. It seemed like George was returning to his old self.

“And as someone who is awesome, let me tell you that you’re fairly awesome as well. Not as much as me, but enough to not deserve the bad things that have happened to you.” George said. “So, stop blaming yourself. The fact of the matter is, if people care about something, they’re willing to give something up for it. Carrian did that for you. Everyone else did that for their work and rewards.”

At the mention of Carrian, Ezekiel’s mood fell once again.

“So, all that means is that you need to make it up to them!” George declared. “If you let yourself mope, and wallow in guilt, how are you gonna show the world how great you are? What inventions are you going to make when you’re crying in a dark room feeling sorry for yourself?”

“You’re only a problem if you make yourself one.” George stated. “So, stop making yourself into a problem. Fix it instead and stop your pity party. It’s bad enough that I’m almost not scared of the avatar anymore.”

He turned his head to look at the humanoid tree that was carrying them. It turned its head to look back at him, eyes glowing and face utterly expressionless as it stared at George, its pace never faltering. George couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran down his spine. Although no longer as jittery as before, he still stayed silent as he partially glared at Ezekiel.

“You’re an asshole. You know that.” Ezekiel finally said.

He wasn’t sure what to feel about George’s words, but he knew they weren’t meant to be insulting to him. So, he decided to consider it to be a pep talk from a moron with little empathy and understanding of other people.

“The correct term is awesome!” George said.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a chuckle at George’s utter seriousness. Shine did the same, nearly rattling in his sheath from how much they were laughing.

Fiana looked on as Ezekiel laughed. Some of her worries were beginning to fade. She just hoped that whatever the Forest Spirit wanted Ezekiel for didn’t bring him down again. He was too important for the world, as far as she was concerned. Fiana was truly starting to believe that it would be a loss of potential greater than anything the Church of Ten had ever faced if something were to happen to him.



After the several hour journey to the Temple of the Void, the members of the Sanafalls expedition were once again put into a state of awe at the site of the massive tree that sat over what could be considered the Ruins of Morncrest.

During this time, Ezekiel had managed to calm down, and the negativity he was feeling was slowly fading away. It was still there and would likely remain for some time. But he knew that dwelling on it wouldn’t be helpful at this time.

“Here is where we shall split up.” The avatar stated as he directed Fiana and George to a different area than where it was taking Ezekiel. “The two of you are welcome to explore the remains of the city. This lesser avatar will guide you as needed.”

A smaller version of the Tier four avatar stepped out of a nearby tree. This one was only as strong as an Adept. But given Fiana and George’s own level of power, this was appropriate as a guide. The Forest Spirit didn’t think that it would be necessary to have a guard. It wasn’t like it couldn’t send an army of Adept avatars to take the duo down if need be.

“We’ll see you later tonight, I guess.” Fiana said as she was led away.

“You’ll have to catch me up when we meet up.” Ezekiel replied.

Heading off into different directions along the massive roots of the Forest Spirit, Ezekiel soon lost sight of Fiana and George. After going a fair distance away, the wooden pathway in front of him opened up as a ramp leading downwards appeared. Walking down into the depths of the roots beneath the Forest Spirit, Ezekiel was shocked to see a city just as large, if not even bigger, than Trigat.

Unlike the cavernous city, however, Ezekiel could tell that Morncrest was once a city that was fully exposed to the elements. There were no walls that could be seen in the distance. There were instead sprawling fields for agriculture. As well as perfectly preserved buildings, with only a few of them being held together by roots and branches where the Forest Spirit had overgrown them.

There were even lights shining from enchantments that seemed to span the entirety of the city. Even in the darkness of the roots beneath the Forest Spirit, Ezekiel had no need to channel his mana in order to see. It was as if the entire city had been near-perfectly preserved. A picture-perfect image of what the city once was, several hundred years ago.

“How is the city so preserved? Not even the Ruins of Trigat were this intact.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. “That city only had a working defensive magic formation. Nothing to keep it in as good a condition as this.”

“I think that had something to do with the Death Worms.” Shine pondered as they took in the sights from the vision shared with them.

“This city was my home, long before the Cruor invaded. Before the shield cities around the island fell.” The avatar had a solemn echo to their voice. “During that time, I was a simple Adept Life Spirit. I lived in the orchards around the city. My partner was a farmer, before she joined the Temple of the Void.”

Ezekiel was somewhat surprised. He hadn’t expected the Forest Spirit to begin talking about things like this. The changes the Forest Spirit had gone through as they interacted with one another were significant. He wondered why the Spirit was so much kinder than before.

“When she died, I gave up on believing that humans were worth anything.” The Forest Spirit said. “It was humans that betrayed us, after all.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince. He figured that the Forest must be talking about how it was Void Mages that took in the blood of the Broods, becoming the first Cruor.

“You don’t have to worry about that from me. I’ll die before I ever join the Cruor.” Ezekiel stated. “I have too much I love for me to just give it up and join them.”

“Perhaps. But it was still human Mages that abandoned the shield cities to allow the Cruor a foothold on the island. Just so they could flee and save their own wretched hides.” The avatar’s voice grew deeper. It became a harsh whisper that cut through the air like the hiss of an animal expressing its anger. “My own partner was struck down by the defenders of this city, in the hopes that they would be able to escape if the one holding the defenses up was no longer trapping them in here.”

Ezekiel was shocked. He hadn’t expected the Mages of the island to have simply abandoned it. But apparently, that was the case. Now he knew why the Forest seemed so uncaring of humanity when they were brought here the first time. It had no care for their feelings since it had been abandoned and betrayed directly once before.

“How did you survive such a betrayal? How did the city?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask.

“It is not just humans that can bond with a Void Temple’s command key.” The avatar said. “When my partner was struck down, she sent me and the command key to a sectioned off area of the Temple. After I calmed down from the loss of my bond, I realized that she had also thrown the command key with me. After bonding with it, I took control of the Temple’s defenses.”

“I’ve seen those defenses in action. They did almost nothing to prevent the destruction of the city on the Continent.” Ezekiel said.

“The Archipelago has almost always been in a state of conflict. Usually between different islands. As such, the defenses here were likely far more extensive.” The avatar explained. “Not only that, but due to the difficulty of sailing the oceans of the world, only Deep and Winged Cruor were involved in the spreading of the Desolate Land across the seas. The lack of numbers likely had an impact on the change.”

Thinking about how the avatar was explaining it, he figured that that did make sense. Given the relative lack of resources compared to the ones available to humanity, the Cruor wouldn’t be able to make the enchanted ships that humanity used to sail relatively safely.

“You didn’t face any of the Rot?” Ezekiel asked. “I would’ve thought that spreading it here would be an easy way for them to conquer as much as possible.”

“The rot was here, once. Briefly. But I did not allow it to remain.” The avatar’s voice shifted to a deep rumble as it remembered the Rot that it had wiped out in the past. “It is also a weapon that the Cruor are cautious to use. Too much and the Rot becomes uncontrollable. The Cruor ultimately keep each other in check, much like the various factions of humanity due as well.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously. He figured that that was a topic that he should avoid. At least for now.

The trio continued walking on in silence for a few minutes. They ultimately came to a stop in front of a building that looked familiar to Ezekiel. Though the last one he had seen was almost entirely collapsed. To the point that it was barely a clumped-up grouping of walls and collapsed roofs. This Temple of the Void was in pristine condition, and Ezekiel could make out intricate murals detailing what could only be the Ten Ancients that shaped this would several thousand years ago.

“Come along. The Remnant wishes to speak with you. I’m sure you have questions. She has assured me that she should have some answers for you.” The avatar said.

Entering the temple, Ezekiel followed the avatar further in and down into the depths of the building. As they passed through numerous Void Gates, Ezekiel found himself growing more comfortable in the somewhat familiar environment. Strange, considering his last experience in a Void Temple.

“I think it’s the energy.” Shine piped up after sensing Ezekiel’s confusion and asking what was wrong. “Maybe it’s because I’m a Spirit, but I can sense the Void mana in this place. It’s far stronger than anywhere else we’ve ever been.”

That would make sense. It was a proven fact that all Mages and Spirits were comfortable in environments where their element was most prominent.

They eventually came to a stop in front of a familiar set of doors. As they slid open, the massive form of the Void Core appeared in front of him. Looking over to the Forest Spirit, it gestured at him to approach. He did so, placing his hand on the core, and channeling his mana into it like he had at Senera.

There was a soft woosh of air, and neither Ezekiel nor Shine were anywhere to be seen.
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                Glancing around the area he once again found himself in, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe as he gazed upon the starry Void filled with galaxies and nebulae. Big and Small, near and far, the cosmic landscape was a sight that he’d never have seen in his past life.

It was something he wished to see directly one day. Not just a projection like what he saw now. A desire to walk across the surface of stars. To gather up space dust within his hands. Perhaps even watch the formation of a planet from Beginning to end.

But as much as he loved the view and thought of possible futures, Ezekiel knew that he wasn’t here to daydream.

Before him, a figure made of stars drifted in the distance. As it came closer, Ezekiel noticed the stark differences between this one and the one he spoke to in Senera. 

Unlike the generic humanoid figure that he spoke to before, this figure was distinctly female in shape. Its silhouette depicted curves that would be out of place on the standard male figure. The motes of light and specks of cosmic dust that swirled around it also depicted an elegantly flowing dress that would have been impossible to create without magic.

“Beautiful...” Ezekiel did not say that.

Sharply turning his head to the side, Ezekiel once again saw the pure white figure that he saw when he advanced to Step two of Tier two. Though he was uncertain before, now that he had heard the figure’s voice, Ezekiel knew for a fact that this sexless figure was his partner, Shine. 

For a moment, the only thing he could pay attention to was the fact that Shine was smaller than he’d expected. They only came up to Ezekiel’s stomach in height. Slightly bigger than the half-sized figure he remembered from before, but not much.

“Shine...?” Ezekiel voiced, just to confirm.

The undefined humanoid light shifted to turn its attention to Ezekiel. Seeing him, they seemed to flinch back in surprise. But after a moment, the figure leaned forward, as if examining Ezekiel in closer detail. Ezekiel once again saw the small spiraling galaxies within the black sclera of the figure’s eyes.

“Ezekiel?” Shine asked.

“Yeah. How did--?” Ezekiel couldn’t finish his question as Shine threw themself at him like a rocket. He found himself held in Shine’s ethereal arms as they held onto him for dear life.

Suddenly, Ezekiel was assaulted with feelings of worry, guilt, loss, and fear, as well as hope, happiness, warmth, and comfort. Knowing that these emotions weren’t his own, Ezekiel returned Shine’s hug just as strongly. The Mage and Spirit stood there for a moment allowing themselves to enjoy their first time coming into contact with each other since their initial meeting three years ago.

“This is nice.” Shine said, basking in their first ever experience with physical contact.

Now it was Ezekiel’s turn to feel guilty. Knowing that Shine was missing out on so many things that a living being ought to have.

“I’ll find a way for you to do this in reality. Not just through a stone puppet either.” Ezekiel said.

‘Ahem’

The sound of a person awkwardly clearing their throat grabbed Ezekiel and Shine’s attention.

Turning to the Remnant of the Void that had requested their presence, the duo separated from each other, with Ezekiel instinctively moving in front of Shine in a protective manner.

“You’re the Remnant of the Void?” Ezekiel glanced up and down, admiring the figure in front of him, and agreeing with Shine’s previous assessment. The Remnant was indeed beautiful. “You’re not what I was expecting.”

The Remnant moved a hand in front of her mouth, giggling slightly in amusement. 

“Indeed. My sibling in Senera was very different from myself. As are all my siblings.”

The Remnant’s voice was also distinctly feminine. Something that Ezekiel appreciated, as he was growing tired of the deep and cacophonous voice of the Forest Spirit and other deep booming voices of the powerful beings he had met so far.

“Why thank you. I put a lot of work into identifying myself with the female form.”

Ezekiel briefly froze at the Remnant’s words. He’d forgotten that thoughts were less private in this space. Especially in the face of a piece of what was essentially a god.

“... Why have you brought us here?” Ezekiel asked, knowing that he was being slightly rude, but also wanting to stay on track.

The Remnant’s face twisted into a melancholic smile. Her gaze turned to focus on Shine, who looked on curiously. Neither they nor Ezekiel were worried by the Remnant, but there was still confusion.

Me?” Shine asked. “Why did you want to see me?”

“Besides wishing to thank you both for what you’ve done regarding the Cruor, I wanted to see you both. Ezekiel, to witness his progress for myself, and perhaps clarify a few things. You, to see my newest sibling for the first time. I figured we could have a conversation, before you both had to leave to return to your home on Sanafalls.”

“Newest Sibling?” Ezekiel and Shine both asked.

“Indeed.” The Remnant said. “You wouldn’t know this, little Shine, but it could be said that all the Remnants of the Void are Void Spirits, although not really.”

“How so? How can you be Spirits, but not Spirits?” Shine asked.

The Remnant smiled sadly, the spiraling stars that made her eyes seemed to stare into nothingness, as if remembering a time long ago.

“My siblings and I are all pieces of the Ancient Void. We were brought into being and bound to our Temples. In a way, we are bonded to our Temple cores. Much like you are to your Mage.” The Remnant gestured to Ezekiel. “But unlike true Spirits, I will never grow in strength. I will never see beyond the Temple that is my home. I will never see the stars as they truly are, as opposed to the simulation created by the Void that was created by the Cosmos millennia ago.”

“Is that why your behavior is so different from the Remnant of Senera?” Ezekiel chimed in. “Because you’re made from a different piece of the Ancient Void.”

The Remnant smiled again. This time it was much happier, almost proud of what Ezekiel had pointed out.

“Correct! Although, that is also to do with the fact that I have had company during my time in my Temple. While Senera’s Remnant... They had suffered for much longer than me.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel confused. As far as he knew, the timespan between Senera’s fall and Morncrest’s fall couldn’t have been more than a few decades. Meaning that they both must’ve been without human occupants for centuries. How could Senera have suffered for longer?

“Time-Space isolation.” The Remnant answered Ezekiel’s unspoken question. “In truth, we cannot actually freeze time. That is beyond our power. Only the Ancient Void could do so, and even that was limited. Instead, we can slow time down to near-total stillness. But, in exchange for doing so, our own perception of time is set to the same ratio that we slowed it by. Only it is inverted.”

Ezekiel immediately understood what the Remnant was saying. He felt like he was going to be sick. It was only the nature of this realm that he and Shine were in that prevented it.

Even Shine was terrified by what the Remnant had said. Their own understanding of the Void allowed them to latch onto what Ezekiel figured out.

“When I entered... there was a corpse that was cold, but still relatively fresh.” Ezekiel recalled the body of the Grand Scholar of the Senera Temple of the Void.

It hadn’t looked particularly old. At worst it was somewhere around a few hours. Maybe a day. He had thought that the defenses that changed time and held things in stasis just didn’t freeze her right away. But it would make sense if that was simply the amount of time that the body had experienced if it was merely slowed down, rather than fully halted.

“That’s... I don’t... How was it still functioning!?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but exclaim.

The sheer scope of the length of time that the Senera Remnant had experienced was beyond what Ezekiel could even imagine at this point. The math was already beyond him as he tried to figure out the calculations but couldn’t.

“When you are locked in a void, unable to experience anything at all, even the light of the stars, you lose track of the passing of time. I have no doubt that my sibling didn’t even know how much time had passed when you released him from his self-made prison. I am fortunate enough to have the Forest Spirit here to defend me. Hopefully, I will never need to use the stasis myself.”

That calmed Ezekiel down, somewhat. But the thought of what the Senera Remnant had done to itself was still terrifying. Ezekiel turned to Shine, who looked up at him with a scared expression.

“You and I are never doing something like that.” Ezekiel stated. “Understood?”

“Yessir. Not trapping either of us in time bubbles.” Shine said in a determined tone. They didn’t want to even consider doing what the Senera Remnant had done.

“I’m glad to hear that.” The Remnant before them stated. “Though, you shouldn’t need to worry. The inversion was created to partially take off the strain that holding such a spell for long periods would undoubtedly invoke. A failsafe installed by the Ancient Void. Neither of you should experience such a thing if you don’t wish for it.”

Ezekiel and Shine both let out sighs of relief. But the mention of fail safes reminded Ezekiel of something.

“Wait... I need to know, was detonating the Senera Temple’s Core truly the only way to end things when I was there?” Ezekiel asked. 

It was something that had been weighing on him since he’d gotten a chance to process everything that had happened. A part of him wondered if it was really impossible to recreate the time stasis. Another wondered why the Remnant couldn’t simply wait for the Mages and Hunters to kill off the Rot for it.

Hearing Ezekiel’s question, the Remnant grew sad once again.

“My sibling could not allow the chance that the Rot would corrupt it.” She said, “The fact of the matter is that the time stasis is our penultimate last resort. One that we can only activate and use once, due to the restrictions in maintaining it. A way to lock out the Cruor and hold them off until the time comes when someone, or something, might save us.”

“Corrupt you! How could you be corrupted by the Cruor?” Shine asked in shock.

Ezekiel figured that it would be something like this, but he hadn’t expected it to actually be possible. He just had it as a passing thought, as he knew that he was immune to the effects of Ichor, and it had seemed to him that it was because he was a Void user. Much like the Remnants of the Void were.

“Unfortunately, the immunity to the Void that your partner has is something that only humans have. While Void Spirits have an extreme resistance to the effects of Ichor, it can wear down on us. Given time, it will corrupt us. Especially if the Ichor comes from a higher Tiered Cruor. It’s why my sibling chose to blow up. Since it couldn’t risk the chance that a high Tiered Cruor would come to corrupt it once the knowledge of its existence got out.”

Shine fell silent in shock. The fact that they could be corrupted was something that they hadn't expected. They had been bathed in Ichor before, when Ezekiel and they had fought in the Desolate Territory. Yet they hadn’t felt any changes.

“How much Ichor would it take for me to feel something?” Shine asked with worry.

However, now it was the Remnant’s turn to look shocked. She inquired in confusion.

“Given your Tier, you should’ve felt something when you struck down the few Umbral Beasts that you faced in the Cruor’s territory. Even a beast of the same Tier would’ve been enough to feel something. Did you not feel a drain when you were fighting?”

Shine seemed confused as well. They hadn’t felt anything besides the drain from their spells. Nothing more, and they had been bathed in Ichor countless times during their month or so in the Cruor territory.

“I think I know what’s going on,” Ezekiel said. Shine and the Remnant both turned to him. “I think that, as Shine is bonded to me via our souls, the same immunity I have also applies to them. At least so long as neither of us willingly absorb Ichor in place of Mana.”

The Remnant grew contemplative as she went through what knowledge she held regarding the bonds between Spirits and Mages.

“That would make sense. As a Remnant of the Void, bonded to a place and core, rather than a person and soul, I would not have any of the shared advantages that bonded Spirits are known to have.”

Shine couldn’t help but feel incredibly relieved. Now they no longer had to worry about being corrupted and turned against Ezekiel.

“I’m sorry to ask this, but I need to know, are there any other Temples that have self-destructed?” Ezekiel asked. “I only ask because it wouldn’t be hard for the Cruor to get their hands on a Void Mage and use them to open the stasis locks that you all use as defenses.”

“...Unfortunately, there have been. At least three have been lost to self-destruction. Not including Senera.” 

The Remnant held up her hands, a map of the world appearing between them. Nine distinct lights appeared on the map. Two were in places that Ezekiel immediately recognized. 

“You are strong enough now, so I can tell you some secrets. Of the nine Remnants left behind, only myself, and my sibling in Quintessa are still active. Four are dead, now that Senera has self-destructed, and three are still in stasis within the Desolate Lands.”

Four of the lights on the map turned dark, while three dimmed slightly. Only two remained brightly lit. Ezekiel noticed that the lights that turned dark were the ones furthest into the Desolate Lands. He figured that the Cruor must’ve learned early on what the consequences of trying to corrupt a Temple’s core would’ve been.

“Why wasn’t I told this before?” Ezekiel asked.

“Because while the Cruor already knew of this, thanks to their foolish actions, it is not a feature that we are permitted to explain to our wardens and occupants. Ultimately, the only reason you were told of this is because you already knew that we could self-destruct, and you are at a high enough Tier to know some secrets that the Ancient Void left behind. Our exact locations being one of them.”

“Wait! How is the location of the Temples sealed information? Wouldn’t it have been publicly available before the Cruor started spreading the Desolate Land and taking over territories?” Ezekiel inquired.

“We were given strict instructions regarding a number of things, including what to do when the Cruor eventually made their appearance.”

“The Ancient Void knew that the Cruor would appear?! Then why didn’t it do anything to prevent the war from happening? Or prevent them from appearing at all?” Ezekiel couldn’t believe it. 

He’d thought that the Ancient Void was a benevolent being that wanted what was best for humanity, but now he finds out that the Ancient Void allowed the Cruor to come into being.

“All that I can tell you is that the Ancient Void took every step it possibly could to ensure that humanity, Spirits, and life in general continued to exist on Eldramir. I cannot tell you why it allowed the Cruor to appear, or why steps weren’t taken to ensure they never existed. That information is something that you are not strong enough to protect.”

“Then how strong do I have to be?” Ezekiel was beginning to grow annoyed with the Remnant now.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why not!?” Ezekiel was now yelling. Shine was starting to flinch away.

“Per the Ancient Void’s command, there is the worry that you will grow complacent or helpless if the hurdles you must face were to be put in front of you. Thus, the requirements will be made unknown, so that you will continue to grow for the sake of growing. As well as to test your character and determination.”

The Remnant’s voice had lost all of the emotions that she’d been displaying during their previous conversation. She could see that Ezekiel was growing frustrated, now that he knew that the Ancient Void was not as benevolent as he’d been led to believe.

Ezekiel’s figure heaved as he took in deep breaths, letting them out slowly. Even though he didn’t know if he was actually breathing in this strange realm, the act itself was somewhat soothing.

“Then what can you tell us?” Ezekiel said in a much calmer voice.

Shine perked up. They were also curious as to what the Remnant could tell them at this point in time. So far, the information they’d gleaned was great, but not immediately helpful.

“Unfortunately, nothing that is immediately relevant to you right now. However, it is something that I believe that you can use in the near future. Something that will be helpful to not only yourselves, but also to the ones you care about.”

While frustrated at the lack of immediately usable information, Ezekiel and Shine both leaned in when the Remnant said it would be helpful to more than just themselves.

“It has to do with Spirits and Mages, and how it is believed that Mages can only grow to Tier four if they have a bond with a Spirit. This is false. A Mage can indeed reach Tier four without a Spirit. Though it is something that can only be done with a comprehension of their element that is far greater than what most humans gain in their lifetimes.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel elated at what the Remnant had just told him. This meant that all the Scholars he knew might have a chance at breaking through to the Legendary Tier. This could potentially change the face of the war with the Cruor forever.

“How can this be done?” Ezekiel asked. “What does a Mage’s comprehension of their element have to do with reaching Tier four?”

Instead of saying anything, the Remnant placed its hands on both Ezekiel and Shine’s heads.

Ezekiel found his mind being bombarded by information regarding the ways in which Spirits advanced in power. Not only did they grow stronger but aging, their souls growing with time and experience, but they also grew stronger through enlightenment. 

By understanding the element in a more comprehensive manner, their control over their magic would grow, and eventually their mana itself would contain their essence. This would allow them to condense mana that was strong enough to break through to the Legendary Tier. As the quality of one's mana was just as important as the quantity.

Mages with bonded Spirits could break through since the doubled quantity could force a Mage’s fourth Chakra open. Which would then result in a forced transformation of the Mage’s mana into a more condensed form as the opened Chakra generated said Tier four mana.

Mages without a Spirit would need to increase the quality before they could break through, as it was impossible for them to get the quantity that a Hunter possessed.

How, exactly, this could be done was something that the Remnant didn’t know. This was simply information that the Ancient Void had left for it and the other Remnants when they were first created. Ezekiel would have to figure out the particulars by himself.

The Remnant then retracted her hands from Ezekiel and Shine. Both seemed to collapse onto a nonexistent floor as they floated in hunched over positions in the void.

“There is more to come, regarding the higher Tiers, when you are strong enough. For now, you will have to deal with this yourselves. Though I suggest you let your fellow Scholars know. They will gain the most from this. Perhaps even contributing to your progress in the future.”

“Why was this information restricted?” Ezekiel asked. “Couldn’t the Remnant at Senera have told me about this?”

“Even in the accelerated time he held you in for your conversation, their time was limited. As such, there was little that my sibling had time to tell you. Much was also simply not relevant to you at the time. This particular information was restricted until you reached Tier two so that you could begin preparing. As well as the fact that worrying about it at Tier one might have prevented you from reaching Tier two. It is a bit of a moot point, as you have a Spirit, and likely won’t need to worry about it for yourself.”

Ezekiel hated that she was making so much sense right now.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel mumbled. “Was there anything else you had for us?”

“Just this. Beware the Cult of Light. You already know this, but I must emphasize it for you. I cannot tell you more than this right now. But that should already tell you just how dangerous those monsters truly are.”

As far as Ezekiel was concerned, it really did. The fact that a piece of the Ancient Void was telling him to be wary of them, while also letting him know that it couldn’t say anything more, meant that the information was restricted. So, it meant that it was too dangerous for him to know more at his current Tier.

“Other than that, I’m glad to have met you, but it’ll be quite some time before you have access to any more meaningful information. You already know that you can’t be affected by Ichor unless you willingly take it in. You know a fair bit about the Cruor, and most of what you need to be concerned with right now.”

The Remnant seemed to pause to think for a moment. Tapping a finger on its chin as if in thought.

“You’re doing this for fun, aren’t you.” Ezekiel said. He refused to believe that such a powerful being, even restricted as it was, would have to take this long to think about the relevant information that he needed to know and had access to.

“You’re no fun. But I really don’t have more information for you. Although... I guess I can give you a bit of a cheat.”

The Remnant poked him in the forehead. Ezekiel immediately gained information regarding how the Temples of the Void exchanged information. He didn’t have all the blanks filled in. His understanding of the Void wasn’t that high yet. But he could see where he needed to go to further advance his Com-Slates.

“Thanks, again.” Ezekiel said. “I guess we should get going.”

Ezekiel turned to Shine, only to see that they had their eyes closed and seemed to be deep in thought. Ezekiel recognized it as something similar to when Shine was gaining enlightenment regarding their magic. But the last time this happened, they were staring into the stars. He couldn’t help but feel slightly concerned.

“Shine is simply processing some additional information that will help them out in the future. It’s not a secret or anything, but I figured that they could pass the information on once they’d processed it for themself.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding, allowing his worry to fade as he conveyed his gratitude to the Remnant.

“I guess the two of you should be off then. I hope that this conversation helped you. Even as lacking as it was regarding secrets you can’t yet know.”

Ezekiel saw that the stars in the distance were starting to grow dim, as was the Remnant’s figure. There was a pulling sensation behind him as he felt like he was being taken away. It was very different from the portal he stepped through to leave when he was in Senera.

“One last thing. Do not bother returning here, or going to Quintessa, until you are much stronger. As much as I enjoyed this talk, I will not be pleased if you are wasting time, when you could be growing strong enough to fulfill the destiny that we dearly desire.”

With those parting words, Ezekiel found his vision fading to black. His feet met solid ground again, but before he could open his eyes, he fell limply to the side. Two arms reaching forward to catch him before he could hit the ground.

            

    
        CH 108 (Book 2 Ch 46): Finishing Up, and Farewell

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel awakened within a sleeping quarter not too far from the entrance to Morncrest that he’d come through when first brought to the Temple of the Void. It wasn’t within the Forest Spirit’s body like before. Instead, it was within the city itself.

Fiana and George were waiting for him when he woke up. They were somewhat worried when the avatar had brought him to them unconscious, but calmed down after it was explained that the Remnant of the Void had transferred information directly into his mind.

After waking up, he gave Fiana and George a brief rundown of what exactly he had been told regarding the Temple of the Void. In particular, the information regarding the fact that it was possible for Mages to reach Tier four without a bond with a Spirit.

“Are you serious?! You’re telling the truth, right?!” George exclaimed when Ezekiel had told him this.

One of the primary reasons that George had been so obsessed with bonding with a Spirit was because he deeply desired to reach Tier four. He still honored and cared for the sacred bond between Spirit and Mage, but it was generally assumed by most Scholars and Hunters that the reason he couldn’t form a bond was due to this deeply rooted desire.

“Yes, I’m telling the truth! Apparently, the fact that a Mage, alone, doesn’t have enough mana to break through to Tier four can be overcome by increasing the quality of one’s mana. From what I was shown, I think I know how to do this, but it’s nothing that I’d set in stone just yet.” Ezekiel explained.

After that, George continued harping on him for several hours, in between Fiana telling him off so Ezekiel could get some rest. After George’s reaction to the information regarding Tier four, Ezekiel decided that he would wait for a while before giving the information regarding the Temple’s defenses.

It wasn’t something he was certain should be widespread, so he wanted to check with Scarlet first. She may have been the youngest Grand Scholar of Sanafalls, but that didn’t mean that she didn’t know better than he did in these kinds of situations.

She would also likely want to know about the Tier four knowledge. As it may even allow her to make progress even though her Spirit had died years ago. So long as they could figure things out. Given how much she had been through, and how important she was to Ezekiel, he hoped that it would help.

Little else happened over the course of the day. It would be a while yet before the forces from the three expeditions made it to the city. Even with the Forest Spirit making the path clearer and more straightforward, the sheer distance was something that was going to take time to travel.

As Ezekiel got himself ready for bed as the sun began setting, he looked down at the sword that held Shine’s soul. He couldn’t help but worry, as they still hadn’t woken up yet. Ezekiel knew that the information that the Remnant had given them must’ve been extensive, but this was nearing the longest time that Shine had been out for.

“Wake up soon. I really want to see what you’ve learned.” Ezekiel said as he went to bed. The sword holding Shine was sheathed and held tightly in his arms.



Ezekiel slowly woke up to the feeling of something hard poking him in the face. He figured that it was George again, trying to get more information from him, so he blindly swung his hand to tell him off. But it wasn’t George’s hand that he hit, it was something much harder than that.

There was a loud clatter as something hit the ground next to his bed.

“Hey!” Shine’s voice echoed through his mind.

Bolting upright, Ezekiel looked around for Shine, wondering why they were calling out like that and hoping nothing was wrong. It took him a second to realize that Shine wasn’t in his hands, but when he did, he started to panic.

“Down here! Down here.” Shine’s voice called him again.

Looking down to the side of the bed, Ezekiel was shocked to see Shine slowly floating up from the ground where they had fallen to the floor. A soft glow emanated from the sheath.

“Are you flying?” Ezekiel asked out loud. He was still somewhat sleepy, having woken up so suddenly.

“Yes. Well, sort of. It’s more like floating. But I can also move side to side.” Shine said.

“Huh... I’m guessing this was part of what the Remnant gave you.” Ezekiel said.

“Yep. There’s more to it as well, but this takes a bit of concentration. I also can’t float more than a few pounds. Apparently defying gravity is more complex, since you’re not just cutting through things, or making things stay still.” Shine said. “Here.”

“Wait-” Ezekiel couldn’t stop Shine in time, and he nearly found himself knocked out again as he began processing the enlightenment that was given to Shine.

The amount of information was significantly greater than any of their other Spells. But it appeared that Shine was right. This spell was significantly more complicated, not due to the fact that it took more energy than their other spells, but because it was something that had to be under constant control.

Their other spells were somewhat like on and off switches. The channeled mana into the spell structure and an effect was brought about. So long as they continued to channel their mana, and the spell allowed it, no changes to the spell were made.

Like with the Shroud and Barrier spells. They simply made the effect of the spell occur, and then it continued to work until they ended it, or something broke it. Moving them didn’t do much to the spell itself. Their Jump and Slash spells were even simpler. More like bullets that had singular effects.

This ‘Gravity Shift’ spell was more complex, since it directly manipulated a natural force's effect on an object. Thus, it requires constant upkeep, or else it would be impossible to assert any sort of control over the effects. Hence why the light tap that Ezekiel gave Shine was enough to make them fall to the ground. Shine was trying to control both the height that they floated, as well as the speed that they moved. Something that just a single spell had difficulties doing.

Not only that, but while the cost of the spell wasn’t so low as to be maintained forever, at least at Tier two, it would still last for quite some time when used on an object the size of Shine’s sword body.

Not only that, but it seemed like the constant attention necessary for maintaining the spell was enough to stimulate the soul. Not unlike the experience of being alive. So, it might be something to look into later, as a means of training. One that could be applied to other elements, in their own ways.

After several minutes of going over the spell’s information in his head, as well as allowing the migraine he now had to die down, Ezekiel turned to Shine. He realized something as he had gone over the information.

“Couldn’t you just set your gravity to rest at a certain height, and then use Push and Pull to move around instead? At least in enclosed spaces.” Ezekiel asked.

Shine was silent for a second as they aimlessly drifted in zero gravity.

“... Maybe...” Shine sounded somewhat embarrassed, having not thought of that.

“Well, don’t go rushing into testing just yet. We don’t know how much mana you’ll need to push and pull yourself without breaking through a wall, or something.” Ezekiel said as he pushed himself up and out of bed.

“Ezekiel.” Fiana’s voice called from outside his temporary room. “Is everything alright in there?”

Sparing a glance at the door, Ezekiel continued getting dressed as he answered.

“Yes, Shine was just showing me a new spell. Is everything alright out there?” He asked.

“The Forest Spirit has told George and I that the expeditions will be here soon. Apparently, they were informed that there would be no conflicts as they approached. So, they didn’t spare any mana for fighting and just ran here as fast as possible over the course of the last day.” Fiana told him. “They should be here within an hour or so. But they’ll likely be dead tired for at least another hour or two after that.”

“Understood. I’ll take my time getting ready, if that’s alright.” Ezekiel replied as he finished dressing. Grabbing what little supplies he still had on him.

Fiana said that was fine before heading off to do her own preparations. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel another pang of guilt. Fiana seemed to be much more subdued since the issues with the Cult had ended. While he was trying to take George’s words to heart, in a limited manner, he still felt like he was the origin of all their problems.

A sheathed sword poking him in the head brought him out of his thoughts.

“Feeling guilty won’t change anything.” Shine said. “Don’t let your worries hold you back. The only way to stop this from happening again is to die, or get stronger. But the people that want you dead don’t matter. So don’t do that. Please.”

Grabbing Shine and holding them to his chest, Ezekiel assured his partner that he wasn’t going to be dying anytime soon.

“We’ll both get stronger. That way, they’ll have two things to be worried about. Not just one.” Ezekiel said. “And we might as well get started now.”

With those final words, Ezekiel and Shine headed out. Both to get ready for the arrival of the expeditions, and to find a place where they could do some training of their own before they needed to leave.



Ultimately, after the arrival of the other expeditions, there was little that Ezekiel actually had to do. He helped the Scholars when they needed it. With the Forest Spirit having attuned to the control key for the Temple, he wasn’t needed for opening any of the Void Locks.

The Scholars were also having a field day with their explorations. As were the Hunters. The Scholars found themselves with a veritable vault of information that was available to them. The Temple’s archive room in particular was of great interest to them.

The sheer number of formation and enchantment runes that had been lost, but were now available to them, was something that they were nearly drooling at the sight of. Though this was mostly the Scholars that weren’t from Sanafalls. The mental wounds were still somewhat fresh with them, considering the events and losses they had suffered so far.

For the Hunters, the literal mountains of untouched valuables made Ezekiel wonder if a person’s eyes could turn into gold coins with how intensely they would stare at some things. The sheer number of Relics and other useful items was immense. More than most Hunters ever saw in their lives.

For the most part, the Forest Spirit didn’t have any concerns about the Guilds and Scholars taking the miscellaneous items found in the city. There were limitations, like how none of the books and records within the archives of the Temple could just be taken, though they could be copied.

Similarly, there were a few places that were off limits to the Hunters and Scholars. Such as the graveyard, which they could only enter to pay their respects to the fallen citizens of Morncrest. None of the personal belongings of the dead defenders could be taken either. But the Forest Spirit was able to mark off where they were allowed to go, and what they were allowed to take, well before they had arrived.

Some were less than pleased at the limitations being imposed on them, as they figured that the dead had no use for these things. But the majority understood that it was wise to respect the dead that had fallen in the war with the Cruor. So, there wasn’t any conflict breaking out over what was and wasn’t available for looting.

Given the situation with the Cult, some thought that the Sanafalls expedition should get the least out of the spoils within the city. But given they were the ones that had lost a Legendary fighting the Cult, this argument was voided. Not that it would’ve been too big a loss. The Sanafalls expedition also had all the spoils from the Trigat Ruins, after all.

While this was happening, Ezekiel had specifically requested that Kari allow him to practice his magic in private, rather than take direct part in the exploration and study. This was granted, as he explained that the Remnant had already given him information, having directly downloaded a new spell into his and Shine’s souls. Better for them to master it now, than accidentally break something later.

He was also making sure to keep meticulous records for future reference. So, it still counted as work for the Church of Ten as an official Scholar. Something that would keep him busy as he was letting his mana regenerate.

The fact that it was specifically Void Magic, and nothing else, that Ezekiel had mentioned was the only thing that stopped the others from complaining. No one else could make use of the information, after all. So, nobody saw any point in arguing. Even Ginny, who had accompanied the expeditions to Morncrest, hadn’t tried to be a pain in Ezekiel’s ass during their time in the Ruins.

Ezekiel did manage to speak with the Forest Spirit a few more times, but apparently it was told to leave Ezekiel to his own devices. The Remnant of the Void was adamant that they had already provided too much assistance. Especially considering the amount of pure mana crystals they had given him.

Thus, over the course of a week, much of the city was fully investigated, but given the restrictions put in place by the Forest Spirit, that was all the time they had. So, it was with heavy hearts that the expeditions packed up to leave. Although, the small army of Legendary Spirits and Avatars made most of the expedition more than happy to get out of there.

Besides, they had maps of the entire island. It wouldn’t be a big issue for the expeditions to find another ruined city to explore at a later date.



Given the fact that the Forest Spirit was willing to grant them safe passage back to their base camp, the expedition once again chose to make as much haste as possible. This included carrying the Scholars, a fair minority of their members, on the backs of the more mobile Spirits.

Finding himself on the back of a large wolf-like Spirit, one with icicles forming a mane and tipping its tail, Ezekiel discovered that he did not like the smell of wet dog. Something that he was stuck with until they reached the camp. Which, luckily, they managed to get to within the day they had set off.

It seemed like the expeditions were more confident in moving as fast as possible, and not worrying about any difficulties on the way. Thus, they arrived at nightfall at the base camp, with most of the expedition receiving a hero’s welcome.

At the same time, most of the Scholars immediately headed to their temporary workstations. Hoping to continue documenting and deciphering whatever they could as fast as they could.

For his part, Ezekiel headed off to speak with Scarlet. The only other occupant within the room being Fiana. George had his own studies that he wanted to work on, while Kari, the only other one that seemed worried about him on this expedition, had to wrangle her Guild. It seemed like a few fights had broken out, and a few bets were made regarding items that the better had no rights to.

“I heard you got something special.” Scarlet said as soon as Ezekiel entered her tent to provide his report. “Apparently it kept you fairly busy during the week you had in the Ruins.”

Ezekiel was surprised to find out she already knew that much. But considering he wasn’t the first person to report to her, he realized that he really shouldn’t have been.

“Yes, Grand Scholar. The Remnant of the Void gave me and Shine a spell that we hope to further explore the uses of when we return to Sanafalls.” Ezekiel explained. “Are we secure?”

Seeing the utter seriousness on Ezekiel's face, and the confusion on Fiana’s, Scarlet flipped a small crystal on her desk. She placed it into the glass lantern next to it. Immediately, a soft buzzing could be heard by Fiana and Ezekiel.

“We are now. Though I might get questioned later. Report!” Scarlet ordered.

Ezekiel told her everything that the Remnant had told him. Regarding the defenses against the Cruor, the apparent time-dilation, as well as the warning about the Cult of Light.

“This is concerning. Why didn’t you tell Fiana this when you were at the Ruins?” Scarlet asked.

“Well, for one thing, George was there.” Ezekiel said. Scarlet and Fiana both winced in understanding. “For another, I wasn’t sure what needed to be done regarding this information. I didn’t want to bother you with it, but considering who I’d rather have gone to...”

Ezekiel trailed off. His eyes began to water as he reminded himself of Carrian. Fiana and Scarlet both looked upset at the unspoken reminder as well.

“Given that you are the highest authority that I feel like I can trust, I wanted to make sure that you were the first to know.” Ezekiel said after composing himself.

“Thank you for yer faith in me. But this isn’t really groundbreaking. The fact that so many Temples were destroyed is terrible. But hopefully, we can avoid that moving forward.” Scarlet said. “For now, don’t tell anyone, just in case. I’ll deal with it when we get to Sanafalls.”

“When will that be?” Ezekiel asked.

“About a month, given the ships we have.” Scarlet said.

Ezekiel, Shine, and Fiana were thrown for a loop. That was the average time of travel between Sanafalls and their current location. What with the various islands that they would need to stop at on the way. That would mean that they would be leaving in the morning.

“Before you ask, we aren’t being kicked out of the expedition. I’ve simply made the executive decision to cut our losses.” Scarlet said. “Kari agreed with this decision before you all set out for the Ruins with the Forest Spirit. We actually wanted to pull out as soon as possible, after what happened. But we knew we’d have mutiny on our hands if we passed on the opportunity to explore the Temple of the Void.”

Ezekiel and Fiana nodded in understanding. They could definitely see the majority of their expedition freaking out at what was, from their point of view, a free Ruin. Even Ezekiel would’ve been upset, as he could only think of it as being a waste of the sacrifices that got them this far.

“For now, go get some rest. We’ll be setting off in the morning, so get ready to say your goodbyes.” Scarlet said.

Seeing the dismissal in her words, Ezekiel and Fiana headed out. As they made their way back to their tents, however, Ezekiel saw a face that he was dreading approaching again. One he hadn’t seen since they’d set out to reunite with the Sanafalls expedition, before a flash of light sent everything to shit.



Sitting down in his little tent, Ezekiel got a couple of cups and filled them with water. Given that he didn’t have much to serve anyone with, that was the best he could do for now.

“Sorry I don’t have tea. I lost most of my supplies, and tea is not considered a bare essential when it comes to the stuff I’ve had to go through.” Ezekiel said to his guest.

Sasha didn’t say anything, just taking the cup and accepting the gesture for what it was worth. Tuff just snorted from the ground where Ezekiel had laid out a bowl of nuts and berries for the Spirit to snack on.

“It’s alright.” Sasha said.

An awkward silence stretched on for a while. Neither one was willing to say anything. They had essentially parted ways a couple weeks ago. With Sasha basically saying that she didn’t want to go through the trouble that being friends with Ezekiel would bring.

They hadn’t even spoken once during their recoveries from the incident with Meryn. But upon seeing Ezekiel return to the camp from the Ruin with the Temple of the Void, Sasha couldn’t help but think back to the ways that he had helped her in the past.

As well as the loss he must be feeling with Carrian’s death. She knew how much Carrian meant to him. The old man was one of the few people that Ezekiel would often talk about that was still present in his life. That was something that she could relate to quite well.

Finally, Ezekiel couldn’t take it anymore.

“Why are you here, Sasha? You made it clear that you didn’t want to get drawn into my issues.” Ezekiel said in a blunt and dead tone.

“That’s a bit rude, isn’t it?” Shine asked. “Besides, don’t we want her to stay as our friend?”

Sasha flinched at Ezekiel’s words. She opened her mouth to say something but paused and remained silent. Thinking over what she wanted to say.

“I did say that. But I also said I needed to think things over.” Sasha said. “I still don’t want to get drawn into your issues. I just don’t think I could do so and stay alive. Let alone sane.”

Tuff, feeling his partner’s worries, stopped eating and climbed up onto her lap. Holding him like a teddy bear, Sasha continued talking.

“At the same time, I can’t help but remember how good a friend you are. How helpful you were, and how you did everything to get me up to speed. If it wasn’t for you, I probably would’ve been kicked out of the Island Hoppers much sooner.” Sasha said. “I wouldn’t have gotten the haul that I’ll get from this expedition, nor would I be a Church affiliate, after getting expelled by Ginny.”

Sasha looked incredibly conflicted, confused, and generally unsure of herself. Ezekiel looked on, not sure what he was feeling for himself.

“I still don’t want to get involved in your issues. But I realized that none of it is your fault. Seeing you after you lost Carrian. The guilt and sorrow I saw, even from a distance. I realized that you truly feel for everyone in your life.” Sasha was crying at this point. “I don’t want to go through your troubles, and your conflicts. They’re just too terrifying. But I still want to be your friend.”

Ezekiel found himself shocked at Sasha’s words. This was not what he was expecting. He thought she’d be here to apologize, or maybe tell him that she didn’t want to see him again when they got back to Sanafalls. Maybe she’d ask if he was alright, and that’d be it.

“I know that it’s selfish of me to not want to suffer with you. But I realized that I don’t want to just cut ties with you either.” Sasha was beginning to calm down. Her cries were petering out. “Can you forgive me for throwing our friendship away? Is... is that okay?”

Ezekiel was silent for a moment. Thinking over what she had said, and what exactly he felt about this. Shine, however, knew what they wanted, and was fairly vocal about it.

“I think you should accept her friendship. It’s not fair to require others to suffer just to be our friends.” They said.

“...Alright. I guess I can forgive you. It’s not like I expect my friends to suffer for me anyways.” Ezekiel said. Mirroring Shine’s words to him. “We’ll just have to make sure that you and I never go on any expeditions or missions together in the future.”

“Thank you.” Sasha said. “Again, I’m sorry. I just-”

“It’s fine. For now, let’s just try to move on. Okay?” Ezekiel said.

Sasha nodded her head. The two fell into a somewhat awkward conversation, with Ezekiel telling Sasha all about what had happened during their time at the Ruins. Ezekiel kept several things secret, and Sasha knew this, but they both understood that this was still a better place than they were before.

Sasha now knew that Ezekiel had several secrets that he was keeping. Secrets that she understood she had no desire to know. They continued talking, however, until there was nothing else to talk about.



Waking up bright and early the following morning, Ezekiel wiped the sleep from his eyes. He and Sasha had talked for quite some time before she had left for her own tent.

Seeing the dim light of the morning just barely illuminating the sky, Ezekiel rolled himself into an upright position.

“Well, it looks like it’s time to say goodbye to this island. Hopefully we won’t be seeing it for quite some time.” Ezekiel said to Shine.

“Agreed. I’ve had enough of this island. I want to go home, and not have to worry about evil cults and freaky Cruor for a long time.” Shine said.

The two quickly got ready, packing their things up before rushing over to the boats that they would be leaving on. Most of them were captured ships from the Cult, but their colors had been changed to indicate their new owners.

“Are you certain that you need to be leaving right now?” Marwyl asked Scarlet as they both stood on the temporary docks that lead out to the ships. “We’ve got a literal treasure trove of Ruins to pick and choose from. Do you not want to help with that?”

Scarlet was silent as Ezekiel and the rest of the Sanafalls expedition looked on.

“I’m sorry, but right now, my main priority is getting as many of my people home as possible. As well as arranging for a funeral.” Scarlet said. Marwyl winced at the reminder.

“Besides, just because you know where those Ruins are, doesn’t mean that the various Wild Spirits on the island will just let you get to them. The deal with the Forest Spirit has ended, after all.” Scarlet’s voice was taunting as she pointed out the obvious flaw in Marwyl’s statement regarding the Ruins. He winced again at the thought of the possible conflict in his near future.

“Well, I guess that we’ll have to deal with those issues on our own. Thank you for what help you and your expedition provided.” Marwyl said, holding out his hand. Scarlet grabbed and shook it before replying.

“No... Thank you for saving us. Without you, Carrian’s sacrifice might not have been enough.” Scarlet said. “That’s why we need to leave. We’ve honored his sacrifice, and now we need to let the world know what he did.”

“Indeed. Then I can only hope that we will see each other again, in better circumstances.” Marwyl said.

“Agreed. In better circumstances.” Scarlet turned around and walked up to the ship that would now be hers. At least until she got a new one.

“Set off! We’re heading home!”

As the ship jolted from being sent into movement, as it tilted and rocked on the water, Ezekiel had never felt happier to hear such words. Home was exactly where he wanted to be.

            

    
        CH 109 (Book 2 Ch 47): Family, Friends, and Foes

    
    
    
    
                Several weeks after the farewell to Morncrest, and the expedition to the Archipelago’s Temple of the Void. Very, very far away, nowhere near the Endless Archipelago, a family of four was fretting over a disturbing piece of news.

The two adults were an athletic and handsome man with blonde hair and a white, gold-maned lion sitting next to him, as well as a slim and beautiful woman with black hair and a black furred panther next to her. Their two children were sitting and trying to work on their school assignments.

This was Warren, Evelyn, Wendy, and Ellen. Ezekiel’s family, who had just been informed by the Church of Ten that contact with the Sanafalls expedition was still unavailable. The family was currently spending some time at home, as Warren and Evelyn had found themselves with a short break between missions for the Church at the moment.

“How do we know if he’s okay? We haven’t gotten any letters from him in months!” Evelyn said in a nearly shrill tone. The worry had been gnawing at her for weeks. Ever since they had first been informed that Ezekiel would be participating in the expedition to the Archipelago’s Temple of the Void.

“Honey, you know that the Church is doing all they can to ensure that the information regarding the Archipelago comes through smoothly. With the restrictions placed on us, there’s nothing we can do right now.” Warren stated.

He was just as worried as Evelyn, but unlike her, he had been kept busy by a semi-constant workflow doing missions for the Church. Thanks to their children, the past three years had seen Evelyn mostly working within the Church, as an advisor, teacher, and general assistant within the Cathedral.

That didn’t mean she hadn’t had her own fair share of missions. As official Church affiliates, contracted to pay back a ridiculous sum of money, both the parents had to do a number of dangerous jobs. It was simply fortunate that the Church supported them and wasn’t as cruel as the nobility and Inquisition of the empire.

“I know, but there hasn’t been any word in so long. I can’t help but worry that the next we’ll hear of him will be...” Evelyn trailed off, glancing to the other side of the room. “Will be bad news.”

Neither Evelyn nor Warren had really delved into the situation regarding Ezekiel with their daughters. The twins were aware that their brother was forced to leave home three years ago. But they had maintained an interest in him due to the regular letters that he would send.

However, since they had started their schooling, and had formed their own friend groups, the lack of actual interaction with Ezekiel had taken a toll over the course of the three years he’d been gone.

Worse yet, while the nobility couldn’t do anything about what the Church said or taught, they could still spread bad rumors throughout the populace. This had led to a somewhat negative opinion regarding the Luminance family.

There had been more than one occasion where either Warren or Evelyn had had to sit their daughters down and tell them that the citizens of Harkem were idiots. As well as defend their views regarding Ezekiel, who was the subject of most people’s ire.

The less said about the treatment of Void Mages in Harken, the better. The Church still welcomed them, with open arms at that, but the nobility tried to vilify them as much as possible. Even without the Cult of Light’s influence.

Suddenly, a knock on the door broke Evelyn and Warren out of their thoughts. Rushing to the front door, Evelyn threw it open, praying it was news regarding Ezekiel.

Seeing a woman wearing the robes of a Scholar, Evelyn’s heart was filled with equal parts joy, and dread. She knew that whatever the news was, it would be either wonderful, or devastating.

“Hello Mrs. Luminance. I have a missive for you and your husband, from the Grand Scholar.” The messenger informed them. From the side of the room, Wendy and Ellen looked up in interest.

“Oh, thank you!” Evelyn said as she took the heavy letter. “You have no idea how good your timing is.”

“No worries, ma’am, your son is still valued by the Scholars of the Church. Especially since he invented those wonderful communication devices.” The Scholar said before turning to leave. “Have a good day! It’s good news after all.”

Evelyn’s heart soared as the Scholar walked away. Nearly slamming the door shut, she tore open the letter and began to read. Her daughters and husband moved to circle around her as she read.

The letter was fairly extensive. It wasn’t just a brief summary, or three sentence statement saying that Ezekiel was alright. It was a full breakdown of the events that had happened. The initial findings by the expedition, the Cult activity, the Death Worms, the hidden Ruins, and even Ezekiel’s adventure in the Cruor’s territory. As well as the unfortunate loss by the Sanafalls Cathedral.

But as heartbreaking as the news regarding the expedition was, the key point that held Evelyn together was the fact that her son was alive. As far as she was concerned, that was all that mattered right now. That, and the fact that one of the bastard cultists that tried to kill him three years ago was now dead.

“He’s alive. He’s alive and returned to Sanafalls. He’s being credited for acting as a primary contributor to the spoils that the expedition acquired.” Evelyn began to cry with joy as she learned of her son’s accomplishments.

“That’s wonderful.” Warren let out a sigh of relief as he took the letter for himself. His face contorted in numerous ways as he read about what had happened.

Wendy and Ellen looked confused, but happy like their parents.

“So, big brother is, okay?” Wendy quietly asked. “He didn’t break another city, did he?”

Warren and Evelyn shared a sharp glance at Wendy’s question. They knew it was mostly just innocent curiosity, but they knew they’d have to be more careful regarding what information their daughters were receiving from their friend’s parents. As well as their classmates.

“Indeed. Your brother actually did a number of great things during his little quest. According to the Church, it seems like he’s the one who found the lost Temple and opened the way for the expedition to get there.” Warren said, briefly and vaguely summarizing Ezekiel’s contributions.

“Maybe now the other kids will stop lying about him.” Ellen said excitedly. Wendy looked down at her feet at the reminder of how the other children treated them.

Warren and Evelyn couldn’t help but grimace. They knew that, if the full information was made public, or otherwise leaked, then the nobility would certainly twist things to make the problems they faced seem like Ezekiel’s fault.

They had wanted to wait a little longer before they told their daughters about the dangers that Ezekiel had had to face. Such as the Cult, and the nobility of the empire. As well as the Inquisition. But it no longer seemed like they had the time to hold it off any longer.

“Girls... I think we need to have a talk about why most people don’t seem to like your brother. As well as the lies that have been spread regarding him.” Warren said in a slow and regretful tone. Evelyn just looked upset that this was having to happen at all, but she didn’t dispute that it might be time.

For their part, Wendy and Ellen just looked confused. They had no idea why their parents were sad again after finding out that their big brother was okay. Worse yet, they had no idea what horrors they were about to be introduced to. It seemed like a piece of their childhood was about to come to an end.



Elsewhere in the city, a young man with a somewhat chubby bird on his shoulder was sparring with three of the Tier two guards of the Alkena family. Off to the side, in the sparring area’s viewing platform, two young ladies watched.

Drew, Shari, and Yennifrey had remained close friends over the years. All of them had been influenced by Ezekiel’s presence, and his exile had hit them all hard. But, if anything, it had also inspired them to work even harder towards their own respective goals.

“It seems like Drew’s actually going to win this one.” Shari observed as she saw Drew avoiding most of the guards’ attacks.

Drew’s movements were incredibly swift, and his attacks were seemingly random, weaving in and out of the few openings left in between the guards’ own movements. On his shoulder, Jesse would flap his wings every now and then, acting as support as Drew continued to fight.

The hard-working Drew, and lazy little bird, were a unique combination, but ultimately worked well together. With a swipe of his wings, Jesse threw the Cavern Mage guard off balance. Taking advantage of the opening, Drew was quick to take him down. His painted weapons left marks in fatal areas on the guard’s uniform.

It was now two versus two.

“Yeah. He’ll probably be accepted to the Wandering Titans this year.” Yennifrey muttered as she idly petted the medium sized boar next to her. Bonnie sighed in contentment as she did this. Giving a side eyed glance at Shari, who huffed and began scratching the spoiled boar as well.

Unlike Jesse, who had slimmed down from fat to plump, upon his Tier up, the boar Spirit bonded to Shari had increased in size upon its advancement to Tier two. As such, until she reached Tier three, and could change her size, Bonnie would no longer be able to fit in Shari’s lap like before.

A soft chittering sound came from around Yennifrey’s arms. A medium sized black spider with a glittering web-like pattern on it made its way out of her shirt.

“Jealous, Tess? That’s unlike you.” Yennifrey muttered as she moved her hand to pet her own bonded Spirit.

It happened roughly a year ago. Yennifrey, after getting permission from her parents, had managed to convince Evelyn to take her on a personal expedition to try and find a Spirit of her own. After months of practically begging her master to take her out of the city, Evelyn finally agreed, and took her apprentice to an area that Reya suggested.

The older and higher Tiered Obscure Spirit had, apparently, made several trips over the years, doing her best to find places where she felt the most comfortable. It was in one of these places that the panther shaped Spirit had become essentially a queen of her own territory.

Here, in the middle of the night of a new moon, Evelyn brought Yennifrey, who managed to find a kindred soul in the little spider Spirit. They both loved to weave, and upon learning that it was possible to enhance webs and weaving with enchanting, the little Spirit took to the same enchanting lessons as Yennifrey like a fish to water.

Shari, however, couldn’t help but shiver as she saw the little spider Spirit. She knew she didn’t have anything to fear, but the innate fear that humans seemed to have when it came to certain creatures, in this case, bugs, seemed to spring up whenever Tess was around her.

“I hear you’ve applied to become a Church affiliate. Planning to follow in your master’s footsteps?” Shari asked. “Make sure you let me look over any contracts they ask you to sign. Wouldn’t want you getting trapped, after all.”

“I will. But you really do need to forgive the Church. It’s not their fault they couldn’t accept any payments from your family.” Yennifrey said. “The inquisition sentenced them to pay back the assumed debt. If anyone should be blamed for miss Evelyn and mister Warren’s problems, it’s those moronic nobles and worthless inquisition.”

Shari just sighed in frustration.

“I know, I know. I just want to help them, you know?” Shari said. Sensing her partner’s frustration, Bonnie placed her head in Shari’s lap to distract her.

“I know, but you’ve got your own worries. You’ll be setting off to the capital soon. ‘To spread your family’s business and bring it to even greater heights.’ That’s what you said when you managed to help your father work out those new trade routes, wasn’t it?” Yennifrey said in a teasing tone.

Shari’s face lit up at the reminder of what she had said several months ago when she and her father managed to make an excellent deal. One that had the potential to raise their status to a higher rank within the nobles of the Willowbrush Empire.

“Excuse me, young mistress.” A quiet voice called out to the two ladies from behind.

Standing there was one of the maids of the manor. She held out a hefty looking letter that was sealed with the sigil of the Church of Ten.

Shari and Yennifrey couldn’t help but get excited. Any news from the Church would mean information regarding Ezekiel. Quickly, but gently, taking the letter from the maid, Shari thanked her before dismissing her to return to her duties.

“I guess since Peni and Stephen both joined the Church, they probably already know about whatever this is.” Yennifrey said. “We’ll have to get Drew to come over before we read it. You know he’ll be annoyed if we read it without him.”

“No need. It seems like he’s about to finish up.” Shari said as she started opening the missive.

Glancing to the sparring circle, Yennifrey managed to see Drew wrapping things up as he laid out the final of the three guards onto the ground. As he and the final guard remained in the sparring circle, gasping for breath, Drew held out a hand to help the guard up. A bright line of paint crossed his throat.

“Good match!” Drew said with a massive grin. “I couldn’t have gotten this far without you and the other guards.”

The three guards couldn’t help but smile back as they bashfully accepted Drew’s thanks. Some of the guards took offense to being beaten by a boy that had just reached his teens. But those were the guards that didn’t see how much Drew trained outside their sparring.

The amount of blood, sweat, and tears that he had been shedding since Ezekiel had left was enough to fill an ocean. The fact that he had not only broken through to Tier two, but was already at Step five, should’ve told everybody that. Especially since it was impossible for him to afford any Tempest mana crystals.

“Drew! Come here. It’s a missive from the Church!” Shari called out.

Knowing that it must be news regarding Ezekiel, Drew seemed to fly over to them from across the sparring area. He nearly face planted when he landed, however, as he had run out of mana. Jesse facepalmed with a wing as Shari and Yennifrey laughed at him.

“What does it say? What does it say?” Drew asked excitedly.

Ever since he’d heard that Ezekiel had joined a Guild as a Church liaison, Drew had been dying to get every scrap of information regarding Ezekiel’s adventures as possible. He refused to let Ezekiel leave him behind. Nor would he allow Ezekiel’s words from before to come true.

Drew’s ambition, his desire to enter the Desolate Territory, wasn’t something that he could simply wait for. He needed to go there, and he needed to do so as soon as possible.

As the three began reading through the letter, all of them had different reactions.

Yennifrey grew worried, wondering what her master was thinking about. As Evelyn had most certainly gotten this information as well.

Shari was quiet and neutral as she saw the troubles that Ezekiel was going through. She couldn’t help but be reminded of the rejection Ezekiel had given her when he left. It seemed he was right about the paths their lives were taking them.

But it was Drew’s reaction that was the most startling, as his fist clenched in anger as he read about Ezekiel’s foray into the Cruor controlled territory. His mood went from being excited to hear about his closest friend, to being angry at the perceived hypocrisy.

“That liar!” Drew exclaimed, not even bothering to finish reading the letter.

Yennifrey and Shari winced at Drew’s yell. They both knew what he was talking about. Drew had told them about how Ezekiel had told him not to even attempt going to the Desolate Lands without being at least an Adept.

Yet here was proof that Ezekiel himself had done so. Worse yet, that he’d done so on his own. Without any support from a Guild, or from the Scholar of the Church of Ten.

“We don’t know the circumstances-” Shari tried to say.

“Save it! Here I am, working my ass off, holding off on joining a Guild until I’m stronger, just because I was starting to agree with what he said about being an Adept before heading off on expeditions.” Drew was nearly fuming. “Yet here he is, not only going into a Desolate territory alone, but also taking action against the Cruor themselves!”

Flipping the table in front of him, Drew stormed off and out of the room. Jesse frantically tried to catch up after having fallen on the ground from Drew’s actions.

The two young ladies and their Spirits could only remain where they were sitting in the sparring room. Not sure what to do, and unsure if there was anything they could do.

It wasn’t like Drew’s words were entirely wrong, after all.



South of the Willowbrush Empire. Within the desert lands of Tarquessa. A meeting was taking place within a hidden facility. The symbol of the Followers of Radiance, aka the Cult of Light, lined the walls as rows upon rows of people at various ages trained alongside their bonded Spirits.

“Cease!” The Legendary level overseer called out, bringing the training to an end.

As the trainees broke off, leaving to go about their own devices as training ended for the day, one young girl was separated from the forming groups. The dog sized salamander at her feet nudged up against her as she held her bruising ribs.

“I’m alright, Celia. Just bruised this time.” Riley said as she tried to comfort her bonded Spirit.

“In that case, guess we didn’t manage to do what we intended today.” A nasally voice called out from behind Riley. “You’re lucky you’re not leaving here with broken bones, Newland. It’s all that you deserve after all.”

Turning around, Riley saw a group of four standing nearby. Just ahead of them was another young woman with red hair. Next to her was a pony with a mane made out of fire. She had a haughty look on her face as she insulted and threatened Riley. Riley didn’t even know this girl’s name, as she was a relatively new arrival to this facility.

“I still don’t see why the Lead Followers allow you to remain here. It’s not like you’re even a ‘real’ Follower. The Radiant Lord hasn’t even seen fit to bless you yet.” The young woman called out. “Of course, that’s only the obvious state of being for one who was tainted by the Anathema.”

Riley couldn’t help but grit her teeth and clench her fists in anger as they continued to insult her and her friends.

“Did I strike a nerve?” The other girl asked in a taunting tone.

“No. I am thankful the Radiant Lord saw fit to release me from my shackles.” Riley said in a dead and emotionless tone. Something that grated on the nerves of the group in front of her.

“You lying little-!”

“Enough!” The overseer called out, interrupting the other girl as he approached. “Usually, I wouldn’t care about what you’re doing on your own time, but the Red Light of Radiance wishes to talk with Miss Newland. So, off with you.”

The group of bullies went on their way, but not without giving a few threatening gestures to Riley as they did. She just ignored it like she always did. Knowing that reacting would just end up with her getting in trouble with the overseer.

“Come along. We can’t keep the leader waiting.” The overseer dragged Riley away.

They ended up traveling through a twisting maze of halls leading toward the central chambers of the facility. Coming to a stop in front of a door with six guards standing outside of it, the overseer passed a note to one of them.

Riley was then pushed inside the room after the contents of the note were confirmed. As she entered the large and brightly lit room, she was shocked to see that a pool of magma was on the far side of the room.

The sheer heat of the room was enough to cause her extreme discomfort. If not for the size of the room, she was certain she would’ve been burned by now. As it was, the heat still made it difficult to breathe. Though Celia seemed to have no problems.

A red-haired figure was sitting in the pool of lava. The only thing that Riley could see was his head. The rest of him was submerged beneath the lava. He didn’t turn toward her, but, as if sensing Riley's discomfort, he raised a hand and snapped his fingers. The temperature of the room immediately dropped by several degrees, and Riley found it easier to breathe.

“You’re not that bad, girl.” The red-haired man said. “Most kids at your Tier wouldn’t be able to breathe at all. But you’re still a few Steps above them, aren’t you.”

A feathered serpent’s head poked out of the lava pool. It briefly took a look at Riley and Celia before seemingly giving a scoff and going under once again. Riley and Celia both shivered in fear as they sensed the animosity of the much more powerful Spirit.

“The Anathema is still alive.” The man said. “Tell me, how does that make you feel? Knowing that the abomination you once called friend is alive, while all our forces in the Archipelago are not.”

Riley froze up. She knew that it would be impossible to lie, but she also recognized what her actual feelings were. Not the lessons that they were trying to indoctrinate her to. Looking down at Celia, who looked up at her in fear, but acceptance, she closed her eyes before speaking.

“Happy.” She said to him without an ounce of fear.

Riley immediately fell to her knees as the man in the lava pool released his peak Legendary pressure upon her. Celia fared little better as the both of them started to burn from the increasing heat of the room. For a second, neither could breath as they weakly writhed on the ground.

“You dare!” the man yelled, his voice nearly cracking the walls from the pressure. “After all we’ve done to save your soul from damnation! After all your parents sacrificed, and all the resources we’ve given you, you would dare to care for that wretched Anathema!”

By this point, Riley and Celia were barely conscious. They were basically delirious at this point. But even so, Riley couldn’t help but feel in awe of Ezekiel. As she knew that he had faced magical pressure like this before. When he was at a lower Tier as well.

“I should strike you down where you lay right now. But I won’t.” The man released the pressure he was emanating. “Instead, you will be put into a higher level of training. Failure to succeed in all tasks will result in punishments, for you and your family.”

Riley barely noticed the door behind her opening, and herself and Celia being picked up and taken from the room.

“You’re lucky we still have plans for you.” Was the last thing she heard the leader say before she lost consciousness as she was carried from the room.



Watching Riley and her Spirit be taken from his personal quarters, the Red Light of the Followers of Radiance sighed in frustration. He wanted nothing less than to kill the little girl for her impudence. But he was given strict instructions not to, as the Speaker of the Light had a plan for her. One that he, begrudgingly, agreed might be useful. Especially since the Anathema was still alive.

“Little brat is lucky she has a use.” He muttered angrily. His feathered serpent Spirit nudged him as it came up from the lava. “Fine, fine, I’ll try to calm down. I’ll probably get yelled at during the meeting anyway.”

A ringing sound from an artifact on a desk to the side of the room grabbed his attention.

“Ancients dammit!” He grumbled as he stepped out of the lava.

He quickly got dressed so as to be somewhat presentable for his meeting. Even if their faces weren’t seen, it wouldn’t do well to show such disrespect to all his peers. Even if he believed that some deserved it.

Walking to a section of the wall, he activated the enchantments concealing a hidden panel. Tapping an item on the desk before entering, he alerted his guards that no one was to enter for any reason. No matter what. Then, he strode into the secret communication chamber.

Taking a seat, six figures bathed in different colored light appeared before him.

“Greetings,” the figure in Gold light, the Radiant Speaker, said to them all, “I’m certain you’re all aware of what has happened in the Archipelago. So, let me get this out of the way; we will not be retaliating.”

The Red lit man couldn’t hold himself back from slamming his fists on the table in front of him.

“What!?” He exclaimed. “You can’t be serious! We should be going there right now to ensure that the Anathema can’t do anything even worse!”

Most of the fellow lights looked like they agreed, but he noticed that Typhos, the Gray light, and the Blue lit woman were of a different opinion. Worse yet, it looked like the Gold light was about to reprimand him.

“Do we need to have another private chat, Marco?” The Gold light said in a condescending tone.

Marco, the Red light, immediately knew he crossed a line. Very rarely did the Radiant Speaker have personal and private chats with any of the Lights of Radiance. The exception being Typhos, who constantly pushed boundaries. The Gold light was just too busy to do so.

“No, Lord Speaker. I apologize for my outburst.” Marco said in a subdued and frustrated tone.

“What happened?” The Gold light asked. He knew that something had happened, as Marco very rarely spoke out against him during meetings like this.

“I spoke to the girl today. The one that was tainted by her friendship with the Anathema.” Marco begrudgingly said. “She said to my face that she was happy he was alive, and our forces were dead.”

The other lights, Typhos and the Gold light not included, all hunched over in anger at Marco’s explanation.

“I’m assuming you’re punishing her for this.” The Gold light said.

“Yes, but I figured I’d put her to work for that plan as well. So, she’s been moved up to a higher training level. She’s already better than the others at her current level. But I made her well aware of what will happen if she fails to keep up.” Marco explained. “She’ll suffer at first, but probably catch up soon.”

“Good. A little bit of pain will hopefully teach her a lesson. Otherwise, we’ll need to see if our Lord can spare his blessing sooner, rather than later.” The Gold light said. “It has already been decided what we shall do with her, but it seems she’ll need to see the light more quickly than expected.”

“I would advise against that.” Typhos said. The other lights just looked exasperated.

“Because she’s a child?” Marco sneered.

“Because she’ll expire before we make use of her.” Typhos stated. “I know that the training in the facilities is harsh, but it’s not particularly deadly. We value our followers too much to just kill them in training. But you all know what the cost of forcing a person to see the light is. We have no idea how long it will be before we get the chance to strike against the Anathema once again.”

The other lights seemed to accept his explanation. Even Marco, who still didn’t like it.

“From what I’ve learned from my time in Trillious, we may get a chance in a few years. But to act too soon will blow that chance away.” Typhos said. “For now, all we can do is leave him be. The forces in the Archipelago are too spread out to influence. Yet too tightly knit together in loyalty to sow discord and strife. Worse yet, they’re certainly on their guard to any outsiders trying to establish themselves.”

“Agreed. But worry not, Marco,” The Gold light spoke up, “I know how badly you wish to strike out against the Anathema. When the time comes, you and a dozen other Legendary Followers will be there to strike against him. He will die, by your hands.”

Marco couldn’t help but feel incredibly pleased at that. It was something he’d wanted for years now. To finally get a promise like this was enough to wash away all his earlier frustrations.

“Thank you, Lord Speaker. You honor me.” Marco said.

The Gold light nodded in approval before turning to the Blue light.

“Lana, how are things going in the Morathi Alliance?” The Gold light asked the Blue light.

“Slowly. I’ve managed to stall any imminent break out of civil war, but I’m not sure how much longer the peace will last. Worse yet, I’ve made no headway into finding our lost Kindled son.” Lana said, her blue lit figure pinching its noise in frustration. “Whoever hid their trail was good. All I know is they might have entered the Willowbrush Empire, roughly a decade ago.”

“Hmm... Erkan, Typhos.” The Orange and Gray lights perked up at their mention. “Look for rumors if you can but focus on ensuring our grasp on the Empire is solid. We need to be able to act within a decade. I know our plans have been slowed thanks to the Anathema, but we can’t allow our work to go to waste.”

Typhos and Erkan nodded in understanding and agreement. They would divert some of their forces as soon as possible.

“Now, let’s continue with the reports and planning. We’ve got at least a few years before the Anathema is within our reach. Preparations need to be made.” The Gold light said.

Marco couldn’t help but internally sigh. If there was one thing that he hated about being a Follower of Radiance, it was the planning and the subterfuge. But at least he got to kill enemies with impunity. That was always fun.
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                It had been a few weeks since Ezekiel had landed with the rest of the Scholars from the Sanafalls Cathedral. There was initially a welcome atmosphere as the ships sailed in. But as the much-diminished party made its way through the city, it was obvious that many hadn’t made it home.

The mood in the city quickly turned somber when it was realized that the number of Scholars walking to the Cathedral was quite reduced. If not for the fact that a similar scene had occurred in Ironmast, when the Island Hoppers headed home, Ezekiel might not have had the nerve to walk through the city as easily as he had.

As it was, he was amongst those that didn’t shy away from the crowds that stood around them. During this time, it was also apparent that Sasha, who was still new to being a Church affiliate, was not comfortable with what was currently happening. It didn’t take long before she broke off and headed to see her mother. As she previously resided in Ironmast with the Island Hoppers, she was in need of a new lodging.

Ezekiel, however, continued with the rest of the Scholars, hoping to simply get back to his dwelling at the Cathedral and rest. But the guards and other members of the Church that were there to meet them all meant that getting a break was the last thing they would be getting right now.

“Greetings. I know you all must be looking forward to getting some rest after your endeavors. But I’m sorry to say that we need a report from each of you before that can happen.” Grand Scholar Leonard, the man who had initially tested the range of the Com-Slates, told them as they entered the Cathedral.

Ezekiel was somewhat surprised at how calm and kind Leonard sounded. Usually, the man was much more harsh in his words and treatment. But Ezekiel guessed that the man must’ve understood that none of the expedition members were in any condition to receive such treatment.

“Understood. For the moment, would my initial report be enough to at least give my expedition members a chance to drop off their things before reporting in?” Scarlett asked.

“For the most part, yes. We are well aware of the fact that getting individual reports will take time, so for now, just the highest Step Scholars will be reporting today.” Leonard explained. “The rest can go and unwind for now. But they’ll need to have a fully written report ready for submission by tomorrow. Except Ezekiel.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to the Void Mage in question. Fiana and George ended up moving in front of him protectively. Ezekiel, himself, just found himself rolling his eyes in annoyance. But nodded in understanding and acceptance as he pushed past Fiana and George to approach Leonard. Shine conveyed feelings that were much in the same vein as his own. Neither were caught unaware by this.

“I’m sorry, kid, but you’re kind of the main topic of discussion right now.” Leonard said with a genuinely apologetic tone. While not as close as Carrian had been, Leonard had been quite appreciative of Ezekiel’s efforts, even if he did think that Ezekiel was too young to be a fully accredited Scholar. Let alone at such a low Tier.

“It’s okay. Grand Scholar Scarlet informed me that we would likely have to report once we arrived. I’m fairly certain all of us have at least a breakdown written up for submission.” Ezekiel said.

All the Scholars immediately took out the reports they had written up on the journey back. Ezekiel himself had a slightly less detailed one. Due to the fact that he was away from the expedition for a significant amount of time. Though he figured the details regarding his foray into the Cruor’s territory would make it worth it for whoever read it.

“In that case, please come with me. You and Scarlet will be reporting first.” Leonard said. “Though, I guess your companions can come as well. If they have their reports ready.”

Fiana nodded her head, as did George, though he looked far less sure of himself. Ezekiel figured that it was only a draft and hadn’t actually been proofread and edited to the standards of a Scholar.

The group of five Mages and one Spirit, split off from the group of Scholars and walked with Leonard to whichever meeting hall had been put aside for them. Looking through the hallways, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel himself become relaxed, just by a little bit, at the sight of the familiar halls.

“It’s good to be home. Isn’t it?” Shine said as they also took in the familiar sights.

“Yes, it is. Let’s hope it’s still our home once this meeting has ended.” Ezekiel replied.

“...You don’t think they’ll really exile us, do you?” Shine asked.

“I don’t know. I just know that that’s what happened the last time the Cult got involved and screwed everything up for me.” Ezekiel said.

“But everyone says that it wasn’t your fault!” Shine exclaimed.

“What people say can be very different from what they do!” Ezekiel said back, a bit more harshly than he intended to.

Sensing Shine mentally recoil, he did his best to reign in his emotions a bit better.

“I’m sorry. I’m not mad at you, just at everything that’s happened.” Ezekiel said. “I, honestly, do believe that the Church will let us stay. But for all we know there are factors that we’re not aware of yet.”

Shine remained silent, knowing they didn't have a rebuttal for Ezekiel’s statement.

The group ended up coming to a stop in front of an out of the way meeting room. Far from the grand assembly halls and other much larger rooms. It was clear that this was being kept quiet, at least for now. But Ezekiel figured that it made sense. Getting all their facts straight before announcing the death of a Grand Scholar to the public was definitely in their best interests.

Entering the room with his companions, Ezekiel saw one person waiting for them. The fourth Grand Scholar of the Sanafalls Cathedral. A woman that Ezekiel hadn’t met. She looked even older than Carrian had. But seemed to have a vitality that was nearly unmatched by the other Grand Scholars in the room.

Due to her age, her hair was entirely gray or white, so it was impossible to tell from that what her Element was. If not for the bright Violet color of her eyes, it would’ve been impossible to tell what her element was. Unless she was using her magic in front of you.

As Leonard took a seat next to the woman that was already seated, he couldn’t help but feel that this was going to be an annoying day.



It had taken well over an hour for the four Mages from the expedition to go over everything that was relevant to their report. This included the questions raised by the presiding Grand Scholars that were accepting the reports. Leonard looked furious as he heard about what happened to Carrian. But he toned it back when he saw how despondent Ezekiel and the rest were. Especially Scarlet. It was well known that she was the closest to the elder Glacial Mage.

During the report, Ezekiel’s eyes had fallen to the floor as he was reminded of all that he had been through. From the Ruins of Trigat, to the Forest Spirit kidnapping him, to the Cruor Territory, and the final battle with the Cult of Light. He found inside him that something was changing, as he was scrutinized and forced to revisit all his mistakes and successes.

“I see.” The Scholar next to Leonard said in a calm tone of voice. If not for the slight crack as she spoke, Ezekiel would’ve doubted that she actually cared.

“It seems like we’ll need to be making some changes moving forward.” She continued. “But first, it seems like we must decide whether or not mister Luminance should remain as a citizen of the island of Sanafalls.”

Fiana looked shocked at this, George looked upset, Leonard looked conflicted, and Scarlet looked frustrated, but kept her silence. Ezekiel was the only one that didn’t show any changes.

“You seem unsurprised by this, young man. Were you expecting this?” The unnamed Grand Scholar asked.

“...May I have your name before answering?” Ezekiel asked in a polite tone.

The woman smirked before answering.

“How polite. My name is Linette. Just, Linette.” The Grand Scholar said.

“Thank you, Grand Scholar Linette. To answer your question, I was expecting this. At least in part, due to my previous experiences in the Empire.” Ezekiel explained. “Just like the last time I went to a Temple of the Void, the Cult of Light disrupted the expedition, and the destruction of the Senera Temple was blamed on me. Something that, due to my interaction with the Remnant of the Morncrest Temple, we now know was not actually my fault.”

Linette looked less than impressed but didn’t interrupt.

“At the time, I knew it wasn’t my fault that the Cult hated me and wanted me dead. But no one else was of the same opinion. This time it’s different. I’ve known for years that the Cult is after me. So, a part of me will always blame myself for what happened.” Ezekiel explained. “However, Carrian once told me something, during the first time I met him. He said that this is not the Empire. He said that things were different in the Archipelago.”

By this point everyone in the room was looking at him. Even Linette was looking interested in what he had to say now.

“He told me that, to survive in the Archipelago, you need to make friends if you want to survive. I think I’ve done that. I certainly wouldn’t be alive right now if I hadn’t. I’d still be drowning in guilt if I didn’t have friends to knock some sense into me.” Ezekiel said. “I also think that you, and Leonard, and certainly Scarlet, were all Carrian’s friends. So, I don’t think you want to waste his sacrifice.”

At this, the three Grand Scholars all gave a small smile. Though Scarlet did so with watery eyes.

“I can’t promise that bad things aren’t going to happen because of me. That’s impossible for anybody, and I know that now. I can’t promise anything regarding what others will do regarding this fact either.” Ezekiel said, his eyes glowed white with a black ring as his mana was subconsciously channeled from the intensity of his emotions.

“All I can promise is that I will do better, that I will never purposefully cause problems for this Church, and that I will not let Carrian’s sacrifice be in vain.” Ezekiel stared. “As such, I think the question you should be asking is if you will let Grand Scholar Carrian’s sacrifice be in vane?”

Ezekiel’s declaration was met with silence as Fiana and George looked on in a mix of concern and awe. Neither one of them had seen Ezekiel like this, but it was clear that Ezekiel had realized something that had brought about a change in him.

“Ezekiel...” Shine wanted to scream out their own support for Ezekiel.

They knew that they would never leave their partner, but now, more than ever, they wanted to support him. More than anything, they wanted to help Ezekiel get stronger. His statement just now proved that he had overcome his previous worries and chains of guilt. Something that Shine realized they would have to do as well.

“Hmmm... I can see why Carrian was so quick to change his opinion of you.” Linette said. “He was worried, you know. When you first arrived, he was worried that you wouldn’t cut it as a citizen of the Archipelago. We’re a bit more chaotic than the restrictive order of the Empire, you see.”

Ezekiel’s eyes began to fade back to his non-channeling color.

“He thought that the empire had broken your spirit. That you were too scared to break the rules in order to make it in the world. While I’m glad you don’t break them at a whim, it’s good to see that you understand that sometimes, you need to do what you need to do. Something that Carrian always advocated, at least behind closed doors.”

Linette said. Leonard had a smile on his face as he recalled his own experiences with Carrian. The two had often butted heads but had always been able to work together with ease.

“Perhaps we should keep you, at least for now.” Linette said. “But I hope you understand that we’ll be holding you to your claims. If I don’t see improvements, if you don’t make contributions that outweigh any potential difficulties you make, you won’t see mercy from me, or anyone else.”

“I understand, Grand Scholar.” Ezekiel replied.

“Good. Now, if you and your fellow Scholars could step outside, I believe that me and my peers need to discuss a few things. We’ll call you in, in a moment.” Linette said as she gave the three lower Tiered Scholars a shooing motion with her hand. “I need to confirm a few things with them. Regarding a choice that we need to make.”

Ezekiel felt a tightness in his gut as he was suddenly filled with a brief concern that they were going to be discussing him once again. But he forced himself to relax as he, Fiana, and George all left the room. The door shut with an ominous click behind them.



Linette, Leonard, and Scarlet all shared a look as they waited for a moment before sealing the room with an enchantment engraved into the walls. Now, no sound nor any other sensations would escape the confines of the room.

“So, what exactly do you need to discuss with us? I believe that things have already been decided, though testing the boy like that, again, was a bit mean.” Leonard said.

“I wished to see how he was dealing with things. It’s obvious he still blames himself, but it’s good to see he’s moving on.” Linette said. “However, what I need to discuss with you is something that Carrian once mentioned in one of our talks, prior to his departure.”

Scarlet and Leonard both looked curious. Linette was the least social of all the Grand Scholars. She only ever tended to perform her own studies in private. No one had ever been apprenticed to her, and neither Scarlet, nor Leonard, were fully aware of her connection to Carrian, or any other parties.

One thing they did know, for certain, was that she was fully supportive of having Ezekiel placed under their care. It was something that she nearly fought for when they were first approached regarding taking him in.

Of course, Carrian wanted to see if Ezekiel was suited to life in the Archipelago, rather than the protective walls of the Empire. Linette was opposed to such tests, but it seemed like she had changed her mind.

“Given the situation when we first found out about the presence of the Cult of Light within the Archipelago, Carrian and I began discussing how best to keep Ezekiel safe.” Linette said. “Nothing much came of it, as the Cult had hidden themselves extremely well. However, perhaps it was an instinctive concern, but before he left Carrian mentioned to me that he was hoping to apprentice Ezekiel.”

Scarlet and Leonard were shocked to hear this, as Ezekiel had already been credited as an Apprentice Scholar and member of the Church in full. Something that was very rare, but not unheard of. Given his discoveries it was permitted even though he lacked the usual requirements. Though in this case it was simply the lack of a high enough Tier.

Technically speaking, he had already met the primary requirements. Those being a new discovery pertaining to magic that could be applied to everyday life, or the Ancients and their methodologies, the completion of study at one Cathedral, and finally the act of traveling to a separate Cathedral from one’s training Cathedral, wherein they are accepted as a full time Scholar.

“I know that this is strange, given he has already received his accreditations, but that’s not the issue here. The issue is that it is now known that Ezekiel has a Spirit. The first ever Void Spirit at that.” Linette explained. “As such, legally, in accordance with the treaties with the Prime Guild, and the various political factions of the world, we can no longer keep him as a Scholar. He must now be labeled a Church affiliated Hunter.”

Scarlet and Leonard had looks of understanding spread across their faces. Scarlet, after a moment of thought, couldn't stop herself from massaging her temples at the thought of the headache this was going to cause. Leonard looked like he was nearly at the same point but managed to hold himself back to giving a look of distaste.

“As such, we need to figure out what we can do, since the option of taking him on as a personal apprentice is no longer on the table.” Linette stated. “So, any ideas?”

The three Grand Scholars all took a moment to think. Finally, it was Scarlet that spoke up first.

“Can’t we just keep him with us? Just change some words in his contract?” Scarlet asked. “Like, I know the Guilds chose to split power. Church gets secret knowledge, Guilds get Hunters and fight on front lines, that kinda stuff. But the Church handles affiliated Hunters by paying them for missions, right? Just take him off the Scholar roster for the stipends, and make sure he knows that he doesn’t get a pick regarding treasures unless it’s a sponsored expedition. All stuff goes to the Church.”

Leonard and Linette looked thoughtful. Technically it could work, but neither of them believed that it would be putting Ezekiel’s talents to their best use. Hunters, technically, weren’t allowed to perform the more advanced research tests, or have access to advanced research facilities.

This was a choice that the Church devised, as it ensured that the Hunters didn’t get something that would allow them to one up each other should another Guild War break out. Such things were rare, but the fact that a single Guild managed to wipe out three others within the same city as themselves, using a spell formation that they had kept secret from the Church, just reinforced why they needed a middleman for such knowledge.

The balancing act between the Guilds and the Church of Ten was strange and seemed to hold itself together by threads at times. But it had worked for centuries, so no one wanted to be the first to make changes to their mandates.

“He wouldn’t be allowed to live on the Cathedral’s grounds. He’d need to live in the city proper.” Leonard said. “I don’t like it, but that’s an unfortunate fact of the treaty. Only non-Hunter affiliates can have permanent residence on Cathedral grounds. Our Scholars and the guard personnel that not all the Cathedral’s actually employ.”

“Housing shouldn’t be a problem. We can even ask some of our Scholars if they wouldn’t mind commuting to keep an eye on him. The problem is allowing him to continue doing his own research.” Linette said. “He can’t have access to our facilities anymore.”

“Then give him a loan; or old equipment that’s damaged or not being used.” Scarlet said. “Most of our stuff’s stationary, so there’s no helping that. But that’s not too bad. It’s not like it’s set to sense Void Magic anyway.”

Linette and Leonard look contemplative at that.

“Also, if you’re worried about where he could fit that kinda stuff, just give him one of the old manors in the Old Channels. Let him have one of the buildings. He earned it after this expedition.” Scarlet explained. “It’s not like we would’ve gotten to the Temple of the Void without his efforts.”

The three Grand Scholars took a few dozen minutes to bounce some more ideas off of one another. But it seemed like the simplicity of Scarlet’s idea was their best bet. They could implement some powerful wards and defensive formation once they found a property that Ezekiel could purchase.

Seeing they weren’t really going any further at this point, they called Ezekiel and the others back inside.



As the three Mages and one Spirit reentered the room, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel slightly nervous as their attention immediately turned to him. He knew that something was up, but he had no idea what it was. Especially since he thought that things had been dealt with.

“Ezekiel... I’m going to get straight to the point. While we will be keeping you here, as a citizen, we cannot keep you as a member of the Church.” Linette informed him, much to his and the other Scholar’s shock. “We can, however, keep you on as an affiliate Hunter.”

George looked confused, but Fiana and Ezekiel looked somewhat relieved. Ezekiel knew that something was going to change, and while he wasn’t expecting this, it was better than expected.

“Wait, why can’t he remain as a Scholar?” George asked.

The Grand Scholars and Fiana looked at him in confusion. Ezekiel didn’t know the reason either, but he figured that there must be a reason why there were no Hunters that were members of the Church. He figured it had something to do with why Guilds only accepted Hunters for full time members.

Sighing to herself, Scarlet explained the fact that, due to the treaty and agreements between the Guilds and the Church, those with bonded Spirits were not permitted to act as full time Scholars of the Church. It was explained to be a method of keeping each of the organizations focused. As well as maintain a balance between the two so as to keep each other in check. Just in case of rogue elements.

“You mean I’ve been trying to do something that would get me kicked out of the Church this whole time?!” George exclaimed. “Why wasn’t I told about this?”

The other Scholars in the room all sighed in exasperation.

“This is information that we get told when we sign our full-time contracts after we set out on our pilgrimage. Even if your sponsor didn’t tell you when you left your apprenticeship Cathedral, you should’ve been informed when you joined Sanafalls.” Fiana explained. “Did you not read your contract?”

“...Well... this kind of thing is what you get told, isn’t it?” George asked, awkwardly.

The other Scholars decided to ignore him for now. But the look on Leonard’s face indicated that he wasn’t finished with George just yet.

“I hope George survives whatever happens to him.” Shine said. “He’s annoying, most of the time, but it seems like he’s really good at his job.”

“He’ll likely be reprimanded and told to review the various contracts he’s signed. Maybe be tested on them as well.” Ezekiel said back. “Now we just have to see what our contract will be, since I know affiliated Hunters get those as well.”

“As annoying as Scholar George Leaf’s lack of knowledge is, we have things to continue discussing, and others to interview regarding the events that happened during this expedition.” Linette said. “For now, Ezekiel, you are welcome to continue using your previous dwellings. We will finalize a contract for you to review tomorrow, but regardless of whether or not you sign, you’ll need to find lodgings in the city as of tomorrow. I’m sorry for the sudden notice. But the faster we deal with this, the less likely we’ll run into issues with the Prime Guild and its affiliates.”

Ezekiel looked somewhat upset, but he understood where they were coming from. He had already caused enough problems, and while he wasn’t letting it get to him, he still didn’t want to cause any more at this point.

“Understood. If that will be all, then I think I had best be off.” Ezekiel said. He gave the Grand Scholars all a bow before leaving.

“Thank you, by the way. For all that you have done, and continue to do, for me, and for Shine.” Ezekiel patted Shine’s hilt briefly as he left. Fiana and George headed out as well, but not before Linette called out once more.

“Be ready to go looking for properties as well. The Church still owes you your dues for your contributions on this expedition.” Linette said. “You made quite a bit of coin and made quite a number of favors with this expedition. We’ll be making sure your set up well, for the future, and what you’ll do.”

Ezekiel nearly choked up at that. Rather than talking, he simply nodded in thanks for the acknowledgement. Heading out of the meeting room and separating from Fiana and George when they reached the living quarters of the Cathedral.

“What do we do now?” Shine couldn’t help but ask as Ezekiel packed his things away and put all his stuff into his Void Pouch.

“Now, we train, we study, we delve into the secrets of the Void, and we get stronger. Much stronger.” Ezekiel said as he sat down to meditate on his bed. “Shall we get started?”

Rather than reply with words, Shine fell into a meditative trance; one that Ezekiel quickly followed after. There was little time to lose. The world wouldn’t stop moving for them to catch up, after all.

            

    
        CH 111 (Book 3 Ch 1): Explosive Developments

    
    
    
    
                It was early in the morning that a young man in his late teens found himself standing in the middle of a large stone chamber. His eyes were pure white with only a black pupil and small black ring around his white irises being the only color to them.

At his side was a bastard sword with opalescent accents on the cross guard and pommel. The sheath was black with white highlights and several Runic enchantments engraved into it.

He wore a reinforced leather long coat with Runic enchantments woven into the fabric. Beneath that, he wore a simple tunic and trousers combination with simple socks and shoes. But those clothes were also enchanted for defensive purposes, like the rest of his outfit.

The young man also wore several beaded bracelets and a necklace with a black opal carved in the shape of a featureless face. Several smaller wood carvings depicting different animals, or beads with carved sigils on them accompanied it. The final pieces he wore were two rings. One with a black band and the other with a gold band. Both had pure white gemstones set in them.

Ezekiel and Shine had both matured greatly since their days as members of the Church. Their experiences during the expedition to Trigat and Morncrest had helped them greatly when it came to their later efforts as affiliated Hunters.

That wasn’t to say that all their time was spent out doing missions. They had also spent a great deal of time submitting their personal findings to the Church. Their roots as researchers and Scholars couldn’t simply be taken from them like their titles and badges.

“Are we ready to begin the test?” Ezekiel asked aloud. His voice had deepened over the years, as he had finished going through puberty.

“Yep! All the plans -bzzt- place -tch-” A soft but still masculine voice seemed to emanate from the pommel of the sword at Ezekiel’s side. A brief spark flashed and the engravings on the pommel cracked.

“Ouch! That still hurts!” Shine said in the mental voice that Ezekiel was more familiar with. “How much longer until you think you’ll be able to figure out that Voice Enchantment?”

“It’s still top of my personal list of projects, but you know we need to finish these requests before we get any more funding from the district leaders. Unless you want to go out on another mission with the Church?” Ezekiel continued to speak aloud.

“That wouldn’t be too bad. It’s been a few weeks since we saw any of our friends from there.” Shine said. “It might be nice to see if they’ve managed to incorporate the Voice Wind enchantments to the Com-Slates yet.”

“Well, it took them several years just to decide on an altered version of the snippets of morse code we gave them to work as a language. It wouldn’t surprise me if it took even longer to incorporate a new enchantment into the artifacts.” Ezekiel couldn’t hold back his sigh as he thought about the bureaucracy that undoubtedly held up several of the Church’s developments.

“Regardless, we need to see if we can get this enchantment going properly. Maintaining a sustained Flame will help make great strides to several industrial developments.” The lack of the standard fuel sources from his old world was something he never thought he’d miss. But finding alternatives using magic had turned out to be more difficult than he’d expected.

“Right! Test number forty-seven of the Sustained Open Flame Generator Enchantment. All Runes are in place, and the engraving are contained within the disposable Enchanting surface.” Shine said in a chipper tone. “Let’s see how this one blows up! I think there’ll be a fizzle with plenty of smoke and smog.”

“I’m ignoring that. Opening vents.” Ezekiel said as he channeled a small amount of mana into a crystal in the wall of the chamber. He then headed over to the center of the room as several shutters opened above him. “Let’s do this.”

Kneeling on the ground, Ezekiel channeled a small amount of mana into the several foot wide Runic sequences engraved on a board on the ground. For a moment, nothing seemed to happen, but as the mana filled the enchantment, a small flicker of light appeared in the center of the circular enchantment. After a few moments, the flicker formed a flame the size of a golf ball that floated above the middle of the board.

Pulling his hands away from the enchanted board, Ezekiel had to stop himself from jumping with joy.

“It’s working! The flame is sustaining itself from the ambient mana in the environment fueling the enchantment.” Ezekiel muttered quietly. He quickly rushed over to a table off to the side where he started checking over his notes and grabbing different artifacts for checking the results.

He was so busy that he didn’t notice the flame in the circle slowly growing bigger. Nor the Runes engraved in the reinforced board beginning to glow brighter.

“Ezekiel!?” Shine said in a worried voice. “The flame is growing. It’s actually growing faster.”

“What!?” Ezekiel exclaimed as he turned around in concern. The flame had now grown to the size of a volleyball. It would soon be the size of a basketball. Worse yet, the board was beginning to rattle from the energy that it was channeling.

“OH SHI--!!”

A flask of light was all that Ezekiel saw as he was blown backwards from the resulting explosion.



It was a calm and peaceful day in the city of Sanafalls. After the rewards for the Relics and other discoveries from the Morncrest and Trigat Ruins were granted, a large influx of ships and merchants occurred within the city. To the point where the size of the city had now nearly doubled over the course of several years.

One particular region of the city was the Old Channels, now just named, ‘the Channels’ district. A section of the city that was once quite decrepit. A place where little to no business was done. Where few, if any, people enjoyed calling it their place of residence. Mostly, it was a place of squalor, but that had changed since Ezekiel had obtained ownership of one of the larger buildings.

Given its place right next to the water, and its previous existence as an auxiliary property of the Church of Ten, a great deal of money was used to improve the conditions of the area.

Some of these changes included a larger waterway, several factories and production areas that made use of the water, and several apartment complexes that were semi-designed by Ezekiel to handle the increase in residents of the city.

The growth of the city had actually gotten to the point that the district officials actually approved the formation of a Guild district. Here, several Guilds from other cities on the island had built up properties and branch offices for missions. With the updates regarding the Com-Slates, it was also now possible to make regular communications between organizations.

Of course, even with all these grand developments, there were still a few things that the people in the city disliked dealing with.

One such thing being the regularly occurring loud noises and explosive outbursts that occurred whenever Ezekiel was experimenting with his magic.

The crack of thunder and a gout of flames emanating from a large open chimney covered in Runic Enchantments emphasized this point. The residents of the Channels all turned towards the somewhat large building in the distance. Some grumbled over their jolted reactions to the noise. While others laughed, thinking of how Ezekiel must’ve messed something up again.

This was now a regular occurrence, but while most found it annoying, Ezekiel never performed such experiments during the night, so he didn’t interrupt any sleep. He also ensured to invest a great deal of his money as a Church Affiliated Hunter to the Channels district. Most of the residents understood that the recent developments to their district were thanks to him, so while frustrated, they were forgiving.

The sight of the building in question, however, was a somewhat worrying sight. A great deal of smoke emanated from Ezekiel’s building as the enchantments on the building kicked in. The air within created a large ‘fwump’ sound as the smog was vented.

The building itself was five stories tall and was once a shipping warehouse. It was used by a few smaller merchant companies that had long since gone defunct or moved to the primary docking district. It had been enhanced by several construction teams. To the point that it looked more like a small, reinforced castle with several battlements, and an attached courtyard for combat training.

In fact, some of the Guild from the neighboring district had members that would often rent use of the facilities for a small fee. As well as occasionally acting as guards for the area. This contributed to Ezekiel’s image within the city, as he had made himself well known to most of the Guilds in the newly built district. Something that not many outside the Guild District regularly did.

Outside of Ezekiel’s building was a small group of people. Amongst them was a familiar face. One that flinched as the small explosion occurred just a few stories above her head. A small groundhog nuzzled her leg, doing his best to calm her down.

“I’m okay, Tuff. I just wish I could get used to this stuff.” Sasha said as she looked up to the large smokestack that was slowly fading away as the ocean breeze blew. “Let’s go see how that brat messed up this time. Hopefully he’s still in good enough condition to handle the news.”

Tuff snorted in amusement, but quickly climbed up his bonded Mage’s work apron and reinforced construction uniform. Opening the large entrance gate with her personal keys, Sasha delved into the belly of the beast that was Ezekiel’s private workshop and residence.



The desk Ezekiel was looking over clattered to the side from where it lay atop his body. He had reflexively ‘Jumped’ as far from the center of the room as possible. But the direction was right behind the table. So even though he was over a dozen feet away, he still got slammed into the wall when the table was blown towards him.

“Ezekiel! Are you okay?!” Shine yelled in panic. “I tried to reinforce your body, but I’m not sure if I got the amount of mana right.”

Taking a second to roll over, Ezekiel coughed several times before spitting up some pinkish phlegm. He made a mental note to head to the healer he had hired for assistance.

“I’m fine, Shine. I didn’t manage to reinforce myself after ‘Jumping’ so it would have been a lot worse if you hadn’t helped.” Ezekiel stated. “For now, I think I need to get some assistance from Mera. I think I cracked a rib or two.”

Standing up with a wince, he looked over the remains of the room. It was heavily reinforced, so there was no damage to the structure, or any of the furniture or instruments that weren’t set up for use. But the center of the room was nothing more than a charred and soot covered splotch.

Worse yet, the notes he’d kept in the room were simply ashes. Luckily, he kept backups of his notes in his private storage. But it would still be annoying to have to rewrite the copies. Worse yet, the few smaller instruments he’d left on the table were little more than shattered remains.

“It looks like we’ll be taking a job with the Church after all.” Ezekiel said. “Shame. I was hoping we might finally be able to get to the eighth Step this month.”

Over the five years that had passed since Ezekiel and Shine had gone through their endeavors in Morncrest, the number of missions they had been on had varied. Since they were no longer directly under the purview of the Church of Ten, they no longer had to take missions that they didn’t want to.

However, it also meant that they didn’t get priority when it came to resources and training. Nor information, or access to missions. Their situation did allow them to join a Guild full time, but while their experience with the Island Hoppers was mostly good, they simply didn’t feel like they could trust any organizations besides the Church at this time.

“Hopefully there’s an expedition, or other mission that they can put us on that’ll get us a fair bit of coin. The percentage we get for the artifacts we’ve created for them just isn’t cutting it.” Ezekiel muttered in frustration.

“Don’t we still have enough savings to finish at least a few projects?” Shine asked. “I know those instruments were expensive, but don’t we have access to the Church’s broken stuff?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean that we should be taking their scraps and handouts all the time. Apparently, the Guilds are beginning to worry about possible favoritism.” Ezekiel said with a scoff.

“The Iron Hulls?” Shine asked.

“Yeah...”

The Iron Hulls were the Guild that had ultimately cemented the fact that he didn’t want to join a Guild at this time. They were a Tier three Guild, with just one Legendary, but still had enough power to push around some of the Tier two Guilds. Like the Island Hoppers.

They had actually tried to muscle out some of the other Tier two Guilds from the Guild district when the district was first being built. In order to make room for their subordinate Guilds. Needless to say, neither Ezekiel, nor the Church, really approved of this. Mostly because the Iron Hulls never bothered to accept Church provided missions.

They were one of the three Tier three Guilds on Sanafalls and its satellite islands. But they were also the only Guild that had refused every Church mission. What made this even worse was the fact that the Guild Leader was an ex-Apprentice Scholar. He’d been removed from the Sanafalls Cathedral when he’d bonded with a Spirit, and they had to let him go due to the treaties.

The man had thrown up a massive fuss at the time and had moved to the opposite side of the island from the city of Sanafalls. Joining the Iron Hulls as a Tier two Hunter, and eventually rising to the top as their only Legendary. Something that others had suspected he took actions to ensure remained true. As there were rumors that the Iron Hulls’ peak Adepts usually didn’t last very long as members. They were either forced to quit on strange charges, or died on missions that went wrong.

“Bastard’s that don’t know how to leave things alone. The Torrent Riders Guild needs to become a Tier four Guild soon, or else those bastards will start trying to take control of the Guild district again.” Ezekiel muttered as he made his way out of the testing chambers.

The Torrent Riders Guild was currently the strongest Guild on Sanafalls, being the only one with two Legendary members. Best of all, there were several peak Adepts that were expected to break through within the next few years.

While they didn’t have the closest relationship with the Church, they were much better than the Iron Hulls. Usually taking at least one request from the Church per year. The only reason they, and the Rooted Circle hadn’t been employed during the expedition to the Temple of the Void was because the former had already accepted several large commissions when the request had been made, and the latter didn’t leave the waters around Sanafalls, as they were also the island’s primary marine force.

Hopefully, if the Torrent Riders became a Tier four Guild, they would be able to settle things down in the Guild district sooner, rather than later.

As he exited the room, the broken instruments had been gathered into a box for disposal. The one’s that could still be repaired were left against the wall where the table had been placed against it. He’d try to fix those ones when he had some money for parts.

“Hello, Ezekiel, you’re looking fairly smoky.” Sasha’s voices from behind him pulled Ezekiel from his thoughts. “Here. Let me help you with that. You go to see Mera. I’ll meet you there. I have to talk to you about something.”

Unable to get a word in as his friend took the box from his hands and made way towards the building’s disposal center, Ezekiel could only look on in shock as Sasha walked away. Sighing in frustration, as he wasn’t sure if Sasha’s presence was a good thing or a bad thing, Ezekiel headed towards the small infirmary that his resident healer had set up.



Sitting on a medical table without a shirt on, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince as he felt his ribs being knit back together. Mera, a girl with long black hair that covered her bright green eyes, who was the same age as Ezekiel, looked sorry as she saw this.

“Sorry...” Mera muttered as she saw Ezekiel’s reaction to her healing. “I’m still working on incorporating numbing magic into my bone knitting.”

“It’s fine. That’s why you’re here. Though you may wish to practice dual casting.” Ezekiel said. “Apparently, it is easier to think of the numbing spell as a separate spell, which has a bone knitting spell stacked on top of it.”

Mera nodded her head in understanding, even as she focused on the spell at hand. Though she winced immediately afterward as she saw Ezekiel flinch. The motion brought her to a finish, but also dispelling the numbing sensation.

“Thank you, Mera. I know you think you need more time, but I honestly believe that you have a chance at entering the Church within the year.” Ezekiel said.

“... Thank you, boss. I’ll take your words into consideration.” Mera muttered, a small blush on her face as she turned away and began going through some books on one of the shelves in the room.

“Are you trying to do that?” Shine asked. “I feel like you might be leading her on.”

“No, but I’m not going to hold back on my compliments and opinions, especially when they’re positive.” Ezekiel replied. “Though I may need to clarify some things sooner, rather than later.”

A knock on the door to the medical office pulled the occupants’ attention toward it.

“It’s Sasha. Can I come in?” Sasha’s voice called through the closed door.

“Yeah, come in.” Ezekiel called out as he pulled his shirt on.

As she opened the door, Sasha and Tuff stood there, giving a disappointed look as she glanced between Ezekiel and Mera.

“Did I interrupt something?” She asked.

“No.” “No!”

Ezekiel and Mera simultaneously replied. Though the latter was more forceful than Ezekiel’s.

“Hmm. Disappointing.” Sasha replied.

Ezekiel ignored this, though Mera turned redder. Getting off the table, Ezekiel moved toward the door. Grabbing his coat from the hook on the wall as he did.

“Ignore her, Mera. She’s just teasing you.” Ezekiel said. “Thank you for the healing. I’m sorry for interrupting your studies.”

Leaving the room with Sasha, Ezekiel and Shine turned their attention to one of their oldest friends, wondering what was going on.

“You shouldn’t keep leading her on like that.” Sasha said. “I know you’re still young-ish, but I’d have thought you would have been more mature than that.”

“I’m not leading her on. I’ve never even shown any interest in her.” Ezekiel said as he pinched his nose in frustration. “I genuinely just wanted to help her get accepted in the Church. Especially since she showed some good potential as a healer.”

“That’s the problem. She thinks your feelings are more than that. You need to clear things up with her. She’s been here for nearly a year now.” Sasha said.

“Alright, alright, I’ll talk to her later today. Now, what did you need to talk to me about?” Ezekiel said. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but as far as I was aware, you were supposed to be leaving on a mission to Tarquessa today.”

“Yeah, this is somewhat about that.” Sasha muttered. “We should probably go to your office. Perhaps a place where you can sit down.”

Ezekiel was starting to look more worried now. Shine wasn’t much better. Things had gone up and down for them over the past five years, but this seemed to be something big. Sasha wasn’t known for being evasive, or even all that careful, when it came to addressing information pertaining to Ezekiel. But that was something that helped him understand that whatever this was, was serious.

Seeing that they were not too far away from a small rest area, Ezekiel directed them all inside.

“So, what exactly is so bad that you think I need to sit down?” Ezekiel asked. “You’re usually not like this when it comes to news.”

Sasha looked uncomfortable, but she knew that this was something that Ezekiel needed to hear. Though she wasn’t sure how he would handle this.

“It seems like my mission has been canceled. As have almost all the missions outside the Archipelago.” Sasha said. “It seems like there’s been an outbreak of conflicts, all along the Continent’s border of the Desolate Lands.”

Ezekiel immediately went still as he understood what Sasha was saying. If conflict had once again opened up along the border of the Desolate Lands, then that meant Harkem was going to war. He was now very thankful as he went somewhat limp in his chair.

“Are you okay?” Shine asked. Though they could tell that Ezekiel was greatly concerned.

“I... I think I will be. I just need to process this.” But Sasha’s next words would make this nearly impossible.

“That’s not all.” Sasha said. “It seems like conflict has also broken out all across Tarquessa. With the more powerful faction being the Cult of Light.”

Ezekiel felt his heart clench up as chills ran up and down his spine. He hadn’t heard any news in the past few years regarding the Cult of Light. It was something he thought was strange. But he had put it to the back of his mind as he focused on his own life. Apparently, that was a mistake.

“Ezekiel... I don’t think we can stay out of this.” Shine said in a nervous tone. “If the Cult is moving again, then I don’t think they’re going to keep leaving us alone.”

Thinking Shine’s words over in his head, Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. It seemed his relative peace was now at an end.

“Agreed. But we’ll need to be smart about this. Going straight into an open conflict is almost guaranteed to get us killed.” Ezekiel said. But as this crossed his mind, something else confused him.

“Why are you the one telling me this? Shouldn’t this be public news?” Ezekiel asked.

“It hasn’t been released to the public yet. Though rumors are certainly going to start flying soon. The Church just got news first, since several Cathedrals in Tarquessa have already been destroyed.” Sasha explained. “We’re hoping that the Guilds that are there can help things settle, but many of them have been converted to the Cult.”

Ezekiel winced at that. The Guilds were considered separate entities from the Church of Ten, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t support each other. To have lost even a little bit of support from the Guild could be bad. Especially in a place with as little unity as Tarquessa.

“Thank you for bringing this to me. I’m going to assume that the Church would’ve told me about this when I went to see them later. But this works out for now.” Ezekiel said. “Now I need to figure out what I’m going to be doing next.”

As Ezekiel paused to think things over, he noticed that Sasha seemed to be uncomfortable. Tuff had actually climbed into her lap and was nuzzling her to comfort her.

“What is it?” Ezekiel asked. “What else is there?”

“... It seems that the Willowbrush Empire has been lifting a lot of punishments, in the hopes of garnering additional support to bolster their forces.” Sasha muttered. “Given your situation, I’m worried about what you’re going to do.”

“That’s fair.” Ezekiel said, after a few moments of thought. “But you can rest assured, that I won’t be doing anything stupid without addressing a few things with the Church and the Grand Scholars first.”

Internally, Sasha wanted to believe him. A part of her did. But she knew that Ezekiel had set his mind on something. She didn’t know what it was, but it was definitely something that she’d undoubtedly want no part of.

            

    
        CH 112 (Book 3 Ch 2): Planning and Preparation

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was brooding at his desk as he stared up at the ceiling. It had been nearly a week since Sasha had brought him the news of what was happening on the Continent. While he had trusted her would, Ezekiel still took action to confirm Sasha’s information. As it was still hard to believe.

So, after spending the rest of the day questioning everyone he could for answers, he had it all confirmed. Civil war had broken out in Tarquessa, and open conflict was occurring at the borders of the Desolate Lands.

Apparently, from what the Church had managed to find out, the two events were, ultimately, unrelated to one another. It seemed that the Cult of Light had been slowly infiltrating the ruling clans and free cities of Tarquessa for years. Prior to even their events in Harkem. Apparently, they had decided to take it slow, so as to avoid the events of Harkem.

As such, the events in Tarquessa had finally reached a tipping point, wherein they had taken control of enough smaller oases that they could begin striking at the larger ones as well.

Worse yet, their conflict broke out into open war nearly a month before the Desolate Lands’ conflict broke out. Meaning that there was no way for the Church to spin it as them being opportunists that took advantage of the Cruor’s actions to force their own agenda.

The events of the Desolate Lands’ border were due to an increase in Peerage members in the Cruor. Worse yet, it seemed like there was a new Broodlord that was filling in the hole that had led to the previous state of relative peace.

Of the two situations, Ezekiel felt more apprehension and concern for the latter. Not because he was concerned for the Empire. He’d long since written that faction off, and never wanted to return if he could help it. The problem was that his family was there. So, he might get drawn in anyways.

Especially if they hadn’t paid off their debt yet. Which they likely hadn’t, since Ezekiel hadn’t heard any news regarding any large expeditions in recent years that would get them any good money. Thus, his parents were likely to get dragged into the conflict.

Ever since he’d confirmed these facts, he’d been in somewhat of a bad mood. He’d managed to finish a few smaller projects for the Church and a few other businesses that needed lesser Artifacts. However, he wasn’t making any progress on the larger, more expensive projects.

Instead, he’d been spending a lot of time going over maps and news reports regarding the conflict occurring in both Tarquessa and the Empire. So far, he hadn’t been able to paint a pretty picture of what he needed to do.

“Why do those damned cultists have to be alive?” Ezekiel muttered thoughtlessly. “If they were going to do something like this, they could’ve at least had the decency to begin their war after the Desolate Lands’ conflict broke out. That way we could blame them as being evil opportunists.”

“You don’t think they got inside information beforehand, do you?” Shine asked. “I mean, the timing is still suspicious, isn’t it?”

“I want to agree with you, but the only thing the Cult of Light hates more than the Cruor is me. They wouldn’t have the means to time their own conflict relative to the Cruor’s.” Ezekiel said. “Not unless there’s something we’re missing. But it just wouldn’t match up with the Cult’s practices and beliefs.”

A small stone-like figure climbed up onto the desk in front of Ezekiel. Its eye sockets were filled with opalescent light as it stared at Ezekiel. It was Shine, who was now inhabiting their statuette body.

Ezekiel had been working on making a new body for his bonded Spirit but had had little luck so far. The most he’d been able to do was make some repairs and minor alterations to the statuette Carrian had given them years ago. Luckily, Shine could manipulate their own gravity. So, they could still get around fairly well, even with Ezekiel’s assistance.

“Are we going to be going there?” Shine asked. They looked up at Ezekiel as they asked. Moving to the edge of the desk and sitting down above Ezekiel’s legs.

“... We probably shouldn’t be. We’re still only Tier two, after all. Even if both our souls are more than strong enough to reach Tier three at this point. So, even if we do go, we’ll get our butts handed to us if we run into any decently trained Adepts.” Ezekiel said as he sighed in a self-deprecating manner. “So, if we did enter into any of the conflicts, it would mean that we’ll need to be very careful. Moreso in the Empire.”

Shine tiled their little head in confusion.

“Why is the Empire worse? I thought the Cult was our primary enemy right now?” Shine asked.

“In Tarquessa, we have the forces that are for, and against, the Cult of Light. So, of the two sides, only one would actively seek our death.” Ezekiel explained. “In the border conflict, we’d have to worry about the Cruor, and the Empire. As I don’t think I trust their Inquisition to not want to capture me if they get the chance.”

“Huh...” Shine started kicking their legs at the end of the desk in thought. “What about the eastern border of the Desolate Lands? What’s the problem over there?”

“Nothing, really, except for the fact that we don’t have any personal ties to any of those factions. So, there’s really no need for us to step in.” Ezekiel said.

It was a bleak way to look at the current state of the world. But it was ultimately true. At least in this instance. Ezekiel had a reason to step in when it came to the conflicts in Tarquessa and the Empire. Personal connections to parties involved, for good or for bad.

“So, what are we gonna do?” Shine asked. “I’m connected to your soul, so I know we’re gonna do something.”

Ezekiel glanced downward; his face still pointed up at the ceiling. He couldn’t help but feel a bit annoyed that his hypocrisy was so easy to see through. Given that he had just said they shouldn’t be going. Sighing in frustration and amusement, he sat up, placing his hands beside Shine’s figure.

“Well, that depends on whether or not you’re with me on this.” Ezekiel sarcastically asked. “I know that neither of us actually want to enter into a war right now.”

“I’m you’re Spirit! Of course, I’m with you on this!” Shine was indignant that Ezekiel would ask such a thing, even sarcastically. “So where are we going first?”

“Unfortunately, that’s not for me to decide. Which is why I was brooding.” Ezekiel said. He reached down to one of the drawers beneath the desk. “Given the current state of the Continent, boats leading to and from the Empire are having difficulties. Especially since they mostly all go up and down the Tarquessa coast.”

Pulling out a map that detailed the primary trade routes between the Archipelago and the City of Harkem, he unfurled it and spread it out on the table. Shine jumped up and dashed out of the way.

Half the port towns and other waypoints along the eastern Tarquessa coast were marked in red. Indicating they were under control of the Cult of Light.

“Our ultimate goal will be to reach Harkem.” Ezekiel said, circling the city with a pen as he spoke. His voice grew heavy as he thought of his family.

“I know I can trust my parents to do whatever it takes to be safe. Even in a large-scale conflict. But I don’t think that my sisters will be doing well in these conditions. Even if they’re old enough to be in an Academy by now, I want to get them out of there if possible.” Ezekiel explained.

“But to get there, we’d either have to make land in the Morathi Alliance, and then cross through the whole of the Empire before reaching Harkem, or go up the coast of Tarquessa, running into the Cult along the way.” Shine said as they looked over the map.

“Indeed. Which brings me back to my previous point. I think it’d be safer to go up Tarquessa first.” Ezekiel stated. “Yes, the Cult wants to kill us. But the distance is significantly shorter, and we’ll actually have some open support if we plan things right.

“How so?”

“Some of these ports have asked the Archipelago to aid them in opening the trade routes back up and running. Specifically, members of the ousted clans and rulers of the ports that the Cult kicked out. Giving them legal right to make these requests, as the original agreements with these ports and clans were made with the Church of Ten.” Ezekiel explained. “The fact that the Cult of Light is opposed to the Church of Ten, and the feelings are mutual, we should be able to get on a boat that’s heading there as a volunteer Hunter, given our reputation.”

“The good one or the bad one?” Shine asked with a sarcastic tone. Referring to the way that a lot of their missions seemed to go bad.

“The good one. I’m thinking we can go there as support Hunters to maintain their enchantments and Artifacts.” Ezekiel explained. “And our other reputation is that not bad.”

“Six Leviathans, four squalls, three unexpected pirate dens, and for collapsed mineral deposits over the past five years.” Shine said. “Most of our missions have weird things happen during them. Even if they’re shorter, and we haven’t been on one in a few months.”

“I mean, everyone we go with tends to grow significantly faster afterwards, so I see it as a positive. Kinda...” Ezekiel trailed off at the end, as if he wasn’t sure he believed his own words. “Regardless, we should be able to get a ship just fine. So, let’s start preparing.”

“When do we leave?” Shine asked. “I doubt even you could’ve hidden vessel agreements from me over the past week.”

Ezekiel smirked in pride at his planning. While Shine was right, and he hadn’t set anything in stone, he had managed to get some information regarding the ships that were heading to Tarquessa.

“It seems like the Island Hoppers and a few other Tier two Guilds have made an agreement with the Torrent Riders and the Iron Hulls.” Ezekiel said. “Apparently, a few other Guilds from other Islands are also sending support for the anti-Cult forces. Given the Archipelago’s own issues with them. They leave in a couple of days and will be carrying members from the Tier three Guilds.”

“Do you think the Island Hoppers will let us on board?” Shine asked. “We’re not as closely connected to them as before.”

“I got this information from Riker. Apparently, the Gust Lord will be leading in this mission, with him sailing it here from Ironmast before setting out. Though he said he won’t be going himself.” Ezekiel said. “Not sure why, and he didn’t explain it either.”

Shine accepted Ezekiel’s words. They knew full well that Riker would never betray or lie to them. Not after Ezekiel had spent numerous hours tutoring Rikers kids. Especially in regard to getting his Void Mage Child to Tier one. Something that was becoming more and more common, after Ezekiel managed to use knowledge that he’d gained from his own spells to refine his meditation techniques.

Said methods had led to several paths of research amongst the Scholars of the Church. Several new apprentices and aspirants had also started popping up. All of the Void mages. Thus, ensuring the continuation of Void Magic research. Even when Ezekiel was no longer a Scholar.

His methods had actually been refined to the point that it no longer required immense pressure be applied to the soul when breaking through to Tier one without a pure mana crystal. Ezekiel had actually been there two years ago, watching over as they broke through to Tier one.

“Well, if it was Riker that sent you this information, then I know we can trust it. Though I do wonder why he won’t be going with us.” Shine said.

“We’ll find out tomorrow, after we visit the Church. There are a few things I want to see if we can get our hands on before we leave.” Ezekiel said.

“Won’t you get yelled at for going into a warzone?” Shine asked.

“Most likely. But that doesn’t mean that they can stop me.” Ezekiel muttered.

Shine couldn’t help but feel amused at their partner’s antics. Though, a part of him still dreaded what tomorrow was likely to bring. They just knew that it wasn’t going to go as simply as Ezekiel was making it out to be.



“Absolutely not!” Scarlet yelled after hearing Ezekiel’s request.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince as he glanced at the door to Scarlet’s office. The youngest Grand Scholar of Sanafalls was currently going over some reports regarding the state of Tarquessa. As the Grand Scholar in charge of the major naval aspects of Sanafalls, she was the one who was first made aware of the situation.

She was also the one who ordered that all Scholars be barred from missions leading to the Tarquessa, or any of the factions that bordered the Desolate Lands on the continent.

“You do realize that you can’t actually stop me from going to the Continent, right?” Ezekiel said after confirming that no one was going to be barging in after Scarlet’s outburst. “Denying me access to the Artifacts that I created, and lent to you, will simply increase my chances of dying. It won’t make me ‘see reason’ or any other hope that you have regarding my intentions”.

Scarlet was glaring at him at this point, and Shine was starting to feel nervous. They had assumed that Ezekiel and Scarlet would end up having an argument, but this seemed to be going past that. Hopefully lines would not be crossed.

“I can take personal action, if necessary, to ensure that you don’t leave.” Scarlet said.

“You’d need to keep me in a coma to do that. Which I’ve planned for, and whilst painful, I can force myself to wake up. If certain conditions are met.” Ezekiel was starting to grow agitated. “Do you really want to test me on this?”

Scarlet and Ezekiel stared off for a few moments. Scarlet knew that there was still a lot that Ezekiel was keeping close to his chest. They had barely scratched the surface of what Void Magic could actually do. None of the Grand Scholars, even the new one that was transferred from another Cathedral, wanted him to leave, for any reason.

Yet, they knew there was little they could do to stop him from leaving. So, all they could manage was to give him benefits that would hopefully keep him around.

“I know you all value me because of my potential, but you know just as well as I, that potential is worthless if it isn’t realized, and utilized.” Ezekiel said. “Keeping me locked up here is not only illegal, but also destructive towards my potential.”

“You, dying in a war is more destructive.” Scarlet nearly growled. “If you were at least an Adept then I might not be too worried. But you’re still an Apprentice. A skilled Adept is more than a match for you. Especially if you can’t catch them off guard right away. Knowledge of Void magic has been spreading. Your spells are no longer a secret weapon anymore.”

Unfortunately, Scarlet was right. After Ezekiel and Shine had managed to make headway in translating their spells into enchantments, it was surprisingly simple to enable other Void Mages to cast spells. It seemed like the innate understanding of Void Magic simply needed a medium that other Void Mages could use.

Having them visualize the spell structures of the enchantments required a great deal of focus, but it allowed them to cast the spells. It wasn’t instinctive, nor as simple and immediate as Ezekiel and Shine’s spell. But it was something that Void Mages could do besides enhancing their physical bodies. Even if it took several seconds for them to cast said spells.

This was actually what Ezekiel had begun spreading as a new form of spell casting. As it seemed like other Mages could do something similar with different elements. Creating magical effects and spells that were stronger than the ones that were formed from force of will, at a lower cost.

Ezekiel had begun to suspect that this might be a feasible method for advancing an Adept Mage to a Legendary Mage without a bonded Spirit.

“Look. I’m going. You can either help me, and decrease my chances of dying, or leave me alone, and let my chances of dying stay as high as they are.” Ezekiel stated. As he crossed his arms and glared at Scarlet, Shine could tell that this was likely going to be the last time they were welcome here.

“... Carrian would be disappointed in the choice that you are making right now.” Scarlet said in a harsh and biting tone.

Ezekiel said nothing. His face fell flat, the glare he had blanked for a moment before coming back in full force. Shine nearly started rattling in their sheath as Ezekiel did everything to contain the mana. His wrath was nearly boiling over, but he managed to control himself.

“... Good day, Grand Scholar Rayness.” Ezekiel said as he turned to leave.

Shine’s metaphorical heart sank. Ezekiel hadn’t called Scarlet by her title, let alone by her surname, in all the time they’d been aware. They knew that Ezekiel was not taking Scarlet’s words well.

“Ezeki-” Scarlet’s call was cut off as Ezekiel slammed the door behind him as he left.

He nearly ran down the hall but kept his pace to a fast but steady walk. It wasn’t until he was nearly three halls away that he punched the wall in anger. Small cracks spread out from the impact zone as he failed to totally suppress his mana.

“How dare she...” Ezekiel muttered. “Using Carrian to try and keep me from leaving...”

“Should we... should we not be going?” Shine asked quietly. A part of them wanted to go and see the family that Ezekiel had been separated from. But another part was now worried that the friends they had made in Sanafalls would be lost to them.

Ezekiel stopped to think for a minute. His breathing came in long, deep, breaths as he tried to calm down. He thought about his family, facing the border conflict. He thought about the Cult taking power in Tarquessa. He thought about the events on the expedition for the Temple of the Void five years ago.

“It’s probably a bad idea. But we’ve gone through with those in the past.” Ezekiel said. “Contact with my family is basically lost at this point. I won’t just sit here, when there’s a possibility that I could’ve done something.”

His determination came back, stronger than before. Leaving the Cathedral at a faster pace than before, Ezekiel realized that he would likely need to make a few changes in his plans.



It was midday on the day that Riker was supposed to be leaving with a group of Hunters from the Torrent Riders Guild. He was standing with Scarlet, who was taking steps to prevent Ezekiel from leaving with Riker.

“This is wrong, you know.” Riker said in a disappointed tone. “Ezekiel is not a member of the Church. He hasn’t been for half a decade. You have no right to stop him from leaving with us.”

Scarlet did her best to ignore the glares that were pointed in her direction from the assorted Island Hoppers Guild members.

“Regardless, it has been decided by the Grand Scholars, not just me, that Ezekiel has a contract with us. While not a Spirit Covenant, it still dictates that we can hire him for jobs with priority. Failure to accept said jobs will result in the cancellation of said contract.” Scarlet said. “As such, we can indeed do this, as we are operating within the boundaries of the contract.”

Riker grew upset at Scarlet’s words. He and the surrounding Hunters all knew that the Church was reaching for whatever they could get that would allow them to keep Ezekiel out of the wars.

“What if he decides that the cost of canceling his Affiliate contract is worth it?” Riker said. “If you do this, it is you that will have thrown away Ezekiel’s life.”

“He’s the one that’s trying to throw away his life! Not us!” Scarlet nearly screamed. “If anything, we’re the ones who are doing all that we can to save his life!”

Off to the side of the piers, Sasha just looked on with a despondent look. She wasn’t there to join Ezekiel. His self-made mission was too much for her. But she had hoped to see him off, at least one last time.

“Whatever. It’s midday. While I’d hoped to have him with us, it’s time for my ship to depart.” Riker said as he turned towards the Gust Lord.

“Riker!” Scarlet called out, releasing her mana and putting pressure on the assorted Guild Members. The man inquisition turned to look at her. “If I find out that you’ve interfered, the Island Hoppers will regret it.”

Riker and the other Guild members bristled at Scarlet’s threat.

“I’m not the one that’s interfering with a life that I have no right to dictate.” Riker said. “Besides, I’m not afraid of you.”

Riker then released his own mana pressure, alongside his Spirit, revealing that he had reached Tier four, and was now just as much of a Legendary Hunter as Scarlet was a Legendary Mage.

Scarlet’s eyes widened. As did everyone else on the docks. A new Legendary, one that was native to Sanafalls, was something that would usually be worthy of celebration. But it was ruined by the situation going on.

“I had wanted to surprise Ezekiel, but since he’s not here, I guess that’ll have to wait.” Riker said as he continued to his ship, just to see it off one last time. “You’ve changed, Scarlet. It was subtle, at first, but you’ve changed. You would’ve made a fuss, five years ago, like you did when we brought Ezekiel on the mission to wipe out the pirates. But you would’ve never allowed your feelings to push you across the line like this.”

Riker turned to glare at Scarlet one last time.

“Ezekiel is not your ward anymore. He hasn’t been for five years. Let him make his own life choices. Good or bad.” With that, Riker leapt onto his ship.

He’d be riding with it to pick up a few more Hunters at another city on one of the satellite islands. Then he’d return to his Guild. It had already been decided that no Legendaries from Sanafalls would be participating. There just weren’t enough of them to maintain a powerful presence on the island otherwise.

As Riker’s ship pulled away from the docks, alongside several other ships from different piers around the city, Scarlet couldn’t help but wonder where Ezekiel was. A part of her hoped that he had just stayed at home or busied himself with other projects. But the part that knew him well, the part that understood Ezekiel’s personality, knew that this hope was nothing but a dream.

Turning away from the pier. Scarlet headed back to the Cathedral. Several Scholars met up with her on the way, reporting as to whether or not they saw Ezekiel. None of them had. Leaving everyone to wonder, just where had he gone.



Well away from Sanafalls. Roughly halfway between the island of Sanafalls and its closest satellite island, a ship with a gray boat’s bow on its flag was fluttering in the wind. This was the ship that the Iron Hulls Guild had sent to ferry it and its subordinate Guild’s Hunters.

“I think we’re far enough now, wouldn’t you day, ya rotten pest?” An Elderly man said as he looked up at the crow's nest. There were currently only a handful of Iron Hulls’ Hunters on the deck right now. The rest of the Hunters were currently below in cabins.

“Perhaps. But it’s best not to take a chance right now.” Ezekiel said as his form briefly flickered. “I’ll keep this up until we reach the checkpoint. We should get to our satellite island before the Gust Lord gets to theirs. It’ll take some time, but I should be able to meet up with them before we get within Tarquessa’s waters.”

“If you say so.” The man said. “Not like it matters to me if you get caught.”

“Only if you tell them where I am, of course.” Ezekiel’s voice drifted from seemingly everywhere on the deck. His form was now fully hidden. “That was the conditions of your and your crew’s contracts, after all.”

“Yeah, yeah, keep quiet in exchange for some new toys. Not the worst deal I’ve made.” The man said as he gently caressed an ornate looking fan that he flicked open and shut a few times. “Still think that it’s a shame that you can’t get along with our Leader. He’d make plenty good use of you.”

“He’d also ensure that I never reached Tier four so long as I was a part of your Guild.” Ezekiel stated. “I prefer the freedoms I have right now. Thank you.”

“Heh, true enough. Lucky me I don’t have such aspirations.” The man said. “Still, you’re lucky that it was me that was running the ship this time around. If it was any of the other captains, they’d probably just turn you in since they hate you.”

“Indeed. I am fairly lucky.’ Ezekiel said. Not bothering to mention that he’d tracked down all the captains that were going to turn up in Sanafalls that day.

Having known that this man was going to be the captain, he knew that hiding out on this ship was probably his best bet. It wasn’t like anyone knew he had an inside man in the Iron Hulls. Even if it was an excessively expensive inside man.

Knowing that Ezekiel didn’t want to talk much more, and not wanting to risk his extra income. The man sighed and headed below deck. He figured that if he didn’t know where Ezekiel was, it wasn’t like he could actually report his position and break the contract. So, it was better to leave Ezekiel be.

“Are you sure we can trust them?” Shine asked, mentally nudging Ezekiel’s attention to several of the men on the deck. “None of us are really friendly with each other.”

“It’s fine. We’ll be long gone before we make the next port anyways.” Ezekiel replied. “I’ve placed several beacons over the years. Technically, we could’ve made our way to the satellite islands last night. But that ran the risk of tipping off the Church too soon. With this, we should be able to meet up with Riker’s boat by evening. Well after we’ve left Sanafalls’ waters.”

“What if we can’t?” Shine asked.

“Then we pay a little more and get passage on a different ship.” Ezekiel said. “Why? Are you hoping that we don’t make it?”

Ezekiel would’ve been disappointed if that was the case. But Shine hadn’t been truly opposed to their current course of action so far. So, he didn’t believe that they were truly against this. If they were, then he’d be willing to turn around, even now.

“No. Nothing like that. If anything, I think we need to go there.” Shine said. “It’s just a feeling. But it’s stronger than the ones I’ve had in the past.”

“I see. Well then, all the more reason to keep going.” Ezekiel said. “I know you don’t have one, but it’s good for Void users like us to trust our gut.”

Ezekiel wasn’t kidding when he said this. He wasn’t sure if it was an innate aspect of the Void. Perhaps it was an ability that would be granted in full later, but there were times where he could swear that he could predict events. Similar things had happened to him and Shine over the years. It was just hard to differentiate that one feeling from any others.

If Shine was getting such a feeling though, then Ezekiel was going to trust it. He was too emotionally invested to discern that feeling for himself right now.

“Hopefully that feeling doesn’t lead us into trouble.” Shine muttered.

Unfortunately, experience had long since taught them both that that was not going to be the case.

            

    
        CH 113 (Book 3 Ch 3): Reassurance, and the Desert

    
    
    
    
                Having paid for his passage to one of Sanafalls’ satellite islands, Ezekiel and Shine used the remains of their mana to make their way to Riker’s ship on the neighboring island’s dock. Luckily, the extent of Ezekiel’s planning had left enough breadcrumbs to lead the Church and those that knew him on a merry chase to the other side of Sanafalls. Where his clues implied that he was heading to acquire another ship.

“So, how exactly did you manage to lead them to the other side of the main island?” Riker asked while Ezekiel made his way up the ramp to the Gust Lord. The ship was currently empty, save for a few Island Hoppers that were trusty enough to keep silent.

Ezekiel was also done up in a disguise that implied he was a Cavern Mage, rather than a Void Mage. He even had Shine inhabit their statue body, to pretend to be a moving Spirit that was hiding under his clothes. So long as he didn’t channel his mana, his eyes would remain inert, and he wouldn’t be caught by revealing his elemental affinity.

“I left very clear and very rushed instructions that looked burned and hurriedly destroyed in my office.” Ezekiel explained. “I also did actually make moves to head towards the other side of the island. By pretending I was heading toward the hidden caverns next to the city.”

“You also left a list of names for ships that were heading to Tarquessa, with Riker’s and several others crossed out.” Shine muttered. “I also feel like we spent too much time leaving breadcrumbs. You haven’t slept in over thirty hours now.”

“I’m honestly surprised that that worked.” Riker said.

“I may have lied to a couple of the assistants in my building. I also doubt that every Scholar in the Church actually wanted to try and stop me.” Ezekiel said. “Mostly because they know that the trouble that I’ll cause would be far worse if they actually succeeded.”

Riker hummed in thought. He didn’t doubt Ezekiel’s words, but he knew that Scarlet was certainly not willing to let him go like this. He didn’t want to think about what the consequences of Ezekiel’s escape were going to be when he made it back to the main island.

“What about your contract?” Riker asked. “Won’t there be significant consequences for leaving like this?”

“Not really. I’ve already fulfilled all my Church-related obligations for the year. So, they can’t nail me for anything new. Similarly, I can’t get in trouble for not accepting any new requests or orders. Not in any way that significantly matters, at least.” Ezekiel said. “They’ll likely seize my property, and all the equipment I have, but that’s fine.”

“You also left a crying Mera, when you explained why you didn’t think you could return her crush on you.” Shine said.

“She wanted a quiet life with a hot researcher husband. I’m not looking for that kind of life.” Ezekiel replied. “Besides, you agreed that it would be best to put her down nicely before we left.”

The banter Shine was making with him as he explained things to Riker was incredibly helpful for keeping him calm. It hadn’t been brought up yet, and he’d been trying to ignore it, but Ezekiel knew full well that there were far worse possible consequences than what he’d described so far. He fully believed that the Church wouldn’t go that far, as they didn’t have a legal leg to stand on, but he was still worried.

“You didn’t sign a Spirit Covenant?” Riker asked. “That’s the standard when it comes to Church contracts. Especially when you don’t have collateral. Which you didn’t when you became affiliated.”

“I refused to even consider it. The Church also didn’t bring it up, since Shine is a unique being.” Ezekiel said.

“That doesn’t mean that they’ll stop with just seizing your property.” Riker said. “There are still worse things they can do.”

“I’m aware.” Ezekiel said.

“Are you, really? Because, given the support they’ve given you over the years, I don’t think that excommunication, and being barred from all Church services and assistance is something that’s worth risking.” Riker’s voice was starting to get heated.

If Ezekiel was going to be living a nice, normal, peaceful life, then this wouldn’t be an issue. But given all the trouble that Ezekiel finds himself in, and his well-known intent to reach higher Tiers, losing the support of the largest, world spanning, organization in the world was not a good thing.

“They won’t go that far.” Ezekiel said. “That’s not over confidence speaking either.”

Riker stopped himself from interrupting. He had thought that Ezekiel was overestimating his importance to the Church. As it was well known that he was the one that had contributed the most to the recent developments that had been spreading through the Archipelago.

“I know that, to most people, it would look like I’m abusing my importance to the Church. But that’s not the case.” Ezekiel said. “I’m well aware that, with the spread of the new methods for mana gathering, and the increase in Void Mages reaching Tier one, that my direct importance has been dropping.”

“Given these developments, the Church has no choice but to treat me like any other Church Affiliated Hunter. Including the breaking of a contract. All my fines and collateral for the breach have been made available to the Church. So, all they can do right now is write me off, and not take me in as a Church Affiliated Hunter again in the future.” Ezekiel’s tone was becoming more and more exasperated as he was speaking. “Even then, it is up to the individual Cathedral’s Grand Scholars to decide who is and isn’t contracted to a specific Cathedral. I’d likely only be barred from Sanafalls.”

Riker looked at Ezekiel with an appraising eye as he thought over the rundown that Ezekiel had given him. He couldn’t find any flaws in his argument, beyond the fact that the Church was generally united enough to accept a Cathedral's decision to bar a person from more than just one Cathedral city.

It was the rare few Cathedrals that had tensions between them that usually granted affiliation to contract breakers. Even then, it was only to snub the noses of the Cathedrals they didn’t like.

“You’re willing to give up your home like this?” Riker asked. “After all these years, you’re just giving it all up?”

Ezekiel looked Riker in the eyes. He was tired of trying to explain himself.

“You know damn well that the Church has no legal right to hold onto me. Even if I was a Scholar, I am not a criminal, and as such, there is no legal point in which they can hold me against my will.” Ezekiel explained. “They might have been able to ground me, since I was still their ward, prior to the news of me being a Hunter was released. But I reached my majority several months ago. My life is my own.”

“... You’re right. Look at me. I was just berating Scarlet a few hours ago for what she was doing. Yet here I am, hounding you all the same.” Riker said as he gave a self-deprecating smile. “Honestly, given the risk to your life, I should be more worried about how you’ll survive. Not how you’ve snubbed the Church after all these years.”

“I know it seems like I’ve snubbed the Church. But this is something I need to do. They wouldn’t be stopping me if I wasn’t unique. Which I can’t allow them to do.” Ezekiel stated. “I’m going. That’s final.”

Riker nodded his head. Opening the door to a cabin and holding out a hand for Ezekiel travel payment. He already knew Ezekiel was set. But that didn’t mean that he wanted the man who had given his daughter a future as a Void Mage to suffer for his current choices.

Ezekiel handed over a small coin pouch that he took from his custom Void Pouch.

“A full ride’s pay.” Ezekiel said. “Tell your kids that they need to keep working hard. They may not be able to become Hunters, but if things work out, then they may still become Legends, just like their dad. One day.”

That revelation had been a pleasant surprise for Ezekiel. He was incredibly happy that the Island Hoppers now had a definitive leader. As well as increased their Guild Tier. This meant that the Iron Hulls had more competition.

Riker looked at him wide eyed for a moment as he processed Ezekiel’s statement. Outside the Church, the knowledge that Ezekiel had acquired regarding Tier four from the Remnant was not widespread. There were rumors that the Scholars of the Church were looking into new means of advancing magic. But nothing solid with regard to breaking through to Legendary without a Spirit.

“Take care out there. This better not be the last time I see you. Ya understand?” Riker said.

“I understand.” Ezekiel said.

With those final words, Riker turned around and left Ezekiel to his cabin. Ezekiel watched him leave for a moment before closing his door. There were no trails that would lead the Church here. So, he was essentially in the clear when it came to reaching Tarquessa.

Locking and barring his door, Ezekiel laid down on the small cot that was placed inside the cramped room. Having little to do before they reached the Continent, he and Shine settled down to catch up on the sleep that was missed while they were creating false trails.



Ezekiel found himself holed up in his small cabin for the majority of the trip. The only times he stepped out were to acquire some food and to use the toilet. When the odd Hunter here and there asked who he was, the Island Hoppers just mentioned that he was an unaffiliated Hunter that had caught a ride on the Satellite Island.

Given that there were a handful of unaffiliated Hunters on the ship, this wasn’t something that drew a lot of attention. The fact that all the other unaffiliated Hunters stayed to themselves as well meant that Ezekiel didn’t stand out for staying away from people. He considered this to be a fortunate coincidence.

Eventually, after a bit more than a week on the water, the Gust Lord’s lookout rang the bell in the crow’s nest. Land had been spotted, and Tarquessa was now in sight.

“Well, we might as well see what’s what. Shall we head up?” Ezekiel asked Shine. “It might be a good idea to see what exactly we’re dealing with.”

“Sounds good to me. I know we’re entering the fringes of a warzone, but a part of me is looking forward to seeing a new land.” Shine replied. “I’ve never seen anything outside the Archipelago. Are deserts really as terrible as they sound?”

Ezekiel packed up his stuff, knowing he likely wasn’t going to be returning here anytime soon. It was still the morning, so the odds were high that they’d be docking today. He’d get a room at whatever acted as an inn wherever they first docked.

“I haven’t truly spent any significant periods of time in a desert either. But apparently the temperatures can vary from scorching heat, to well below freezing.” Ezekiel said. “The sun is a major contributing factor in how much heat is built up.”

“Huh... I guess that makes sense. Does that mean that it’s safer to travel at night?” Shine asked.

“I think so? It’d probably still be dangerous, since all the beasts and Spirits that can’t take the heat would be more likely to come out at those times.” Ezekiel said. “Not that we’re necessarily going to be in the middle of the desert for long periods of time. So long as things work out, we should be within a regular and safe distance of an oasis at all times.”

“But when has anything worked out for us? At least according to the plans that we’ve made.” Shine inquired.

“Rarely. Which is why I packed several desert survival journals, and have been reading through them in between our meditations. The first things we’ll be getting when we make land will be proper desert garments, and portable shelters that can provide shade and cooling when possible.” Ezekiel explained. “Thank the Ancients for Void Pouches. I can’t imagine the horror of having to do this without them.”

Ezekiel once again reminded himself of how lucky he was to have magic now. Dealing with desert travel without it would’ve been a nightmare. It was obviously still going to be difficult, but the main issues, like food, water, and shelter, were mostly taken care of thanks to magic.

“Can I...” Shine trailed off.

“Here.” Ezekiel replied. Barely even thinking about it, he immediately shared all the information he’d gleaned from the books he’d been reading.

As Shine mentally digested the information, Ezekiel stepped out onto the deck. Several dozen other Hunters had made their way here as well. There was a mix of Adepts and Apprentices. None of them were Legendaries. All of them were looking into the distance. Many had grimaces and other dark and disturbed looks on their faces.

Channeling mana into his eyes as he hid them under his hood, Ezekiel could clearly see why. As his vision zoomed into the distance, he could clearly see that there were stacks of smoke rising into the sky. Right in the direction that they were heading in.

It seemed like landfall would take a while longer if they wanted to avoid a conflict.



Several hours later, a little bit after the sun had set, the Gust Lord was making port in one of the various waypoint towns that sat along the coast.

“Apologies to all of you. If we could, we’d take you all to one of the established port cities, but the closest ones are all still a distance away.” The current captain of the Gust Lord stated as the various Hunters that had come to help the Church of Ten disembarked. “Due to our contract, we must return to Sanafalls as soon as possible, but there’s a major city with a Cathedral in it roughly a day's journey Northeast of here. With a little help from the locals, it shouldn’t be too hard for you to make your way there. Though you might wish to leave in the afternoon tomorrow, rather than in the morning.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but nod along with the Captain’s words. He wasn’t one of the Adepts that Ezekiel was familiar with, but he could tell that the man knew his stuff. However, as he looked around, he could tell that there were more than a few Hunters that had no intention of following the Captain’s advice.

Ezekiel left the group with a shrug. He figured that he might as well just find some lodgings for now. Then he’d spend some time in the town tomorrow, before heading out around evening.

Making way towards one of the locals, he asked for directions to where he could get some cheap lodgings. As he headed in the direction that was pointed out to him, he noticed that there were several Hunters that seemed to have no intention of staying the night.

It appeared to him that roughly a third of the Hunters that had disembarked were going to be leaving the town tonight. Even though it had already been several hours since sunset.

“Those poor saps are going to be stuck in the middle of the desert just as the sun is rising.” Ezekiel mentally muttered in disapproval. “They don’t even have clothing or other supplies that would be more appropriate for desert travel.”

Looking at the mostly jungle-based equipment that they all had, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder how many of them would still be in good condition by the time they reached the larger city. If all of them even did, as he saw several Apprentices in the group that didn’t look totally confident in their senior’s plans to leave right this second.

“Well, hopefully things turn out well for them.” Shine said.

As they arrived at the relatively large inn, Ezekiel was surprised to see that it was in such good condition. Especially since he didn’t think the past few months would have been good for them. He couldn’t have imagined that a war would be something that an inn could make good business from.

“Greetings. Room for one?” The lady standing behind the desk at the entrance asked. She looked to be around Ezekiel’s age. Maybe a little bit older, but it was hard to tell if that was from age or hard-working environment. She looked like the kind of girl that tended to do a number of hands-on jobs.

“Yeah. Cheapest one you have.” Ezekiel said. He saw no point in going for a larger room since it would only be for one night. “Just one night, though I’d like to keep it until at least noon tomorrow.”

The lady’s eyebrows rose in interest. Apparently, he had asked for something that no one else had so far. Ezekiel hoped that he hadn’t asked for something stupid, but as the lady smiled, his worries faded.

“You’re the first person to ask for that. Planning to leave a bit before nightfall tomorrow?” The lady asked. “If you are, I’d be careful. While that would usually be the best choice to take, given the current state of things, there’s more than a few wretches and scumbags that will try to take advantage of such planning.”

“... Damn... I hadn’t thought of that.” Ezekiel muttered. “Thank you for the warning, but I’ll keep to my request for now.”

The lady shrugged. Her glittering brown eyes showed disinterest at his words.

“As you wish. Here’s your key.” She handed him a small key with a numbered tag attached to it. “For what it’s worth, I hope things work out for you. Those damned Cultists have been causing plenty of trouble that needs to be dealt with.”

“Oh? Don’t suppose you could tell me more?” Ezekiel asked. “Perhaps over drinks and food?”

“At this time of night? No thanks. Ask me again tomorrow and maybe we can get lunch.” The lady said.

“Sounds like a plan. I guess I’ll see you here?” Ezekiel asked. “Also, what might I call you by?”

“Of course. And my name is Cinder. Yes, my parents assumed my element.” Cinder said, her voice exasperated as she explained her name for the umpteenth time in her life.

“The name’s Zeke.” Ezekiel said as he smiled and paid for his room. Turning away and heading straight for the stairs, Shine started throwing questions his way.

“Were you flirting with her?” Shine asked.

“Not intentionally. Though I can see why you would think that.” Ezekiel said. “The drinks and food are mostly to pay for any information she might have to spare. The fact that she thinks I want to get into her pants will hopefully throw her off from our actual intentions. There’s also no reason to be rude, and politeness can come off as flirting if it seems a bit pushy.”

Ezekiel’s face was somewhat red as he explained this to Shine. He hadn’t been meaning to, but he realized that he’d essentially asked Cinder out on a date. He really hated how much his new life’s hormones were changing him. In his old life, he’d have never behaved or thought of something like that.

“Do you think our plan will need to change? Given what she said about people taking advantage of the conflict and making things dangerous?” Shine asked.

Happy to have a change in topic, Ezekiel focused on what they had been told.

“I doubt it. While it’ll be difficult due to the sand leaving footprints, we have our Shroud, and our Jumps. We shouldn’t have too much difficulty getting past whatever brigands or bandits might be in our way.” Ezekiel replied. “We can hopefully find out more after we get some sleep.”

Making his way into a room with the same number as the one on his key, Ezekiel stepped into an utterly tiny room. The only thing there was a small cot and a stool. There were also some hooks to hang up clothing if needed.

Giving a sigh at the room, Ezekiel forced himself to shrug as he did his best to get ready for bed. He had a long day ahead of him after all.



“So, other than bandit attacks, there’s no definitive proof that the Cult is involved with the current problems happening in this town?” Ezekiel asked as he sat across a table from Cinder as they ate a hefty lunch prepared by the inns kitchen.

“Indeed. The Cult has primarily been very open about its members. They’ve been claiming that the secrets kept by the Church have been revealed to them. Thus, they now have the path to defeating the Cruor revealed to them.” Cinder said as she drank her iced tea.

Ezekiel had slept well into the morning, not bothering to get up all that early. He and Shine had ended up staying in their room until nearly noon. Shine had also swapped back to their sword. The statuette golem body had been stored in Ezekiel’s Void Pouch again for safe keeping.

After heading downstairs and settling into a corner in the tavern area of the inn, he waited until the lunch rush rolled around. Though he was surprised that there were so few people there. He was almost certain that there would be a good number of the remaining Hunters that understood that leaving to travel during the days was a bad idea.

Seeing that Cinder was going on her break, he waved her down and they began discussing information regarding the surrounding areas. Cinder was surprisingly well informed. She even knew a few things from the areas to the north of the desert.

Apparently, the Cult had been smart in their plans. They infiltrated both the south and north most areas of the desert, with a line of connections going straight down the middle of the desert. With this, l the already disjointed desert towns and cities would find it difficult to receive direct outside support. While they would also have difficulties sending aid back and forth from east to west.

The Church’s forces had essentially been isolated from one another and were stuck doing their best to hold what territory they still had. While the Cult could receive external aid without issue.

After discussing the layout of forces, they eventually moved to the topic of how the Cult was doing as well as they were. Cinder described the Cult’s usual propaganda and zealotry that Ezekiel was familiar with. Something he was somewhat thankful for. As it meant they hadn’t made to many changes to their usual methods and operations. Something he hoped he could take advantage of later.

“I’m guessing that this path requires a certain ‘blessing’ from their Radiant Lord?” Ezekiel asked. He knew that Cult was good at making empty promises, with hidden costs regarding their help. But it didn’t hurt to confirm in this situation.

Cinder looked surprised but nodded her head in confirmation. Though she seemed somewhat surprised that Ezekiel knew that much.

“You seem greatly informed for a foreign Hunter.” Cinder said. “Have you had experience with the Cult of Light before?”

“... There was an incident in the Archipelago several years ago. I’m sure you’ve heard of it. But there was a great deal of information that was spread around after a few survivors made it back to the civilized islands.” Ezekiel explained.

“I see. Well, that means that things might turn out well for the Hunters that arrived last night.” Cinder said. “Though, the fact that there’s only a handful still left in the town makes that unlikely.”

She gave Ezekiel a knowing look as she finished her drink. It wasn’t hard for her to understand that Ezekiel knew more than he was implying, but she knew better than to pry in these situations. Especially when he was there to provide aid. Even more so when he was the smartest person that she’d seen coming from the Archipelago so far.

“Well, that sucks for them.” Ezekiel muttered as he finished off the last of his food. “Thank you for the information. I’ll be sure to pay for the meal, but I need to get going. There are some supplies that I need to get before setting out. Any advice you might have regarding that?”

“Hmm... Head to Sunny’s Supplier. They should have everything you need for desert travel. Just ask for the full desert set. He’ll get you set up. So long as you can pay” Cinder told him.

“Thanks. I’ll do that.” Ezekiel paid for the food and drinks before setting out.

Cinder stayed silent as she watched him head out. She was somewhat surprised that he hadn’t tried to hit on her, given his words the previous night. But figured that, given what little she knew about him, he was professional enough to not want to push things at this point.

“It’s a shame he won’t be sticking around.” She muttered under her breath. “It’s hard to find people worth my attention in this town.”

Getting up, she made her way to the back, rather than to the front desk. Gesturing to another girl as she walked by, the other girl moved quickly to fill Cinder’s place in the reception desk. Deferring to her in a respectful fashion the whole time.



Ezekiel and Shine were walking through the town in silence as they searched for Sunny’s Supplier. However, there was a sense of tension as they moved throughout the area.

“Hey, Ezekiel.” Shine spoke up. “I’m not the only one who realized that she knew far too much for a regular inn receptionist, right?”

“For all we know, this is the standard for Tarquessa. Especially since Com-Slates are becoming more widespread nowadays.” Ezekiel replied. “Though, information like that would likely be spread via the Church, more than anyone else.”

“So how does she know?” Shine asked.

“She might be a relative of someone in the Church, or if we want to stretch our assumptions, then she might be tied to the Church in some way. Hunters aren’t the only affiliates, after all.” Ezekiel explained. “I doubt we’ll get in any trouble though. She clearly had no idea who we were. Even if she did have her own assumptions.”

Coming to a stop in front of a well taken care of store front, Ezekiel made his way into the supply shop he was referred to.

“If you say so. Though it might actually be nice to get some assistance from our friends.” Shine muttered.

“Agreed. But I don’t know if that’s likely to happen. Our contract has already been broken, after all.” Ezekiel said as he rubbed his wrist, where a spiritual band had previously been wrapped around.

It snapped sometime last night. Meaning that the Church had tried to call on him for duties, that the Church was trying to see just how far from under their thumb he had gotten. Although, the fact that he hadn’t been woken up by it meant that they hadn’t applied any of the punishments that they could have when it broke. So, he hadn’t been excommunicated or otherwise despised by the Grand Scholars.

Making his way through the supply store, Ezekiel could only hope that his coin purse wouldn’t be completely drained by the time he walked out. Given the time of the day, he wanted to get in and out as soon as possible. So, he could make his final preparations and leave by sunset.

He couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed to leave sooner, rather than later.



It was a few hours after sunset when Cinder was beginning to wrap up things at the inn. She had returned just a little bit after Ezekiel had finished his shopping. She waited for a while, to see if he would try to chat her up before he headed out. But he just relaxed as he read through a book for several hours until he left a little bit before sunset.

Now, just as she was closing up the inn for the night, she was interrupted as the front doors opened. Knowing that she couldn’t just turn them away, since the inn wasn’t officially closed, she turned to look at who had arrived.

She was incredibly surprised to see that it was a group of people dressed in garbs she was familiar with. Wearing white robes with differently colored patterns to denote their elemental affinities, red, green, and grown, the group of three Scholars made their way towards her.

“Hello there. We were hoping to get a few rooms for the night.” The female Flame Scholar said as she approached. “Also, if it’s not too much trouble, we’d like to ask you a few questions regarding the Hunters that would’ve passed through here yesterday. Specifically, a young man, a few years younger than you, using a sword that looks like this.”

The Scholar held out a picture of a sword. A sword that was identical in appearance to Shine’s current body. Something that Ezekiel apparently hadn’t thought of changing.

A flash of realization crossed Cinder’s face. Something that all three Scholars managed to catch. All of them leaned in curiously, expecting the young receptionist to answer their unspoken questions.

“... I don’t suppose I could get some names before I answer.” Cinder said. “This town is still allied with the Church of Ten, but it doesn’t hurt to make some confirmations.”

The three Scholars nodded in understanding.

“My name is Fiana.”

“You may refer to me as George. I’m sure you’ve heard of me, what with my contributions to-”

“Ignore him. Please call me Marc.”

As three of Ezekiel’s previous research team members introduced themselves to Cinder, she couldn’t help but feel like she had stumbled onto something that would complicate her life. More so than the current conflicts already were.

“I‘m Cinder. I don’t suppose this talk could wait until tomorrow?” She asked with hope in her eyes.

Those hopes were dashed as Fiana shook her head. Sighing despondently, she locked the doors to the inn and made her way to a table. One of the ones that had a hidden privacy enchantment etched into it. She knew that tonight was going to be a long one. But she desperately prayed that things would settle back down in the morning. It wasn’t like there would be any reason for these Scholars to drag her along with them on their mission. Right?
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                Unaware of who had arrived in the waypoint town he had just left; Ezekiel strode confidently through the desert. Dressed in darkened garb to better blend into the darkness of the night as he traveled.

Any and all tracks had been long erased as the dry winds blew the sand around during the day. Though Ezekiel’s training allowed him to navigate just fine due to the clear night. He also had a compass if it got cloudy. But those could be fooled with certain applications of magic, so they were usually only used on ships where such means were more difficult to implement.

“That bad feeling still isn’t going away.” Shine said. “Do you think we’re going to be ambushed anytime soon?”

“I’d give it a few more hours. We’re still close enough to the city to be seen if a battle breaks out.” Ezekiel said. “But that’s more of a concern for large groups. Keep sensing for smaller, more subtle, ambushes, just in case.”

Shine conveyed a feeling of confirmation as they focused on spreading their senses in all directions. Little to nothing occurred as they continued marching on. Outside of a few mundane animals here and there that seemed content to do their own thing.

There was a moment, after another hour or so, when a pack of wild dogs crossed their path, but a quick flare of mana had them scurrying away. Although, the fact that they ran back in the exact direction that they’d come from, in a tightly knit group, was somewhat suspicious.

“Don’t most animals tend to flee in an unorganized manner when scared off by mana?” Shine asked. “That didn’t seem normal.”

“Yes, they do, and no that wasn’t.” Ezekiel replied. “But there’s no reason to let them know that we know. How deep into the sand can you sense?”

“A bit over a dozen meters. Enough to react if attacked. If it was entirely bedrock, then we’d be in trouble.” Shine informed him.

“Hmm. Good job. Your sensing abilities are better than mine. I can barely make it ten meters down.” Ezekiel said. The feeling of contentment and pride emanating from Shine put a smile on his face.

The two continued walking in silence for a few more minutes. Nothing happened during this time, and Ezekiel was wondering if he’d been a bit too paranoid. He’d have thought that whatever ambush was awaiting them would’ve been set off by now.

“Why are we turning?” Shine suddenly asked. “I thought we were just going to head straight to the city. Where are we going now?”

Ezekiel nearly stopped moving in shock. He hadn’t turned. At least, not as far as he was aware.

“Am I still walking in a different direction?” Ezekiel asked. “From what I’m seeing, I’m still going straight. If I’m still changing direction, then we’ve walked into a magical formation that alters the senses.”

“We’ve fully changed directions. What should we do?” Shine asked in a worried tone.

“I don’t really feel like fighting right now. Might as well save it for if we run into another group.” Ezekiel said as he continued walking. “Should we Jump?”

“That should be fine. You or me?” Shine said.

“You. I’ll Shroud us first.” Ezekiel said.

Ezekiel mentally counted down from three, even as he continued walking. When he hit zero, he was immediately Shrouded by a veil of Void mana that hid him from any and all forms of observations. The only thing visible were his footprints.

As he disappeared, there was a brief moment where both he and Shine sensed something tunneling up from below them. Something large that they suspected was a group of several Apprentice level Cavern Spirits.

But the sensation only lasted a moment before the two of them found themselves nearly a hundred meters back in the direction they came from. A little bit past where Ezekiel had forest deviated from their path. Something that might throw their ambushers off. At least for a little bit.

Not bothering to stick around, Ezekiel made a mad dash towards the city. But he changed how he ran so as to not kick up as much sand. After running for a bit, he also had Shine lower his gravity. This allowed him to make fairly large leaps without landing too hard and kicking up clouds of dust.

“Let me know when you’re running low on mana. I know that Jump would’ve taken a lot out of you.” Ezekiel told Shine. “When you get to three Steps, we’ll slow down our pace. We don’t need to get to the city tonight, after all.”

Shine didn’t say anything, but Ezekiel could feel their agreement as they concentrated on maintaining the reduced gravity. Focusing on his own mana, Ezekiel increased his pace, ever so slightly, so as to get as much distance between him and his ambushers as possible.

He didn’t want whatever came after them next to be able to team up and get him later. He already didn’t like the fact that they’d both be at less than top condition whenever the next ambush arrived.



It was well into the morning, but still before sunrise when Ezekiel and Shine ran into another ambush. They had stopped using their mana a couple of hours previously, regarding their mana for the most part. Something that was fortunate for Ezekiel, as he realized that it was unlikely that they’d get out of this ambush as easily as the last.

“MOVE!” Shine yelled, their perception allowing them to sense the ambush from above slightly earlier than Ezekiel.

Without even thinking about it, Ezekiel launched himself to the side. Throwing up a Shroud, just in case, Ezekiel spread his senses out to try and get a sense of what was happening. As he looked around, a trio of spears pierced the sand where he had just been standing.

Plumes of sand sprouted up into the air. Taking a moment to examine them, Ezekiel immediately jumped further away as he saw the enchantments on the spears lighting up.

Whips of lightning sprouted outwards as Ezekiel just barely managed to get out of the range of the spells. But even so, he didn’t stop moving as he made the distance between him and the spears larger and larger. As the lightning fizzled out, three bandits dressed similarly to Ezekiel landed next to the Spears.

Ezekiel couldn't help but swallow nervously. While he and Shine had regained most of their mana, the fact that the leader of these bandits was an Adept Hunter wasn’t good. The Apprentice Mages that accompanied him were also a problem.

“Jump!” Ezekiel mentally exclaimed. Shine immediately did as they were told, and they Jumped themself and Ezekiel as far as they could.

Making it nearly three hundred meters away, Ezekiel didn’t give Shine a chance to catch their breath before they were off once again. Using their mental connection, Ezekiel conveyed his plan. Shine reduced Ezekiel’s gravity as much as possible, which Allowed Ezekiel to jump an incredible distance and kicked up a relatively large plume of sand into the air.

As they were still moving upwards, Ezekiel added his mana to Shine’s. Doing so, he managed to relieve some of the burden, and they found themselves continuing to fly through the air as they temporarily left the pull of gravity. Given that they were still under the effects of the Shroud, it was almost impossible to tell where they had gone.

They spent nearly fifteen minutes floating without the pull of gravity as they flew into the distance, still gaining height as they continued their initial trajectory. As they allowed their gravity to increase, and the air resistance slowed them down, they eventually fell to the ground. But they were more than a fair distance from where they were before.

Seeing that the sky was beginning to brighten as the sun slowly crept up towards the horizon, Ezekiel let out a sigh as he looked around.

“We are not in a good spot.” He muttered aloud. “I’d have liked to be able to take a break. Maybe find some place to set up our shelter. But it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen.”

Looking into the distance, he could see a large avian Spirit flying in slowly expanding circles. It was the Adept Bandit from before. They were still several kilometers away, but Ezekiel knew that he couldn’t afford to stay where they were if they wanted to avoid a fight.

Knowing that Shine was nearly spent from their Jump and Gravity spells, Ezekiel knew he’d have to go it alone when it came to the magic. At least for now.

Combining his Gravity reduction with his Shroud and physical enhancements was difficult. But it wasn’t something he hadn’t done before. Setting off at a decent pace, Ezekiel found himself moving further and further from the bandits as the was rising. The heat immediately began increasing as it did.

Grumbling to himself, he could only hope that the other groups of Hunters had managed to get past these bandits without too many issues. It wouldn’t bode well for the Church if the city hadn’t received any of the reinforcements that had headed out before him.

Hopefully the next few groups that landed at the port town he was at would be smart, and head out as one large group. He figured that the small groups of bandits he’d run into so far wouldn’t bother messing with them if they did that.



Back at the port town, with Fiana, George, and Marc, things were not going well, even though the entire town was filled with additional ships from the Archipelago. Several dozen bandit groups were attacking the small town. Buildings were on fire, and the Hunters that had arrived the previous night were doing their best to gather what supplies they could so as to safely evacuate into the desert.

“I thought you said that the Cult didn’t have forces this far out?” George yelled at Cinder as they ran away. “This certainly seems like they’re more than a little bit closer than implied.”

The trio of Scholars and one tavern receptionist ran through the city as they made their way to a small building on the outskirts of the town. There were several wagons that were hitched and ready to go. Sacks and piles of supplies were seen in all of them. Several were already leaving as riders set the draft animals off.

“These aren’t Cult forces. These are bandits that are taking advantage of the Cult’s presence to make their own attacks whenever possible!” Cinder called out.

She nearly tripped over a loose piece of rubble, but Marc caught her and picked her up, running the last few meters to the wagons with the young woman in her arms. As they leapt into the wagons, only two were left by the time they got there.

“Let’s go!” Fiana screamed as she set the animals in motion.

The wagons immediately pulled away. The sounds of battle grew fainter as the Guild forces in the city continued to fight with the bandits. With George and Fiana in one wagon, and Marc and Cinder in the other, they quickly left the town, heading in the direction of the city to the northeast.

“Are we gonna get in trouble for taking these wagons?” Marc couldn’t help but ask as he glanced at Cinder. “Do we even know who owns these wagons?”

“It’s fine. My family owns them. So, we shouldn’t get in any trouble when we arrive at the city.” Cinder said. “We’ll just have to report to Sunny's Suppliers when we get there.”

“Who are you?! George called out. “How do you know and have all these connections? Also, wasn’t Sunny’s Supplier the store you referred us to last night when we asked you about desert travel supplies?”

The town was getting further and further away as the group continued racing into the desert.

“My full name is Cinder Sunny. My family owns Sunny’s Supplier. We have shops in several towns and cities. We’re one of the larger merchant organizations in Tarquessa.” Cinder called back. “We also owned the inn that you all stayed at. I work there since I don’t like to travel, so when I got old enough, I asked for a posting in the middle of nowhere that wouldn’t be too difficult to manage.”

“You manage the inn?” George exclaimed. Fiana rolled her eyes at George’s mixed priorities.

“My uncle manages the inn. He’s the one who told me where to go for the wagons when the attack began.” Cinder said, her voice growing quiet. “He said he was staying behind to help fight off the bandits. If he survives, he might try to charter one of the fishing boats to go up the coast to one of the other port towns. Maybe even make his way to the Coiling River.”

The three Scholars winced at the mention of the Coiling River. It was a river that ran south from the Fjorya mountains. It branched out in several directions once it hit the middle of Tarquessa, but there were very few of said branches.

Formed by a combined effort of the Ancient Glacier and Ancient Cavern, there were only four rivers that reached the ocean. One in the northeast, southeast, northwest, and southwest. Even after several thousand years, the rivers hadn’t changed. But they were also incredibly dangerous.

Each of the rivers was filled with some of the most viscous of Glacial Spirits. Getting past them was incredibly difficult, and setting up towns and cities on their edges was all but impossible. Hence why all the towns and cities were centered on oases instead.

“Is your uncle likely to survive?” George tactlessly asked. Fiana and Marc glared at him.

Cinder ignored the implication that her uncle would die. Instead, she answered with confident reassurance.

“My uncle is an Adept Hunter. Even if the town falls, he’ll get out of there. He also has connections to people that know how to traverse the Coiling River.” Cinder said. “It’ll be expensive, and cost more than a few mystical herbs and treasures, but I’m confident he’ll be able to get far enough inland to reach the city.”

“What city are we headed to anyways?” George asked. “I don’t think that that was ever specified when we got here.”

“Dross. We’re headed to the city of Dross.” Fiana ground out as she directed the wagon, still moving quickly as they made as much distance between them and the town as possible. “We told you this before we left the Archipelago.”

“The town we just left was just called the ‘Southeast Waypoint Five’ so forgive me for not thinking the towns and cities were worth remembering the names of.” George said back.

“Enough! We can argue more about this later. For now, we need to move. Keep an eye out for bandits, and hopefully find Ezekiel before he can get into any more trouble than he likely already has.” Marc exclaimed. “We’ve nearly caught up to the rest of the wagons, and it looks like the bandits have been caught up in the town. So can you two please not make more conflict when it’s not needed?”

George and Fiana grumbled and muttered angrily under their breath, but otherwise didn’t say anything as they continued to move. As their wagons caught up to the others, Cinder flashed a badge with a family emblem on it. The riders of the other wagons nodded as they saw it, moving to more defensive positions as they moved.

The three Scholars knew that they were in for a long ride, but they hoped that Ezekiel was okay. They all knew how much trouble he could get into, and prayed to the Ancients that he wasn’t hurt.



Ezekiel ducked under a line of fire as a whip made from reinforced leather and magically treated steel passed through where he’d last been standing. Swinging Shine up to block an attack from a stone hammer coming from the side, he allowed the hit to push him backwards. Using the force to move himself out of the way of an arrow guided by the wind.

All around him lay the bodies of several Tier one bandits. Leaving the three Apprentice bandits that he was currently fighting to be the only ones still alive.

This was by far the largest group that he’d encountered so far. But it was also composed of the weakest members. Roughly a dozen Tier one Mages had tried to ambush him with numbers. But a quick Void Slash and a few Void Stabs to their relatively unprotected heads had taken them out fairly quickly.

Well before the stronger Apprentice level Mages could fall in to provide backup. Ezekiel’s lack of visible Spirit had left them overconfident in regard to their own abilities. They had assumed that he was merely an Apprentice Mage himself. One that they could take care of easily, even if he was disguising himself as a Cavern Mage.

“It seems like the abilities of Void Magic are not as widespread as was implied before we left.” Ezekiel thought idly as he dodged another attack. “That, or our disguise as a Cavern Mage was better than expected.”

Ezekiel sent another Void Slash at the face of the Flame Mage as they drew back to throw their whip forward once again. Hitting the Flame Mage’s exposed eyes drew a wince from Ezekiel as the woman screamed in pain as she was blinded. An angry yell from above implied he should dodge as another arrow pierced through his cloak, nearly hitting the Cavern Mage that was coming up behind him.

“I feel like this isn’t the best time to be talking about stuff like that.” Shine said. “Spears coming from the six, three, and twelve o-clock.”

Throwing his hand to the side, Ezekiel used his Push and Pull to yank the flailing Flame Mage off her feet and directly towards him, even as he leapt past them, dodging the spears of sharpened sand that rose up to pierce his body. They instead pierced the Flame Mage that he had pulled towards himself.

A horrified scream or rage and hate echoed from a little way away as the Tempest Mage cried out in anger. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit of pity for the man. He had clearly been connected to the Flame Mage in some way. But he had long since learned that, if you do not have the strength to back it up, taking it easy on your opponents is never a good thing.

Only those that were undeniably powerful could afford the cost of mercy. Especially in a world like this one.

Looking into the distance, and seeing the Tempest Mage roughly a hundred feet away, Ezekiel mentally told Shine to Jump them. Doing so, Ezekiel swung his blade to the side, swiftly beheading the Tempest Mage before he had a chance to react.

The Cavern Mage, knowing that his allies were all dead, dove into the ground, but Ezekiel had jumped back and grabbed onto his foot before he could fully submerge. Yanking the larger man out of the ground, he barely had a moment to try and scream for mercy before Ezekiel thrust Shine through his barely protected chest.

Letting the body hit the ground, Ezekiel took a moment to look over the corpses that surrounded him. He was somewhat exhausted, not just physically, but mentally. That battle had seemed almost easy to him, and he didn’t like the feeling that thought brought him.

“We really just had the element of surprise. Had we any other element for our magic, I don’t think we would’ve had such an easy time.” Shine told him. “Well, maybe if we had the Radiant element. But even then it wouldn’t have been as easy.”

“Being a Hunter that is well accustomed to life and death battles also likely helped.” Turning the body of the Cavern Mage over, he realized that the man didn’t look like a hardened battler. He had a somewhat jovial face and looked more like a baker than a bandit.

Ignoring the stray thought as it passed through his mind, Ezekiel moved on as quickly as he could. Even if the man had once been a good person, he was now a bandit that had tried with their full power to kill Ezekiel. The intent behind the bandit’s eyes when he was striking showed that he wouldn’t hold back. That he was unwilling to show any mercy either.

Ezekiel gave one last glance back at the bodies, but he didn’t go back to bury them. He couldn’t afford to leave himself exposed like that. The desert would dispose of the bodies. He was still at least a few hours out from the city. With less than a third of his mana left, with the same to be said for Shine, he didn’t want to waste any time before he could get himself to relative safety.



It was much later, when Ezekiel was nearing the edge of exhaustion, that he saw the large stone walls that indicated the presence of a properly established city. It was a sight that helped Ezekiel ignore some of the tiredness that had seeped into his bones.

“We’re in the home stretch now.” He said to Shine. “Keep your guard up.”

Shine expanded their senses to the limit, fully expecting something to attack them within the next few minutes. Which, as per their expectations, occurred with an explosion of sand and fire as the earth beneath them bloomed upwards. Several Mages, all Apprentices, leapt from beneath the ground.

Given the amount of time that had passed, Ezekiel and Shine had barely recovered half of their mana. But seeing the numbers that were ahead of them, they knew they couldn’t afford to take their time with this fight. As Ezekiel channeled his mana through his body and mind, he felt his thoughts speed up as the world slowed down.

The sand that was flying into the air entered into a state of high definition as he could now make out every crack and scratch on every grain within a couple feet of himself. Holding his sword to the side, Ezekiel quickly thrust it forwards several times. Shine channeled their own mana, sending out several Void Stabs in quick succession.

Ezekiel felt his muscles and mind nearly collapse under the strain. But, as half of his attackers jerked backwards with holes in their heads, he knew that he had made the right decision. Even though a third of his remaining mana was depleted.

“Dodge left!” Shine exclaimed.

Ezekiel did so, avoiding a diagonal slash of sharpened wind in the process. The shrill shriek of an angry bird tore through the air as he landed from his jump. He nearly fell to his knees as the reverberating sound rattled his head. The Mages around him weren’t in much better condition.

“You’re going to pay for that!” An angry growl rode through the wind as the Adept Level Hunter screamed at Ezekiel over the loss of his fellow bandits.

A large vulture like Tempest Spirit dove towards them, the combined mana of the Hunter and the Spirit barred down on Ezekiel and the other Mages around him. The bandits could barely move, but Ezekiel stayed on his feet. Preparing himself for his next move.

“We should’ve Jumped right away.” Shine said. “Regardless of the mana cost.”

“It’s not too late.” Ezekiel said. “As far as you can, towards the city!”

Channeling the last of their mana into the Jump, Shine got them nearly a kilometer away from the battle, and Ezekiel immediately threw up a Shroud as he began running towards the city as fast as he safely could. Unfortunately, he knew he couldn’t reduce his gravity as well, so he ended up kicking up several plumes of sand as he ran through the desert.

An angry cry of rage reverberated from behind him as he moved. He didn’t dare to look back, but he could tell that the Adept was quickly gaining on him. They wouldn’t last longer than a couple minutes before he had caught up to them.

“We won’t be able to keep this up for long!” Shine exclaimed. “Do we have any sort of plan?”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. Instead, he just withdrew a flare from his Void Pouch.

“Is that a Ten Sparks Signal Flare?” Shine asked. “I thought those were still experimental. The Church hadn’t approved their usage yet.”

“I told you before we left that I was taking as many supplies as possible.” Ezekiel said. “We can go over some of the more experimental artifacts I brought later. For now, retract your senses. I don’t need you hurting yourself.”

“Don’t those Flares explode?!” Shine exclaimed, but sensing Ezekiel’s intentions, they retracted their senses as instructed.

Yanking on the cord attached to the flare, Ezekiel threw it into the air behind him as hard as he could. As Shine had said, the flare ignited, releasing a loud boom as it exploded into a multicolored lightshow of mana. The elemental effects were significant, as Ezekiel felt the various elements mixing together and causing chaos behind him.

The Ten Sparks Signal Flare was an attempt made by him to improve the distress flares usually used by the Church. The standard distress flares shot up balls of light similar to fireworks that reached a maximum height and then drifted slowly to the ground.

They weren’t often used, as they were pointless artifacts that acted as bait for nearby Wild Spirits and Umbral Beasts. At least when used in the wild or Desolate Lands of the world. Ezekiel had thought to try and create a more powerful flare, one that would cause a phenomenon that would at least deter Spirits from approaching.

Hence the use of all ten types of mana. A combination that, due to the unstable nature, caused a chaotic explosion to occur the moment the mana types were mixed. Due to the unique physiology of Spirits, it was utterly blinding to their senses.

It was like having adjusted your eyes to darkness, only to suddenly have a ball of light thrown into your eyes. For Spirits, that sensation spread throughout their whole body.

As the Tempest Spirit behind him toppled forward with a pained cry, Ezekiel continued running as fast as he could. It wasn’t likely that he’d get to the city before the Adept Hunter caught up with him. Even with his Spirit having toppled to the ground, the Hunter would be able to catch up on his own.

But he should be able to get close enough that the patrol teams that would’ve been around the city would begin closing in to investigate the explosion.

“You little bastard!” The Tempest screamed as Ezekiel continued to run. His voice was growing distant as Ezekiel moved. It seemed that this bandit was smarter than some of the others he’d run into, as the man wasn’t following after him like expected.

“Shine, you can open your senses again. Can you tell what the guy’s doing?” Ezekiel asked. His own senses were focused on everything in front of him, and on controlling his mana to push himself forward as much as possible.

“He’s on the ground, partially covered by his Spirit. It seems the bird landed on top of him. I think the flare exploded closer than you expected as well, as it’s not recovered yet.” Shine said. “They just got out of my range though, so I can’t tell how long they’ll be out of commission for.”

“That should be fine. I think I see reinforcements coming up anyways.” Ezekiel, whose senses were focused forwards, could see several dots lining the sky. From how they were flying in a formation, it was apparent to him that these were trained professionals, rather than bandit riffraff.

As they moved closer and closer, Ezekiel spared a glance behind himself. It seemed like the bandits had regrouped and were now moving as far away as they could as fast as they could. But their leader was glaring hatefully at Ezekiel as they retreated. He had a feeling that, if things went poorly, it was likely that he and Shine would be meeting that Bandit again in the future.

As he continued towards the city, a member of the patrol team broke off from the squad in the air as the rest continued past Ezekiel towards the bandits. Tired to the point of nearly collapsing, but physically and mentally, Ezekiel fell to his knees, somewhat comforted to see an official Guild symbol sewn into the Hunter’s cloak.

“Hello there. I came here from Southeast Waypoint Five. I’m currently seeking the city of Dross.” Ezekiel said. “If possible, could I you and your Spirit accompany me to--”

Ezekiel found himself cut off as the Hunter leapt from his Spirit’s back. A funnel of wind covering them both. The Hunter moved forwards menacingly.

“That’s enough you wretched scum. Drop your weapons and submit to the Red Stone Guild’s authority or be struck down where you stand!” The Hunter called out. “Remove your Void Pouch and cloak as well.”

Ezekiel looked at the man in astonishment for a second, but moved to comply, knowing that he stood no chance against the stronger Hunter. He realized that the fact that they were within viewing range of the city walls was likely the only reason that this Hunter hadn’t just struck him down and taken his things. As he removed his Void Pouch, and placed Shine within their sheath, Ezekiel subtly activated the security enchantments on both of them.

Given that they were all made using enchantments tied to the Void, some of his original creations, he knew that whoever’s hand these items fell into would end up breaking them well before they would be able to use them.

“Ezekiel...” Shine said. “Was this part of the plan?”

“No, but we’ll have to adapt, for now. Given the number of people watching, I doubt they’ll do anything too illegal to us.” Ezekiel said. “We’ll get out of this. Trust me.”

Shine fell silent as they were placed on the ground alongside Ezekiel’s Void Pouch and cloak. He slowly stepped away, with his hands raised in the air. The Hunter then approached, taking Ezekiel’s things before holding out a pair of mana suppressant manacles.

“Put those on.” The Hunter ordered.

Ezekiel did so, not in the least bit worried, because he knew the enchantments behind such manacles like the back of his hand. He’d be more than capable of breaking out of them.

As the manacles were put on, he found the enchantments activating, but not actually doing anything to him as they failed to hold onto and suppress his Void mana. He then found his breath taken away as the Tempest Hunter used his mana to stop him from breathing.

Mixed with his exhaustion, a punch to the gut was all it took to knock him out as the Hunter lifted Ezekiel onto his shoulder. Unconscious to the world, Ezekiel barely felt Shine’s concerns in the back of his mind as they were brought to the city in bindings.
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                It had been several hours since Ezekiel had been taken captive by the Red Stone Guild member. After being knocked unconscious, he had slept relatively peacefully; dead to the world as he recovered from nearly twenty-four hours of non-stop travel. The efforts to avoid and fight off the handful of bandit groups had taken a toll on Ezekiel.

At this point, he was just glad that the Red Stone wasn’t so corrupt as to have just killed him on sight. Or worse, been infiltrated and turned to the side of the Cult of Light. However, since that wasn’t the case, he found himself waking up in a relatively dingy cell. It had a single horizontal slit window with bars across it near the ceiling, and reinforced barred doors with runic script running up and down them.

Besides that, there was a bench lining one of the walls, and a drain and bucket in one of the corners. It seemed like the Red Stone guild also kept their cells relatively clean. Whether that was out of respect for prisoners, or as a punishment for recruits and Apprentices, Ezekiel wasn’t certain. But he was thankful for it either way.

Ezekiel was surprised at just how comfortable he was as he sat within his cell within the Guild District. The Red Stone Guild apparently had their own holding cells within their Guild’s property. He’d only been within the confines of the cell for a few hours, but other than the boredom, he wasn’t actually that bothered by the situation.

He could tell from the lack of any other inmates that this was either something new, something rare, or something that had changed and become an unexpected development. Although, according to his own knowledge, while Guilds were permitted to make arrests, though not required to, they were required to report such arrests to the city government.

This was done for the purpose of ensuring that the Guild’s did not impose their own personal sense of order onto the inhabitants of a city. The balance between Guild, Church, and Government, was a strict one. Mostly upheld for the sole purpose of ensuring that humanity didn’t turn on itself for personal gain against the Cruor. Though the recent years of relative peace have made it difficult to maintain.

“Oy! Will I be able to speak to any sort of official at all? Believe it or not, I do know my rights in regard to how I am to be treated as a foreign Mage!” Ezekiel called out to the sole Tier two guard who was dozing off at a desk near the entrance. “The fact that you’re breaking the law like this isn’t something that’ll look good for you in front of the Church.”

The guard slowly woke up, took a moment to register Ezekiel’s words, and then laughed at him. Walking towards Ezekiel’s cell, the guard stood at the door with his hands on his hips. His Spirit, a brown fox, sat next to him on the ground.

“You think a criminal like you has any right to talk about laws?” The Hunter asked. “The fact that one of our captains caught you red handed with those bandits is more than enough proof to lock you up forever.”

“I wasn’t with those bandits. If you would just let me have my Void Pouch, I can show you my Archipelago citizenship documents. All stamped and signed by the Grand Scholars of the Sanafalls Cathedral.” Ezekiel’s words brought a worried look to the guards’ face. But he quickly regained his confidence.

“If that were true, then our captains would’ve come down here already and let you out.” The guard said. “The fact that they haven’t means that you’re lying.”

“The fact that they haven’t means that they’re too incompetent to get past my security enchantments. Which, by the way, will cause an explosion to occur if they are broken.” Ezekiel stated. “You might want to let your captains know this, so they don’t accidentally blow up one of your guild buildings.”

The worried look came back. The guard was starting to fidget now. Seeing Ezekiel’s uncaring attitude and generally relaxed posture. Even laying down, the guard realized that Ezekiel didn’t look worried in the slightest. As if he had everything under control.

“You’re bluffing. There’s no way that’s true.” The guard said.

Ezekiel just held his hands up. The manacles were still glowing. This indicated that they were working, and that he shouldn’t have any access to mana, at all.

Ezekiel pulled his hands apart, shattering the manacles in front of the Apprentice level guard. As the pieces of metal clattered to the ground, the guard stumbled back a few steps. As far as he was aware, only Adept Hunters, with the help of their Spirits, could break through mana suppressing manacles. That meant that, as far as he knew, the prisoner in front of him was a whole Tier stronger than him; at the least.

The possibility that Ezekiel was a Void Mage, and therefore unaffected by the manacles, didn’t even cross his mind as a possibility.

“You sure you don’t want to go get your captain at this point?” Ezekiel asked.

The guard didn’t bother sticking around to answer. He just ran away as fast as he could. Screaming for help as he exited the prison. His fox Spirit chased after him, yipping and calling out alongside their partner.

“That was a little bit mean, don’t you think?” Shine’s voice flowed through Ezekiel’s mind. It sounded far away but was still clear enough to be heard. For Ezekiel, this meant that they couldn’t be more than a hundred meters apart. Any further and Shine’s voice would barely be a whisper.

“Perhaps, but it does mean that we’ll get to speak with someone with a bit of authority. Hopefully sooner, rather than later.” Ezekiel said. “Though I am starting to feel a little bit concerned for my safety. How’s your mana? We might have to Jump sooner than expected.”

“I’m good to go whenever. Are you sure we can’t just jump now and sneak our way to the Cathedral? They haven’t managed to get past the protective enchantments just yet, but that doesn’t mean I like these strangers just picking me up and passing me around.” Shine complained. “It does look like they might be triggering the explosive beads on your Void Pouch. Are you sure the pouch will survive?”

“I tested it with a stronger explosion than what those beads will make. So, yes, I’m certain the pouch will survive. You will as well, as we both know.” Ezekiel said.

“Well-” Shine’s voice suddenly cut off from within Ezekiel’s mind.

Shine remained silent for a few seconds. Ezekiel wasn’t sure what happened, but didn’t allow himself to worry, as he could feel amusement coming from Shine’s side of their bond.

“Sorry, an apprentice just barged in and stopped one of the Adepts from setting off the explosive. It looks like you’ll have company soon. They just rushed out of the room.” Shine said in an amused tone.

“Thank you for the heads up. Get ready, just in case.” Ezekiel said. Shine silently gave a feeling of confirmation.

Hearing the stomping of boots, Ezekiel readies himself as several Hunters charge into the prison. As a handful of Adepts line up in front of his cell, Ezekiel opens his mouth to speak. But before he can get a word out, two of the Hunters yells something that makes his blood run cold.

“ANATHEMA!!!”

Ezekiel barely registers Shine’s shocked exclamation in the back of his mind as he channels his mana. Within the blink of an eye, he Jumps out of there as his cell is lit up in flames and lasers.



Outside the building that was previously holding Ezekiel, a large explosion occurred. Blasting a hole in the wall leading to the courtyard of the Red Stone Guild’s property. Shouts of shock and concern filled the Guild as several more Adepts and Apprentices flooded the area. But the target of the attack was nowhere to be seen.

“Move! We need to find him! We need to kill him! Now!” The Flame Hunter that had attacked Ezekiel in his cell screamed as she took to the sky on her Avian Spirit.

The Radiant Adept didn’t follow, his Spirit not being suitable for flying. But he did weave past several other Guild members as he moved to leave the Guild, whispering to them as he passed by. Similar looks of hatred and fear crossed their faces as they followed the Radiant and Flame Hunters in hunting down Ezekiel.

“What is going on here!?” A loud holler rumbled through the Guild district. Suddenly, the pressure of a Legendary Hunter filled the area, but the members of the Cult of Light had already left.

A heavy weight prevented the remaining Guild members from leaving the courtyard. Striding into the area, the ground quaking beneath his boots, was a powerfully built, but fairly stout, man. He was wearing a stereotypical mining outfit but had greaves and gauntlets that were obviously enchanted.

His head was utterly bald, from what little could be seen of it from beneath the hooded cloak he wore over his clothing. But he had a large mustache and beard that were both immaculately groomed. He was also smoking a large cigar. Something of a rarity in the desert.

Beside him was a group of Adept Scholars that were carrying paperwork and other supplies. As well as a few Relics and Artifacts that were recording what was happening for future reference.

“You!” He called out, pointing at one of the Adepts that were climbing through the hole in the prison building. “What the hell happened here?”

“Guild Leader Alphonse!” The Adept stood up straight and addressed his superior. “The prisoner from this morning broke out of his manacles! When the Apprentice on guard reported it, along with the likelihood of the prisoner’s belongings being booby trapped, I and several other Adepts went to secure the prisoner more tightly. But when we got there, two of our number screamed, ‘Anathema’ and released lethal wide area attacks into the prisoner’s cell.”

“What the hell? What prisoner?” Alphonse called out. “There weren’t any arrests reported to me, or the city guard.”

“Phil made the arrest. Apparently, the prisoner was found outside the city fighting off several bandits. He was brought in for fraternizing with enemy forces.” The Adept continued.

“That stupid-” Alphonse felt like tearing his hair out. He was already in trouble because of his Guild member’s bad behavior.

The fact some of them, including Phil, had already accosted several Hunters that had arrived the previous night had brought the Church’s Scholars down on him hard. However, before he could start barking orders to his Hunters, the Scholars behind him spoke up.

“Excuse me! But did you say that the two called out ‘Anathema’?” The Scholar asked.

The Adept looked confused but answered with a confirmation.

“Guild Leader Alphonse, it seems you have a much bigger problem than you thought.” The Scholar said. “However, if you take some steps to help us out, we might be able to forgive some of yesterday’s issues. This, Phil, character will need to be given to us for questioning, but I think we might be able to look over some things.”

Alphonse looked both hopeful and apprehensive. While the Church of Ten was never an organization that approved of the darker dealings that happened in the desert, that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t wring you dry if given the chance.

“What do you need me to do?” Alphonse asked.

“Those two Adepts, the Flame one, and the Radiant one, will need to be captured, and restrained. As well as any of your other Guild Members that chased after them.” The Scholar explained. “I am officially declaring them as being under investigation of the Church, and the city of Dross itself, for the crime of treason.”

The courtyard fell silent at the Scholar’s declaration. Such a thing was only barely within the boundaries of a Scholar’s authority. Even then, it had to be a senior Scholar that had made significant contributions to their city and Church. Usually, only a handful of Scholars could do this. Not including the Grand Scholars.

“... May I ask why?” Alphonse asked. He was well aware that this had become much more serious than expected. But even so, he needed to know just what his Guild members had done to warrant such a declaration.

“The word, ‘Anathema’, was coined by the Cult of Light, and is used solely when referring to one person, in the entire world.” The Scholar explained, much to the shock of the surrounding Guild members. “One, Ezekiel Luminance, who you might know as the creator of the Com-Slates. A device that has become incredibly useful in expeditions over the last few years. He also created the framework for the various Void Meditation Techniques we’ve been developing. Needless to say, we would also like it if you could assist him, this prisoner of yours, in avoiding the Cult as best you can.”

Alphonse looked like he was going to explode. His face had turned red, and the veins on his neck and forehead were bulging as his anger peaked. Behind the lead Scholar, the others were all sending messages via their Com-Slates. Alerting the Cathedral of what was going on.

“You’re certain?” He asked. His voice sounded like the grinding of gravel beneath a boot.

“As much as I can be. I don’t think you’d even heard that word spoken before now. Only the Cult has ever used it as a title for someone.” The Scholar said. “I’m, honestly, willing to stake my badge on this.”

Those words, even without an oath, spoken in front of several dozen witnesses, were enough for Alphonse.

“WELL, WHAT ARE YOU ALL WAITING FOR?! GO! CATCH OR KILL THOSE CULTIST BASTARDS!” Alphonse’s voice shook the walls of his Guild’s buildings. “SAVE THE VOID MAGE WHILE YOU’RE AT IT!”

The assembled Hunters didn’t say anything as they immediately dashed to do as they were ordered. None of them wanted their Guild Leader’s anger brought down on them. Some of them were still apprehensive about arresting, and possibly killing, their comrades. But given the situation happening in Tarquessa right now, they knew they couldn’t afford to show mercy against potential Cultists.

The hunt was on. Now, it was only a matter of time before someone got caught.



Ezekiel was currently hiding beneath a pile of scraps and trash in a back alley as he avoided the Hunters that were tracking him. He was fully Shrouded and would be able to keep it up for several hours, so long as he didn’t expend any mana for anything else.

“Tempest! Seven o'clock.” Shine called out.

Ezekiel immediately Jumped several dozen meters away. Trying to run from a Tempest Mage would be difficult, as they could sense the air pressure within a certain radius. He realized that it was better for him to simply not be there, rather than pass through space where they could sense him.

The two of them had been doing this for a while now, and Ezekiel was starting to run low on mana. He had hoped that, since they were in a city, the Red Stone Guild members would be forced to hold back their efforts. Clearly the rules were less strict when it came to what Hunters could and couldn’t do. Ezekiel figured it was either that, or the Cult didn’t care about the law anymore.

“Up there!” A voice called out from street level.

Ezekiel knew he was still Shrouded, so there shouldn't be anything giving him away in such an obvious manner. Looking in the direction of the yell, Ezekiel was surprised to see members of the Red Stone Guild taking down the Tempest Hunter that had been tracking him.

“You bastards! Don’t get in my way!” The Tempest Hunter exclaimed.

He avoided the attacks of the Mages that were after him. It was obvious that the Hunters on the ground weren’t trying to kill the Tempest Mage, nor his Spirit, but it was too difficult for them to capture him otherwise.

“Look, just turn yourself in! The Church will ask you a few questions, and then the Guild Leader will let you off! That’s how it works.” One of the Hunters on the ground called up. “So long as you’re not a part of that damned Cult, things will work out fine!”

The Tempest Mage was silent for a moment before he replied. The area was still and silent as everyone waited for the Tempest Mage’s reply. The declaration by the Mages on the ground had shaken all those who were witnessing what was happening.

“Get out of my way.” The Tempest Mage ordered. It was clear that he had no intention of coming peacefully. Something the other Red Stone Guild members realized.

“Take him down!”

At that order, the Red Stone Guild members started attacking. It was a difficult fight, as it was clear that the Cult member had no intention of worrying about civilian casualties. While the Red Stone Guild had to at least appear as if they were being careful.

Seeing that the fight wasn’t going to be settled anytime soon, Ezekiel and Shine made their way out of the area. Luckily, the chaos was causing everyone in the nearby area to run away as fast as they could. So, it wasn’t likely that he would be caught as he invisibly blended into the crowds.

As they passed by a cross street, Ezekiel saw something in the distance that brought him a sense of relief. An incredibly large building that stood above the rest. One he couldn’t see due to the alleys and other buildings being too close and blocking off his view.

It was the Dross Cathedral. A place that would hopefully grant him some safety from the Cult. So long as things weren’t as horrible as expected by Riker and his other friends.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Shine asked. “I thought we were taking steps to not be put into debt with the Church.”

“Like I said before, we need to adapt the plan. Besides, we don’t necessarily need to join up with them. Just get close enough that the Cult wouldn’t dare to strike at us.” Ezekiel replied. “Besides, we’re the ones that brought the Cult out of hiding. I can’t imagine that the Church would’ve let them stick around like this, so technically, we helped them out.”

With those words, Ezekiel made a mad dash towards the Cathedral. While his Shroud was up, he could make his way through the city with little issues. But as he traversed the street, he saw the reason as to why the Cult wasn’t catching up to him.

All around the Guild district, and in some areas outside it, battles were taking place as the loyal Red Stone Guild members fought with the suspected Cultists. Ezekiel could roughly assume the numbers of both sides as he traveled. The Cultists made up barely half the number of loyalists. He figured that the battle would be over soon.

However, just as he reached the halfway point between his previous position and the Cathedral, a large hand made of stone reached out of the ground and wrapped around him. He tried to Jump out of its grasp, but it quickly slammed him into the ground before he could. His Shroud immediately broke.

Dazed and confused, Ezekiel could barely stop the world from spinning, let alone stand or Jump.

Footsteps echoed through the street as the ground seemed to crack beneath the man that was walking towards him. Ezekiel hadn’t seen the stout Legendary Guild Leader of the Red Stone Guild before, but he could easily tell that the man was dangerous, and extremely pissed off.

“That’s him! Thats-”

Ezekiel didn’t listen to what the Adept that had accompanied the Legendary Hunter was saying. While he was certainly unable to Jump, given the state of his mind right now, that didn’t mean that Shine couldn’t. So, they did.

Only to find themselves wrapped up in another stone hand as they set foot on the ground. Ezekiel found himself slammed into the ground once again. This time, he and Shine stayed still. Neither of them wanted Ezekiel to be slammed into the ground again.

This time, however, it wasn’t a stout and burly Hunter that approached them. Instead, the ground opened up, and a small brown mouse that looked like it was made of cobblestone climbed out of the ground. Moving towards Ezekiel, it climbed up and sat on his back, pressing down on his entire body with more weight than such a little Spirit should’ve had.

Beaten, bruised, and utterly defeated, Ezekiel let his head fall to the ground. He accepted that he wasn’t going anywhere.



Meanwhile, back with Alphonse and his still loyal Guild members, the Legendary Guild Leader couldn’t help but feel somewhat impressed. Even as he felt a rage boiling inside him at the thought of Cultists being a part of his Guild.

“That brat’s got guts.” He muttered with a deep and heavy rumble. “I’ll have to see what I can get out of him when this is all over.”

“Sir! It seems like most of the fighting has finished. Is there anything we should do at this moment?” One of the Adepts asked as they approached.

“You mean they’re not all dead?” Alphonse asked. There was a hint of disappointment mixed in with his rage.

“No, sir. A few of our groups managed to knock them out. Otherwise, it seemed like they really were Cultists.” The Adept said in a pained voice. “They refused to surrender, fighting even harder when we told them the Church would be checking their loyalties, and we had little choice but to kill some of them. None have managed to flee, however, so there is that.”

Given the situation, their defiance in the face of a Church inspection basically cemented their guild in the eyes of Alphonse, and the Scholars. Alphonse couldn’t help but give a sigh after he took a long drag from his cigar. Tossing away the butt of it when it was finished.

“How many fights are still ongoing?” Alphonse asked.

“Half a dozen or so.” The Adept replied.

Alphonse raised a leg into the air. Stomping on the ground, he immediately became aware of all the battles currently taking place. While he couldn’t see the fighters with his cavern sensing, he could tell where all the fighters, at least the ones on the ground, were fighting.

Raising his other leg, he slammed it down into the ground even harder than the first, and the Mages and Spirits on the ground all found themselves immediately bound in stone hands. The Guild members, knowing what this was, calmed down and stopped moving. But the Cultists, also knowing what this was, continued struggling, ever more frantically.

One of the Cultists actually managed to crack the hand that was holding him and his Spirit. They died a second later as the hands crushed them without a second thought.

Looking into the air, Alphonse took stock of the situation happening with the fliers. Seeing two flying Spirits carrying their Mages on their backs as they faced off against a lone Tempest Hunter, Alphonse confirmed that it was the Tempest Hunter that was the problem.

A stone spear formed from the ground, detaching as Alphonse grabbed the compressed rock weapon. Pulling his arm back, his entire body glowed with mana as he tensed his entire body. Letting out a powerful yell, he launched the spear forward, the air cracking as it broke the sound barrier.

The Tempest Mage and his Spirit didn’t simply fall to the ground as the spear passed through the both of them. They splattered into bloody red chunks as the force of the impact spread through them.

The remaining flying Hunters looked at their Guild Leader. Both swallowed nervously as he waved them down. With their heads hanging low, they glided down, ready to be berated.

Alphonse said nothing, however, as he was simply doing this to confirm that the two were both loyal to him. As well as to confirm that they weren’t going to run away at the first chance they got.

“The rest of the Cultists have been captured. Go deal with them. I need to make sure that that brat is still alive.” Alphonse ordered. The Adepts all gave their affirmation before dashing off to do as they were told.

For Alphonse, he calmly strode the several blocks between himself and Ezekiel. Turning into the alley that the Void Mage was being held in. Looking at the somewhat comical scene of a nearly grown man being sat on by a stone mouse, Alphonse couldn’t help but chuckle as he pulled out a fresh cigar.

As Ezekiel looked up at him, Alphonse realized that he didn’t have his matches on him. So, he was stuck looking at his cigar in disappointment.

Suddenly, a rustling sound brought his attention back to Ezekiel. He had reached into his Void Pouch and was pulling something out. The Spirit and Alphonse both tensed up, readying themselves for an attack. But Ezekiel just pulled out a small device that looked similar to a flint lighter.

“Need a light?” Ezekiel said in the most deadpan voice he could manage. Squeezing the device and creating a small flame that floated above the glowing enchanted scripts.

Looking at Ezekiel in bemusement, Alphonse leaned down to stick his cigar into the flame. Standing back up, he took a long drag before letting out a sigh. Glaring at Ezekiel out of the corner of his eyes, he grunted in thanks.

“You’re still in trouble, you brat.” Alphonse growled out.

Ezekiel just let his head drop to the ground as more Guild members approached their position. He was finally starting to think that this might have been a bad idea.

            

    
        CH 116 (Book 3 Ch 6): Another Bad Decision

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was once again sitting inside a holding cell, though this time he was permitted to keep his belongings on his person. The cell was also significantly better than his previous one, as it had a cushioned cot, rather than just a wooden bench. It was also located within the Dross Cathedral, which was generally better than a Tier three Guild Building in every way imaginable.

Shine was actually taking the time to go over the steps they had taken to get away. They were trying to figure out what they could have done to have escaped the Legendary Guild Leader that had come after them. But other than avoiding the Church entirely, they just couldn’t think of anything.

What’s worse is the fact that heading towards the Church was only a good idea in the short term. It would’ve been obvious that the pair would head towards the Cathedral, as that was the organization that he was well known allies with. If anything, they were lucky that it was the Guild Leader that had caught them, rather than the many Cultists that were temporarily running rampant.

Fortunately, there had been very little fanfare when Ezekiel had been brought in. From what he could tell, the Cathedral was trying to keep his presence under wraps. He figured it was likely because they wanted something from him. Though he couldn’t think of what it could be. While he had made significant strides in his work as a professional enchanter, the level that the Church could reach was still beyond him.

A clanging echoed through the holding cells as a door opened to the side of the area. Shine stopped going over plans in Ezekiel’s head, and they turned to see who was approaching.

“Ezekiel Luminance, your presence has been requested by the Grand Scholars.” A woman dressed in the standard Scholar robes stood in front of his cell.

Ezekiel noticed that there were minor alterations to her uniform that made it more suitable to the hotter and drier climate. He also realized that this was not an official Scholar, but actually an Apprentice. Given the distinct lack of colorful enchantments woven into her robes. Though he figured she was a Radiant Mage, due to her distinctly golden eye color.

He was somewhat surprised at her power level. It should’ve been well known that he was more than capable of killing even peak level Apprentices. As well as being able to flee from multiple Adepts if needed. A part of him was curious as to whether or not she was sent as a show of trust, or if they didn’t think he warranted the presence of an Adept Scholar.

Standing up, he nodded his head, stepping to the opposite side of the cell from the door. As she opened the cell, Ezekiel slowly approached, and exited without issue. As they walked to the end of the holding area, he realized that there were several Cathedral guards, ranging between Tier two and three, that were waiting for them. Each one was armed with enchanted weapons. One of them was holding a set of shackles.

“You know those don’t work on me, don’t you?” Ezekiel said. Shine just snickered slightly as Ezekiel moved his hands to place them in the shackles.

The familiar hum of the enchantments activating met his ears, and for a moment, he was surprised to sense his mana escape his grasp. Shine nearly gasped in surprise as Ezekiel’s control over his mana wavered. But a quick flex of his will brought it back under control. Another flex had the shackles fall to the floor.

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in surprise. He turned to look at the apparent leader of this group of guards. A man dressed in armored robes that showed he was both a Scholar and a guardsman. A Cavern Mage, from what he could tell of his physical aesthetic accents. One that was near the higher ends of Adepts, if what little Ezekiel could sense from him was accurate.

“New model?” Ezekiel asked. “If so, you might want to work on an encapsulating formation, rather than a binding one. Void mana is similar to Tempest, in that it is naturally shapeless. But to a greater extent, in that it is also formless.”

The leader of the Scholars looked surprised but nodded his head in acknowledgement. Behind him, Ezekiel heard the Apprentice that had opened his cell scribbling notes for reference.

“Appreciated. I am Scholar Tychos, and behind you is my apprentice, Nora.” The guard leader introduced himself. “Might I ask why you seem so relaxed? You are under arrest after all.”

“I trust the Church of Ten. Even if you’re rumored to have a number of under the table dealings, the Dross Cathedral is still a part of the Church of Ten.” Ezekiel said. “The fact that you’re in open war with the Cult of Light just means that you’re even less likely to harm me right now.”

Tychos just looked thoughtful at that. Not expecting a young man like Ezekiel to have such open faith in the Church. Though he did appreciate it all the same. He was well aware of what some of the other Cathedrals, specifically outside of Tarquessa, thought of Dross and several other cities in the desert.

As the group walked through the Cathedral, Ezekiel and Tychos spoke at length regarding the differences between Cathedrals. During this time, Ezekiel made somewhat of a rapport with Tychos, as both had been wronged by the law on previous occasions. Ezekiel, by the Empire’s greed and power grabbing, and Tychos, by officials on the payroll of some debt collectors. Ones that brought his family no end of trouble when he was younger.

As they moved through the Cathedral, Ezekiel and Shine couldn’t help but admire the difference in architecture. He was well aware of the different appearances in the Cathedrals around the world. Mostly caused by the fact that every place had different cultures and means of building one. But this was the most startling difference he’d seen in a long time.

The city of Dross was built with low blocky buildings that made it look somewhat like brick cobble stone from above. With thick walls that were very good at blocking out the heavy sandstorms outside. Along with these artificial features, there was a large mountainous crag that sat next to the city, taking up part of the space. This crag was actually on the opposite side of the city from the large, lake-sized oasis.

It was also where the Cathedral was built, at an elevated level from the rest of the city. Unlike in other cities, where the Cathedral was usually built into the central areas. Instead, the Cathedral was partly built into the crag, with several auxiliary buildings closer to the city.

Countless aqueducts also ran through the city, almost all leading towards the Cathedral, or to farms placed here and there. Ezekiel couldn’t be certain, but he thought he saw several instances of enchanted Runes carved into the aqueducts that he could see as they moved through the Cathedral grounds. Shine suggested that they might be for reinforcement and filtration.

However, they wouldn’t be able to look into anything like that anytime soon, as they quickly approached the chambers where they would be meeting with the Grand Scholars.



Ezekiel had hoped that the meeting with the Grand Scholars would go well. But it seemed that Dross’ strong-arming tactics were on full display today. Ezekiel was barely able to get a word in as accusations were thrown his way.

Luckily for him, most of the Grand Scholars that were meeting with him were more concerned with the revelation of the Cult in their city. So, the one Grand Scholar that was bombarding him with questions was easily ignored.

However, that didn’t change the fact that the Grand Scholars were of the unanimous opinion that Ezekiel needed to once again become an affiliate of the Church. This time the Dross Cathedral, before they were willing to lend him any assistance.

This did lead to an argument, as Ezekiel was utterly adamant that he is not tied down to a Cathedral that he had no connections to. Needless to say, he was both frustrated and happy when he was marched out of the Cathedral.

He still considered himself fortunate, however, as he knew that, if it wasn’t for the technicality of him uncovering a Cultist plot in the city, they could’ve held him for at least a little bit longer. As it was, he was given a ‘thank you, now get out’ treatment by the Scholars.

Tychos, being the closest guard captain, was instructed to guide him to the city’s administration building. In order to get his documents in order so that he could legally reside in Dross. But the moment that was finished, Ezekiel and Shine looked for an inn, so they could rest up before leaving in the morning.

“Why are we heading out right away? I thought we were going to try and lend a hand to the war, in order to get through to the Empire with some reinforcements.” Shine asked as they were accompanied by Tychos to an inn.

“If they weren’t doing everything that they could to rope us into a contract that won’t let us leave the city, then maybe we would continue with that plan.” Ezekiel replied. “Joining the Cathedral here would mean we can’t get to the Empire. So, there’s no point in remaining here to try and help.”

“So, what will we be doing instead?” Shine asked.

“Given what’s going on, and how there’s no good options right now, we’ll be going with a bad option.” Ezekiel said. “Hopefully one that won’t bite us in the ass.”

Ezekiel, Shine, and Tychos came to a stop in front of a large multistory building. One of the few in the city that had more than three floors. Unlike the inn back at Waypoint Five, this inn was more like a hotel from Ezekiel’s previous life.

“Here we are. The Dross City Inn. you’ll be able to stay here for as long as you can pay. Though, since you’re a Hunter, you should be able to get free lodgings if you sign up with one of the mercenary groups.” Tychos advised. “I’m sorry, by the way. I had honestly expected that you’d receive at least some help from the Grand Scholars.”

“It’s not that big of a deal. Although, if you’re really sorry, then there might be something you can help me with.” Ezekiel said. “Nothing illegal, or something that should get you in trouble with the Grand Scholars. But not something I’d imagine a man of your station should be giving advice for.”

“... What do you need?” Tychos asked.

“I don’t suppose there’s anywhere you know that I might go to play a good game of cards?” Ezekiel asked.

Tychos looked confused for a moment. Wondering why this kind of question would be something Ezekiel thought of as difficult for him. Then he thought about it, and he realized that Ezekiel wasn’t asking for directions to any of the official gambling parlors.

Straightening up, Tychos glared at Ezekiel, as he was fully aware that Ezekiel would know that such dens were gathering points for the Tarquessa Underworld. Something that he, as an official guard captain, should be removing from the city.

“Why do you want to know?” Tychos asked in a warning tone.

Ezekiel raised his hands in defense.

“I’m just looking for a place where I can play a game without house limitations. I know coins are the standard when it comes to gambling. But, since I need to get to the Fjorya Mountains as soon as possible, winning a few favors might be something I can do.” Ezekiel said. His words seemed to somewhat calm Tychos down.

“I’m not looking for work, if that’s what you’re worried about. I wouldn’t pick them over the Church if I didn’t think I’d be able to get away from them. Especially if they try to get me with the same contract conditions as the Grand Scholars did.”

Tychos took a moment to think about it. Turning to Nora as he did. He was relaxed now, but he still wasn’t sure that this was something he should help Ezekiel with. Finally, he decided on a course of action as he replied.

“I can’t tell you that. As an official guard of the Dross Cathedral, I have a duty to ensure that such dens are removed, whenever possible.” He said.

“Ezekiel, look!” Shine exclaimed. They saw something that Ezekiel couldn’t right now, but he needed to pay attention to what Tychos was saying.

“Regardless, I’m sure a man of your experience should be able to find his way North without too many issues. Even with the Cult of Light committing sins and spreading conflict all across the desert.” Tychos said as he backed away from Ezekiel. “Good luck to you. Nora, come along. We’re leaving.”

Ezekiel gave his thanks, watching Tychos and Nora leave. As they got further and further away, Ezekiel turned his attention to Shine.

“What did he do?” Ezekiel silently asked.

“He left us a message. To the left, beneath that bench.” Shine said, poking Ezekiel’s spirit to indicate the direction they were referring to.

Turning to the left, Ezekiel noticed an arrow carved into the ground. It was clearly made by a high-level Cavern Mage. At least a Peak Adept. Although, given that he hadn’t felt any mana released by Tychos, he was wary of whether or not it was actually him who left it.

Moving over to the bench, Ezekiel bent over to see what was underneath. What he saw wasn’t something that made him happy. The same went for Shine as well.

“Didn’t these guys just try to kill us?” Shine asked incredulously. “Why should we be going back there?”

“Probably because these guys are shifty as hell, so they should have an answer to our problems.” Ezekiel said in a bland and empty tone.

Beneath the bench there were three words carved into the stone ground. Words that hadn’t been there previously.

“Red Stone Guild”

Sighing loudly, Ezekiel drew Shine from their sheath, channeling mana to reinforce their actions. Swiping to the side, Ezekiel and Shine erased the words from the ground beneath the bench. Standing up straight, Ezekiel put Shine back in their sheath before marching to the inn. He refused to deal with this today. So, for now, he was going to get some food, drink, and sleep. He’d visit the ones who tried to kill him in the morning.



“I still don’t feel very comfortable about this.” Shine said as they and Ezekiel walked towards the Guild house for the Red Stone Guild. “I mean, what if there are still some Cultists left that happen to have better impulse control than the others?”

“Doubtful. I’m actually pretty certain that any remaining Cultists would’ve been inspected using various means at this point. That, or they would’ve run away when they realized that they were going to be checked out.” Ezekiel said. “Especially given that the Cult of Light wants to destroy the Underworld organization’s means of money making.”

It had been roughly a day since Ezekiel was given his hint as to where he might find answers. During that time, he and Shine had been subtly looking into the results of the previous incidents. What they had found out was that there was a massive witch hunt going on. Specifically focused on looking for those that reacted negatively to Ezekiel’s presence.

This had been made somewhat easier, since the Church had decided that they didn’t need to keep his presence a secret since he wouldn’t be joining them. Something that Ezekiel felt was just further support for his decision not to sign on with the Dross Cathedral.

Walking through the main gates, they were temporarily stopped by some Hunters on guard duty. But upon introducing himself, he was let through without issue, and guided towards the Guild Leader’s office. He received some dirty looks on the way, but for the most part, he was left alone.

He did see the Hunter that had arrested him, however, and felt a substantial amount of joy at the fact that he was watching the man literally digging trenches. The best part was when the supervising Cavern Mages saw he was finished, and immediately refilled the trenches so he had to start over again.

“Serves him right.” Shine said with a huff of satisfaction. “Maybe this’ll teach him not to do that anymore.”

“Unfortunately, it’s more likely to teach him not to get caught.” Ezekiel said with a sigh. “Moving on. Any ideas as to what we should expect? I’m assuming that we’ll need to do some jobs for the man to get connected to the people we need to meet. But any suggestions as to how far we should go?”

“... No services that would make them put us in a cell that we’d need to escape from later?” Shine asked. “Which is kinda hard to do, since Void Magic is still really unique.”

The two continued bouncing ideas as they made their way to the Leader’s office. But upon reaching their destination they were forced to stop. Though they did have a better idea of what they were willing to do at this point.

Opening the door to the Guild Leader’s office, Ezekiel and Shine entered. Expecting some sort of opulent room filled with various decorations. But they were pleasantly surprised to see that it was a fairly spartan room, with a portrait of a family, and a case filled with what looked like medals and other items and awards. Including several competitions for various gambling tournaments.

Seeing the same stout man that had captured them before bringing them to the Church, Ezekiel and Shine moved to sit down at the chair in front of his desk. A small mouse sat in a bowl of water that was boiling hot, like a hot tub.

“So, I wasn’t quite expecting to see you again so soon. But given what you’ve done for me and my Guild, I figured you would come back at some point. If only to investigate us for yourself.” The Guild Leader said. “Ah! Before I forget, the name’s Alphonse Redstone. Yes, I named the Guild after myself.”

Ezekiel and Shine were somewhat surprised. They hadn’t expected this to be how the conversation was started.

“Actually, and I mean no offense when I say this, we were hoping to avoid coming back to where we were nearly killed by Cultists.” Ezekiel said truthfully. He was well aware that lying to a Cavern Mage was basically impossible, so there wasn’t any point right now.

Hearing Ezekiel’s words, Alphonse also looked surprised.

“You’re not here on behalf of the Church? I thought you were a fairly staunch ally to them.” He inquired. “And if you didn’t want to come back here, why did you?”

“First, while I’m an ally to the Church, each and every Cathedral operates differently. I did not enjoy them trying to twist my arm into an Affiliate Contract that wouldn’t let me leave the city unless it came under direct attack by the Cult of Light, or the war with the Cult was declared over. With all lost cities having been reclaimed.” Ezekiel said.

Alphonse actually winced at the strictness of the stipulations made by the Church. They were utterly ridiculous, especially for someone as valuable as Ezekiel. They might as well put him in a cell and keep him there. Then he realized that the fact that he could basically waste their time and resources by running away was likely the only reason they didn’t do so.

“Secondly, I need help getting north. To the Fjorya Mountains, and ideally into the Empire. The Church has sworn off giving me any assistance, even when I promised to help them out as best I could to earn my way.” Ezekiel explained. “The city itself won’t help me either, since they have to worry about the conflict with the Cult of Light, and the other problems that the conflict is causing. As such, if the above-board organizations can’t help me, I figured that a couple of people working ‘Under’ the board might instead.”

Alphonse did not miss Ezekiel’s emphasis on the word ‘under’. Which Ezekiel was fine with. It wasn’t as if he was trying to be subtle at this point. He could save that for later, when he was sneaking around the Cult and clearing them out.

Alphonse didn’t reply right away. Instead, he looked at Ezekiel for several seconds. His eyes twitching as they glanced all over Ezekiel’s figure. Landing on Shine and Ezekiel’s Void Pouch on more than a few occasions.

Finally, he seemed to come to a decision as he withdrew a cigar from a case in his overalls. Lighting it up with a match, he took a long drag, letting out the smoke right into Ezekiel’s face. His eyes nearly watered, and he had to consciously stop himself from choking on the smoke. But no matter what, Ezekiel didn’t look away. Alphonse held his stare for a few more seconds before reclining into his chair.

“You’ve got balls, kid.” Alphonse said as he slid his hand over a Runic enchantment under his desk. “Although, given what I understand you’ve been through, I guess I can’t really call you ‘kid,’ can I.”

“I’d prefer you didn’t. I’ve worked hard for my reputation. As unintentional as it was.” Ezekiel replied. He had never liked being called a kid, and the fact that he was finally eighteen again made him incredibly happy. As it meant that he was officially a man. At least legally speaking.

“Hmmm. It’s possible for me to help you out here. But I gotta know why I should. Technically speaking, my Guild is one of the few ones left to act as a defensive army for the city of Dross.” Alphonse explained. “As such, my resources are needed to ensure that no Cult activity makes it into the city. Obviously, you inadvertently helped with that. But that just gets you a pass for all the trouble said revelation cost us.”

Ezekiel didn’t miss the tightening of Alphonse’s fist as he mentioned the Cult. This wasn’t an act of regret, either. Ezekiel could tell from the way the man’s body moved, and how his voice ever so slightly lowered, that he hated the Cult with every aspect of his being.

“Well... Helping me is basically giving a large middle finger to the Cult. So, there’s that. But if you need anything else, I’m willing to offer a favor, while I’m still in the area of Dross at least.” Ezekiel said.

“A favor, you say. No offense, but I doubt that there’s much an Apprentice like you can do to help me out.” Alphonse said with a laugh.

“Not without contracts that would ensure my freedom, alongside your assistance. You don't know what a Void Mage can really do, after all.” Ezekial said. “You mentioned resources, didn’t you? I can’t imagine that moving everything you have, above or below, is all that easy.”

Alphonse looked interested at the mention of transportation. As an official Hunters Guild, they were able to buy Void Pouches from the Church. Something that the everyday merchant wasn’t allowed to do. Same with other regular citizens. Also, most Hunters had to give their Void Pouches back to the Guild when they retired.

Worse yet, the secret to making Void Pouches was something that was bound by contracts. Ezekiel wasn’t an exception, and the moment he left the Church, he was no longer allowed to produce Void Pouches. Not that he often did when he was a Scholar, but it was still something he could no longer do. However, there were other things that he could do that the Church of Ten wasn’t aware of.

“This assistance... What exactly can it do?” Alphonse asked.

“First, we need to discuss what assistance you can provide. Even the Underworld works on equal exchange, doesn’t it?” Ezekiel said with a smirk.

Said smirk left his face as Alphonse and his Spirit subtly released their mana. It looked like this was going to be a long and difficult process. Settling into the back of Ezekiel’s mind, they sat back to watch the show that was about to begin.
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                The sun was setting over Dross as Ezekiel made his way back to the inn. His feet were dragging along the ground, and he was right on the edge of making the decision to use Shine as a crutch. Bone deep exhaustion seeped into his entire body after having fulfilled part of his bargain with Alphonse.

He barely managed to book a couple more rooms for himself, whilst in disguise, on separate floors before making his way up to the room he had booked previously.

Ezekiel collapsed bonelessly onto his rented bed at the Dross City Inn. It had been several hours since he’d left to discuss things with Alphonse. Luckily, Alphonse was well aware of the fact that he wouldn’t get anything from Ezekiel without giving him something in return.

As such, Ezekiel was able to make a deal that got him what he wanted. Though he still needed to finish a mission for the Red Stone Guild. Which was on top of the Gravity Reduction enchantments that he’d be placing on at least a dozen different wagons, crates, and other means of transport and various containers. He’d only been able to finish half of said enchantments today.

“Did we really need to come all the way back to the inn?” Shine asked as Ezekiel started to drift off. “Couldn’t we have stayed in the guest house of the Red Stone Guild? The contract restricts any of their Guild members from acting against us. They also can’t outsource anyone to be antagonistic towards us.”

“It’s mostly a comfort thing. But there’s also the fact that they don’t need to hire anyone. If they wanted to, they could simply release information to a party they know is antagonistic towards us.” Ezekiel explained. “At least at the inn, we won’t be the only unaffiliated Hunters. So that means that we won’t be surrounded by a singular faction. We might be able to draw some others into the conflict and escape.”

“I guess... Should I stay up to keep watch?” Shine asked. Unlike Ezekiel, Shine was still topped up when it came to their mana. “You booked the other rooms to run away to if things went bad, right?”

“If it’s not too much trouble.” Ezekiel said. “And yes, teleport us to the other room we booked if anyone approaches.”

Shine just sent Ezekiel feelings of reassurance as he drifted off to sleep. Settling into a state of omnidirectional awareness, Shine kept their attention on their surroundings as Ezekiel lay sleeping.

It wasn’t even a couple of hours into the night when Shine sensed someone approaching. However, whoever it was, they weren’t exactly trying to hide their presence. If anything, they were making a ruckus as they got closer.

Shine paused for barely a second before Jumping to one of the other rooms that Ezekiel had booked before going to bed. He hadn’t unpacked any of his stuff, so it wasn’t hard for Shine to get them out of there. But the fact that they had to Jump in the middle of the night was frustrating. Shine almost wanted to wake Ezekiel up but figured that they would only do so if whoever was after them came back.

Waiting for several more minutes, Shine relaxed their attentiveness, though just barely, as they didn’t sense anyone approaching. Settling down for the night, Shine continued to keep watch. Doing everything they could to ensure Ezekiel got his rest.

However, there was something nagging at the back of their mind. The people that had approached before seemed to feel familiar to them. But they couldn’t place just who it was, and they weren’t willing to stick around and find out.



Meanwhile, back at the room that Ezekiel and Shine had just vacated, Fiana, George, and Marc made their way into the room while Cinder spoke to the manager who was watching them carefully. Coming to an abrupt halt as they opened the door, Fiana turned to the manager.

Her eyes were practically shooting fire as she moved towards him. Marc moved to investigate the room, while George watched Fiana.

“Where is he?” She asked with a growl in her voice. “I thought you said this was the room he booked.”

Cinder turned to look at the manager, who was starting to look a little nervous, as he was only an Apprentice level Mage. One with little to no actual combat experience at that. So, facing off against a group of Adepts, as well as his boss’ niece, meant that he was incredibly nervous.

“Here! I already showed you, but here is the signature and proof of the person you named signing into this particular room.” The manager handed over a clipboard to Cinder, who reviewed it several times before confirming that it was true.

“He’s telling the truth, Scholar Fiana. This is the room listed for one Ezekiel Luminance.” Cinder said. “I’m sorry, but either he’s not here, or he’s reserved another room under an assumed name.”

“So, we’re at another dead end.” Fiana cursed under her breath. “Ancients damn him! How are we supposed to help to keep him safe if we keep falling behind?”

The manager, who was still nervous, raised his hand to grab their attention.

“Actually, while we can’t let you go knocking on every door in the inn, I can confirm that he is here. Or at least that he checked in last night. Reserving a room for at least a week.” The manager said. “You might find him if you wait for him tomorrow. Maybe.”

A look of understanding came across Fiana’s face. She figured that Ezekiel must’ve either been aware that people might be after him, and he would have made arrangements for safer dwellings. Given the talk going around about the Cult of Light infiltrating the city, this was certainly a smart move, if annoying for them.

Staring at the manager, Fiana contemplated his words while Marc finished investigating the room. She couldn’t be certain if this was a scheme to get them to book a few rooms or not. But George had no issues jumping on board with what the manager was suggesting.

“In that case, put us down for two double rooms. One for the ladies and one for us.” George said to the manager. He handed the man a basic pouch with the necessary coins. “Make it three days each.”

“George!” Fiana exclaimed. “There’s no need for that!”

But it was too late, George had already exchanged the coins for the keys, and the manager scurried off after George signed the reservation agreement. Cinder just watched with an amused expression. She had agreed to help the three Scholars find their person of interest but hadn’t been expecting this much entertainment.

“What?” George asked. “It’s not like there’s any other good inns in the city anyways. Might as well book some rooms while we’re here. That way, we can at least ensure that we have a better chance than just rumors and hearsay. Besides, what were you thinking of doing? Going back to the Cathedral that already kicked us out when we refused to convince Ezekiel to lock himself into an unfair contract?”

Everyone there winced at the reminder of the verbal fight that had broken out when the Dross Cathedral had started bad mouthing Ezekiel. Fiana had gone off like a grenade, hitting everyone she could with insults of some sort. George and Marc had joined her when the exact details of the contract that Dross wanted Ezekiel to sign were revealed to them.

Needless to say, they weren’t welcome there anymore, even though there were quarters at all the Cathedrals, specifically for foreign Scholars to use when needed.

“Even so, you could’ve consulted us. You didn’t even ask if Miss Sunny wanted to stick around.” Fiana said. “Thank you, by the way, for helping us so far.”

“It’s nothing. To be honest, I’ve been working with the Church of Ten for a few years now. So, it’s not like I’m doing anything different at this point.” Cinder said. “For now, why don’t we get some sleep. Given how late we arrived, I’d rather stay the night here anyways. Rather than head back home, dead on my feet.”

Fiana and Marc could sense that there was another reason as to why she didn’t want to go home right now. But neither of them was willing to pry, after having gotten so much help from her already. Traveling in the small caravan from Southeast Waypoint Five was already a blessing from the Ancients. Even if the circumstances weren’t all that great.

“You see! Everything is working out. Now let’s go get some sleep. A man needs his rest and relaxation after all. Especially if we’re to find Ezekiel in the morning.” George said with forced enthusiasm. “Come on, Marc, it’s time for bed.”

Marc looked somewhat morose at the idea of having to spend a full night with George, by himself at that. But he followed along as the Adept Life Mage threw a key over his shoulder. One that Fiana caught before it could hit the ground.

“Goodnight, Scholar Fiana. Miss Sunny.” Marc said as he left.

“Goodnight Marc, and please, call me Cinder!” Cinder said as she waved them off. She took a look at the key in Fiana’s hands before walking off. “It seems that our room is this way. Shall we?”

Fiana grumbled as she followed the younger woman down the hall in the opposite direction of her fellow Scholars. She was tired of all the running around, and if it weren’t for their previous meeting with the Church, she wasn’t even sure they would know if Ezekiel was alive or not.

For the first time since she’d set out on this mission, on behalf of Scarlet and the other Grand Scholars of Sanafalls, she was starting to regret it. For now, however, she could only hope that they had better luck in the morning.



Ezekiel stood in the middle of a warehouse made and owned by the Red Stone Guild. It was the third day since their deal had been made, and Ezekiel had been doing everything he could to avoid anyone he hadn’t made a contract with.

Alphonse, as he found out, was actually a pretty decent guy. At least so long as you didn’t try to cause problems for his Guild. Including the less than legal businesses. But beyond that, he seemed to have a fairly straightforward and easy to understand code of honor.

It could be summed up as; ‘If you give me something, you’ll get something back in return. The same goes for my Guild.’ Unfortunately, since most of his Guild took things too far, or were open and blatant when it came to their less than appropriate activities, this meant that Alphonse was forced to face fines and other things more often than not.

“Okay... I think... that’s the last...one...” Ezekiel was nearly gasping for breath as he looked over the large trade wagon that he had just finished enchanting.

The first day of his work hadn’t been bad. He’d gotten to most of the smaller items fairly quickly. However, it had taken three days to finish enchanting all the large-scale equipment. In part because he didn’t have the mana to finish quickly. But also, because the runic sequences had to be etched by him, alone. If anyone else helped in the process, the ambient mana that they drew on would corrupt the enchantment. Void Magic was sensitive like that.

“Hmmm...” Alphonse looked over the enchantment. Pulling a large boulder from the ground, Alphonse dropped it on top of the activated enchantment. Instead of the loud ‘crash’ that one might expect, there was merely a dull thud, like something that weighed far less had landed instead.

“One tenth the weight, you said?” Alphonse pointlessly asked.

“For the fifth time, yes.” Ezekiel muttered in frustration. “Also, since I know you’ll ask again, these enchantments need to be recharged every now and then. Either with a Pure Mana Crystal, or two mana crystals of opposing elements. Do not use Lightning Crystals. You will destroy them if you do.”

Alphonse just chuckled as he patted Ezekiel on the back. Of course, given how tired he was, he fell to his knees in an instant.

“You did good, kid. Now I guess it’s our turn. Just remember, you need to help us with opening the path.” Alphonse said as his grin turned manic. The thoughts running through his head being anything but pleasant.

“I remember. So long as there aren’t any Legendaries, it shouldn’t be a problem” Ezekiel said. “Don’t forget, if your info is wrong, I will ditch your Guild Members to their fate. As we agreed.”

“Tch! As we agreed.” Alphonse curtly nodded his head before marching out of the warehouse. “Get out of here, kid, you set off at first light in the morning. Meet me in my office so the rest can sign their contracts.”

“I’m not a kid...” Ezekiel muttered under his breath as he marched out of the warehouse.

He hadn’t made it more than a couple of blocks away before Shine spoke up.

“I thought we were going to ask him about the group that’s been looking for us? We had to leave the inn early because of them.” Shine asked. “The rooms were fairly nice as well.”

“I don’t think that Alphonse is aware of them. You said that they were familiar, right?” Ezekiel confirmed. Shine mentally nodded their head. “Then that means they’re people we’ve met and remembered. So, it couldn’t be anyone from Tarquessa. That means that it’s probably someone from Sanafalls. Likely sent by the Grand Scholars to take us back to the Archipelago.”

“Couldn’t they be a part of the Cult?” Shine asked.

“The Cult would not be this subtle. Not for as long as this group’s been after us, at least.” Ezekiel said. “The Cultists hidden in the Red Stone Guild were proof of that.”

Left unsaid was the possibility of these people being mercenaries hired by the Cult. If that was the case, then all bets were off when it came to how professional they were. But it would also mean that the sense of familiarity wouldn’t have been there.

“For now, we might as well return to that abandoned warehouse. I’d rather get a full night’s sleep tonight. I doubt there’ll be anyone to bother us if they don’t know where we are.” Ezekiel said.

The pair then made a turn to an empty alleyway. Halfway through, Ezekiel jumped into a small alcove, where Shine immediately Jumped them several blocks away to one of their prearranged Jump points. From there, the pair went through a number of convoluted paths before coming back to the warehouse district. Heading to a hidden area in one of the abandoned buildings, Ezekiel curled himself up and went to sleep. Still spent from the day’s activities.



Gathered in front of the Red Stone Guild, packed into one of the wagons that hadn’t been enchanted, Ezekiel sat in disguise. Outside the wagon, a dozen Hunters of the Guild in question stood at attention as Alphonse addressed them. All of them had signed specific non-disclosure contracts. Each of which would only be nullified should Ezekiel die, break his contract, or be dropped off at the Fjorya.

Of course, this would only be the case so long as Ezekiel survived his mission. As contracted by Alphonse. Said mission was to infiltrate and open up the defenses of all the Cult of Light supply depots that were between them, and the Fjorya Mountains. These were key chains in the logistics of the Cult’s forces further south. From what they knew, there were at least seven that they needed to take out.

Only after he had finished this mission, would the Hunters gathered here continue to escort him north, to the Fjorya Mountains.

“Everybody knows the plan?” Alphonse asked. “Cause if any of you brats don’t, I’ll be thumping the plan into your heads with my fist. Understood?”

“Yes, Guild Leader!” The assembled Hunters all chanted in unison.

“Good. Your package is already loaded up. Head out, and I’ll hopefully see you all in a couple of months. If the kid can deliver on his end of the bargain.” Alphonse said before turning away and heading back into the Guild’s main building. “Good luck to you all.”

As the loaded in, and the wagon set off, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder what, exactly, was so underworldly about this mission. However, knowing that the mission was supposed to be a secret, he knew better than to talk about it before they left the city limits.

Thus, it wasn’t until that evening, when the Hunters were all set up for the night, well out and past the walls of Dross, that he finally felt that he could ask his question.

“The actual job is to capture and control. At least, according to what the Church wants.” One of the Hunters said, knowing that Ezekiel couldn’t share the details to others any more than they could. “The Guild Leader would prefer it to be search and destroy. Same with the other Underworld Leaders. No quarter is to be given to the Cultists. All of them die. No matter what.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously, though his disguise made sure that those actions were more or less hidden.

“Guild Leader Alphonse must really hate the Cult. Don’t suppose there’s a reason for that?” Ezekiel asked.

The rest of the Hunters all looked around nervously. Not because they were scared, but because it was an uncomfortable topic for all of them. Seeing this, Ezekiel immediately backtracked.

“Forget I said anything.” He said, and the rest of the Hunters relaxed. But one seemed to be willing to answer the question.

“You saw the family portrait in his office, right?” The Hunter said. Dread immediately filled Ezekiel’s stomach as he made some connections.

“They didn’t...” He whispered. “I know those bastards are wretched scum, but the kid in the picture wasn’t even ten!”

“Well... apparently the Cult doesn’t really care about that. Killed both his wife and kid. In front of him.” The man told him.

Ezekiel was shocked. He knew that the Cult was merciless. Yet he was certain that they would’ve at least tried to get something from Alphonse first. But this was different. Usually, they tried to take and turn kids to their way of thinking. Something must’ve changed since the war started.

“Hey! That’s enough! We’ve got a long trip ahead of us. We don’t need to be bringing the mood down even further with old news. Alright?!” The driver called back. Not wanting his Guild Leader’s past to be brought up anymore.

Ezekiel allowed himself to fall silent. A part of his mind wandered back to when he was just a kid. How close had he and his friends been to falling prey to the Cult? How were they doing now? Was the Cult back in Harkem? Was the border conflict with the Desolate Lands worse than he thought?

These thoughts and more ran through his head.

“Hey! Don’t get lost in thought like that!” Shine exclaimed, feeling Ezekiel’s mood dropping. “We’re here to get to them, and help them out, no matter what, right?”

“That’s right. We’ll see them all soon, and hopefully, the Cult won’t be able to get in our way. After we deal with this base, of course.” Ezekiel let out a light chuckle at Shine’s words.

He wasn’t perfectly fine, but he knew he needed to focus on what was happening now. The depot was only a couple of days away. So, he needed to prepare himself. His job was the most important, after all. It wasn’t like anyone else could sneak their way past defensive formations like he could.



Looking over the sand dunes in the distance, Ezekiel couldn’t help but nervously twitch his fingers. The defenses encapsulating the supply depot were significantly stronger than they were told. There were also several more Cultists patrolling the area than expected.

Tapping a rock next to him, Ezekiel found himself sucked into the ground. Finding himself in a stone sphere beneath the sand, Ezekiel couldn’t help but grimace as he looked at the expectant faces around him. All the Hunters were gathered here, having abandoned their wagon a while back for more stealth. The six Cavern Mages that they had helped with this.

“I can do it, but we’re looking at, at least twice as many Cultists than what was expected. Luckily, there’s only half a dozen Hunters. Most of them are Apprentices as well, so we at least have a quality advantage.” Ezekiel said. “We can move tonight, so long as you all are ready to go.”

“Then we move tonight. Kill whoever you can when you’re in there. No point in losing an advantage if we can get it.” The current captain of the Red Stone Guild’s Hunters said.

Buckling down, Ezekiel allowed himself to fall into his meditation. Allowing the hours to pass him by, but not actually taking in any mana. There wouldn’t be much point in him doing such a thing. The chance of one of their enemies catching him via the flow of mana was also a non-negligible factor.

Finally, as they received notice that the sun had fully set a while ago. Silently, Ezekiel was let out from the sphere. Lightening his gravity and pulling up a Shroud, Ezekiel and Shine glided across the sand, leaving no tracks in their wake.

Reaching the very edge of the defensive formations, Shine Jumped them inside the formations. Coming up right within the walls of the base. Now inside the base, it wasn’t hard for him to see what was going on with the Cultists.

Several guard rotations were happening at once, all overlapping with each other, so Ezekiel wouldn’t be able to take any of them out without alerting the rest. As such, he headed straight into the larger building that was at the center of the base.

Inside, it was much easier to find Cultists that were separated from the others. However, he found that, much to his chagrin, there was no master control for the formations outside. Unfortunately, that meant that the formations had multiple anchor points. Most likely on the walls themselves. He’d have to deactivate each and every one of them to bring it down.

“We don’t have that much time.” Shine said in a worried voice. “We need to open the defenses now!”

Wracking his options over in his head, Ezekiel realized that he’d have to use some more of his trump cards. So, taking out several cylindrical containers from his Void Pouch, explosives that were based off of the idea of the explosive beads during his first expedition, Ezekiel made his move.

Knowing that the Tempest and Cavern Mages within the base would sense it if he simply threw or placed them on the ground. Ezekiel knew he’d have to make this as fast as he could. So, making his way to the roof of the main building, Ezekiel leapt into the air. Adjusting his gravity so he floated, still Shrouded, just beneath the top of the defensive formations.

Taking the four cylindrical artifacts and throwing them as fast as he could, not even the Tempest Mages could react in time before the artifacts made contact. The Push and Pull, along with the increased gravity ensured they moved too fast.

Four explosions rang out simultaneously as the anchor points for the formations came crumbling down. An alert rang out the moment they did, but it seemed like the Red Stone Guild was already prepared. Several spears of sand struck down the gathering Apprentices. An entanglement of roots crushed several others, and fire melted the faces of more than a few.

Ezekiel himself ended up ending the lives of several Cultists as he landed on the rooftop of the main building. The few sentries that were there had no idea what happened to them as he stabbed them all in the back. Quick, silent, and relatively painless. Much better than the rampaging Hunters below.

As he looked on at the devastation happening around him. He couldn’t help but feel regret. Both at the actions he was taking, just to see his family again, and the fact that he didn’t really feel much when he killed the Cultists that got too close to him.

“... I want to see them again...” Was the only thought running through Ezekiel’s mind.

“We will, partner. We will.” Shine said. Doing their best to encourage Ezekiel.

Unfortunately, this was war, and while it might not yet be nearly as bad as what he’d been through before, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel that things were going to get much worse. Likely well before they reached the Fjorya. Something that Shine, unfortunately, had to agree with.

The base ended up being cleared within an hour. No one escaped. Not that the Cult of Light was usually permitted to escape. But even so, such a merciless massacre wasn’t something Ezekiel was used to. Looking around the desolate base, Ezekiel saw that the Hunters were currently looting the place for all that it was worth.

“Well, we might as well get what we can as well. No point in letting it go to waste, after all.” Ezekiel said to Shine, before he too moved to gather what he could.

Shine just stayed silent. A part of them was worried for Ezekiel, but a larger part was more worried about the cultists that they were undoubtedly going to be facing soon. Thinking about the dangers they were walking into; a story thought brought their mind to the group that was chasing after him as well.

Hopefully they won't be catching up to them anytime soon. Better yet, maybe they went home.



Back at Dross, Fiana, George, Marc, and Cinder, were all standing inside Alphonse’s office. The former group were looking at the disgruntled Guild Leader in contempt. While Alphonse was looking at the assorted Scholars and runaway heiress merchant in front of him with regret.

“I knew I shouldn’t have dealt with that stupid kid.” Alphonse muttered under his breath. Holding his face in his hands as Cinder handed him an old contract, calling in a favor that was owed to her. Behind her, George and Marc stood at attention. Not unlike a couple of bodyguards. Though George looked far too smug and prideful to be a proper stone-faced bodyguard.

To the side, Fiana crossed her arms in frustrated satisfaction. She was happy they were finally getting somewhere, but she really did hope that this would be done soon. Although, as she remembered more about their target and what he was capable of, she knew that this was going to be a long trip. She just hoped that Ezekiel wouldn’t get into too much more trouble before they reached him.
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At the Sanafalls Cathedral, a meeting was taking place as the Grand Scholars were updated on the situation happening in Tarquessa. Fiana had just finished providing them with information regarding their search for Ezekiel, and none of the Grand Scholars looked happy.

“This is a ridiculous mess. Isn’t it.” Linette as she glared at Scarlet, who looked utterly unrepentant at what she had done. “Not only have we lost the only Void Mage to have created a viable meditation technique, as well as an expert Apprentice Tier Enchanter, but three of our more, well versed, Scholars have spent the last week on a wild Spirit chase through the desert.”

At this, the other two Grand Scholars looked at Scarlet as well. None of them looked happy, but Scarlet continued to look stone faced and set in her opinions.

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share your thoughts on the matter? Given that you are directly responsible for each of these incidents.” Linette asked. “Grand Scholar Scarlet, I asked you a question.”

“I did the right thing! Ezekiel would’ve left no matter what. At least I tried to keep him safe. Same with sending Fiana and the other two to hunt him down.” Scarlet exclaimed. “What would you have done, if he had approached you, asking to go headfirst into a warzone?”

“I’d have let him.” Linette replied. “And I don’t appreciate you telling him otherwise when he came to you.”

Scarlet looked even angrier at Linette’s reply than she was at being caught lying. She had thought that her fellow Grand Scholars would have wanted to support keeping Ezekiel safe.

“So, you’re sayin you wanted him to die?!” Scarlet nearly screamed, no longer able to keep her emotions under control. “Cause that’s the only thing that’ll happen if he makes it to Harkem!”

“You don’t know that! Besides, if we had at least implied we would help him, we’d have been able to keep him here until we figured out how to keep him relatively safe when he left!” Linette exclaimed. “But now he’s lost to the desert, and apparently working with Tarquessa’s Underworld to make his way north. Neither of which are options that we wanted for him.”

Scarlet and Linette continued to stare each other down. Each one acted like they wanted the other to spontaneously combust before their eyes. Finally, Leonard and the fourth Grand Scholar, Carrian’s replacement, who had arrived three years ago, decided to intervene.

“Ladies, please stop trying to kill each other with your glares.” Leonard said. “Whilst Scarlet is certainly the most in the wrong here, yelling at each other for past actions won’t help us. Nor will it help Ezekiel. So, what steps should we be taking?”

“Retrieving Ezekiel should be our main priority. Only by getting him away from Tarquessa and the Empire will he continue to be safe.” Scarlet immediately said.

“Denied!” The other three Scholars said in unison. Scarlet looked incredibly indignant at their reply. She moved to speak up again but was interrupted before she got the chance.

“If I may?” The newest Scholar to the Sanafalls Cathedral said. “Perhaps we should pass the coin, as it were. Send a message to the Harkem Cathedral and let them handle it. Their intervention won’t be much worse than our own, after all. Plus, with the repeal of all exiles and outstanding warrants for those who are willing to participate in the Empire’s border conflict, that means that Ezekiel won’t be in any legal trouble if he does go home.”

“Scholar Greaves! You can’t be serious! The Empire is well known for going back on their word when it comes to ‘valuable individuals.” Scarlett exclaimed. “The Church of Ten in Harkem is already on thin ice. They would not be able to support Ezekiel safely within the Empire. Especially when they’re currently facing an active and open battle with the Cruor!”

Linette and Leonard both winced at the reminder of just how bad the Empire was right now. The open battles with the Cruor had shocked most of the world. From what they knew of the historical texts, the Cruor hadn’t been this aggressive in decades. Since well before Ezekiel was born. The only explanations they had were assumptions that they could only pray weren’t true.

Unfortunately, what little they could get from the few Cruor that were captured merely supported those assumptions. As such, the possibility of a new Broodlord making a name for themself was taken seriously. Especially since there were apparently sightings of several new and young Winged Cruor taking part in the battle. Not something that often occurred, as the Empire’s border was not near their territory.

“I hate to say it, but I think that Greaves has a point. Ezekiel has already broken his contract with us, a punishment that can’t be taken back, and will not help us going forward.” Leonard gave Linette a pointed look. “As such, I agree that, if Ezekiel is hellbent on returning to Harkem, then we simply need to let him. Besides, it’s not like we can afford to send additional forces after him anyways. If the Cult of Light catches even a hint of a Grand Scholar from outside Tarquessa approaching, they’ll start taking drastic actions to ensure that we can’t reclaim our territories.”

Ezekiel and Fiana’s group were not the only ones that the Grand Scholars had been looking into recently. They had also been looking for information from some of the Church informants throughout Tarquessa. Most were dead, at least in the cities controlled by the Church.

What they could convey, however, was not a pretty picture. For the most part, it seemed like the citizens were decently treated, so long as they did not dissent against the Cult. But for those that did, for some reason their minds eventually changed overnight, and they directly entered the war with a zealous enthusiasm.

It was accurately assumed that the Cult was changing these people’s minds for them. Something that couldn’t yet be proven but was a terrifying possibility all the same. The destruction of several cities by these zealot’s hands was more than enough to have the Church back off, at least by a little bit.

Better to have the Guild fight it out anyways. As they were the ones that were built and trained for it. Which was the only reason why outside forces could still send Guilds to fight for them. Though it was uncertain how much longer it would be before Legendaries started entering into the fray.

“What about the three Scholars that this one sent to bring Ezekiel back?” Linette said as she pointed at Scarlett. “Should they be recalled?”

“No, leave them be. I’ve already given the letters of recommendation for the Harkem Cathedral. So long as they can get Ezekiel there safely, they’ll find themselves supported. Otherwise, they are to confirm his death, and return here. If they can.” Greaves said. The other three looked surprised.

“They went to you after I gave them their order to get Ezekiel, didn’t they!” Scarlet said.

“Indeed. I found them when they were looking for Leonard, but they couldn’t find him.” Greaves explained. “Given their concerns, I decided that I would do what I could to help both them and Ezekiel. So, I ordered them to go and support him in any way they could. If they could.”

“You rotten little worm!” Scarlet called out. She released her mana and tried to pressure Greaves. Runic scriptures began to faintly glow across her body.

Both Linette and Leonard were shocked. Not just at the fact that one of their number would so blatantly threaten a peer, but also because they could tell that Scarlet was at least a whole Step stronger than she had been nearly a year ago. Something that was thought to be impossible for Legendary Mages who had lost their Spirit.

However, while Greaves was also somewhat surprised, he stood up and met Scarlet’s mana with his own. A Deathly aura fell upon the room as everybody started feeling weaker than before. Greaves, who was originally a Step higher than Scarlet, found himself evenly matched against his fellow Grand Scholar.

“Enough!” Linette and Leonard both yelled.

“The two of you are Grand Scholars. Act like it.” Linette said as she glared at Scarlet. She ignored Greaves, who looked insulted as he sat back down, since he had simply been defending himself.

“Look. Ezekiel was going to leave, no matter what we did, unless we imprisoned him. Which we can’t really do, since his magic can’t successfully be restrained.” Greaves said. “At least this way, he has some support. Plus, our Scholars can right off any accusations of outside Church interference, as they are ‘officially’ transferring to another Cathedral.”

Scarlet continued to glare at him. But Leonard looked thoughtful. Ultimately, he decided that he agreed with Greaves’ course of action. As did Linette, though she was still annoyed that this wasn’t brought to her attention sooner.

“Let’s call it a day here, shall we? Scarlet, go talk to the mind healers and get your thoughts and emotions sorted out. If you try to pressure another Scholar like that again, I will be bringing you up as a liability to the Church.” Linette, as the senior most Grand Scholar, stated. “I know that you feel that you need to keep him safe, to ensure that Carrian’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain. But Ezekiel is neither a pet, nor a prisoner. You and Leonard are the ones that taught me that, when I wanted to have him so swamped with work that he wouldn’t be able to even think of leaving our Cathedral, even as an Affiliate.”

Scarlet just grinded her teeth together as she got out of her chair and left the room.

“Is she likely to do anything else?” Leonard asked.

“I don’t think so. Though, in the future, perhaps altering a fellow Grand Scholar’s orders should be given a second thought, hmm?” Linette said to Greaves.

“Was I wrong?” He asked. “I want the kid safe, just as much as you all do. Probably more, since he helped my grandson become a Mage with his Void Meditation techniques. Can you honestly say that he’d be safe, at least from himself, if we tried to keep him here?”

Neither Linette, nor Leonard, were willing to answer. They both knew that Ezekiel was the kind of young man who would go to extremes to do what he felt he needed to do.

“Let’s just hope that the Cult doesn’t get a chance to sink their claws into him. That’s the last thing we need right now. Not with how much Ezekiel can still bring to this world.” Linette said.

“Knowing Ezekiel, he’ll probably pull off another miracle at some point that will cause an untold amount of chaos, all while solving a problem.” Leonard said.

No one said anything else as they left the room. They all had work to do, and the situation was sensitive enough already. There was little they could do to help in this situation. For now, Ezekiel would continue to be on his own.



Back in Tarquessa, beneath the sandy dunes of the desert, another meeting is taking place. Several Legendary Hunters sit in a circle of differently colored Lights as they discuss recent events. Though none of their features can be seen, a sense of unease and displeasure is emanating from all of them.

“It seems like we have a problem in Tarquessa.” Lana, the Blue Light, said. “Do you have a plan for this, Marco, or will you simply charge in like a raging bull and destroy everything we’ve built just to get him?”

“Shut up, Lana, so long as the Anathema dies it doesn’t have to be by my hand.” Marco, the Red Light, replied. “Besides, I’m stuck in Rime thanks to our illustrious leader. Chime is also under our control, but Zime is still being contested. If we can’t get it brought to heel soon, reinforcements from the empire might come through before we can lock it down.”

“Who named these towns?” Typhos chimed in, sensing that his fellow Lights were about to break into a fight. “I mean, it sounds like they were named by children.”

The Lights all shared a glance. All of them were somewhat dumbfounded by Typhos’ redirections.

“They were named after three brothers. Each one being the founder of their respective city.” Erkan spoke up. “Originally from the entity that existed before the Willowbrush Empire, the three brothers were mere Adepts that decided to carve a path to Tarquessa on their own. But none could decide where to start. So, they each picked a different area of the Fjorya, and decided to make their own way. The result is the three cities of Rime, Chime, and Zime.”

Typos and the other Lights looked to Erkan in shock, not expecting an answer at all, let alone from their quietest member.

“I was born in Chime, before I made my way to the Morathi Alliance to meet my father.” Erkan explained. “He was a merchant who liked to take liberties with women along his trade routes up and down the eastern edge of Tarquessa.”

Typhos fidgeted uncomfortably as he heard the explanation. Now he felt bad for making things awkward when all he wanted to do was diffuse an argument before it started.

“Regardless,” the Gold Light and Speaker spoke up, “the Anathema is within Tarquessa. We need a way to deal with him. Preferably without moving a large number of our forces, or our Legendaries.”

“Given we still know little about what the Void can do, it might be best to throw as much as we can at him. He is still limited by the amount of mana he has in his Tier, is he not?” The Green Light asked. “He shouldn’t be able to do much on his own, but if word of his contracted Hunters is true, then we have a fairly large, and powerful, team that we will need to get through.”

“Perhaps we can finally use ‘that’ person.” The Violet Light suggested. “We know she’s already become an Adept. So, it couldn’t be too hard for her to get close to him. Especially if he still cares about his friends and family. Which we know he does, or he wouldn’t be willing to cross Tarquessa, just to get to Harkem a little bit faster than crossing through the Morathi Alliance would allow.”

“The girl wouldn’t be willing to do it. She still cares for her past friends, but she’s basically renounced her family. Didn’t even care when I killed her father as a punishment for screwing up that mission a couple years ago.” Marco said in frustration. “Her mother went and died during an infiltration as well. In Chime, of all places. Stupid bitch let slip that she was married while trying to seduce the mayor. Lucky for us, when the bastard killed her for lying to him, we managed to make use of the chaos that was caused when the investigation revealed his perversions.”

Lana and Typhos oozed disgust at the reminder of how they managed to take over Chime. As well as the fact that Marco was laughing at the circumstances. Neither were fans of human trafficking. One of the things they did their best to stamp out as Lights of the Followers of Radiance.

“Can we not simply threaten her Spirit?” The Violet Light asked. “If she is unwilling to work with us, then that just means that her bond was a mistake, and not supported by the Radiant Lord.”

“Unfortunately, her Spirit is much more manageable. Given that it is the one that usually encourages the girl to follow our orders.” Marco said. “We might have to force her eyes open. Ensure that she sees the Light.”

Everyone there tensed up at what Marco was suggesting. It was considered a great honor to be shown the Light. Something that only the Speaker could do for someone. At least in truth. There were artifacts that held a piece of the Radiant Lord’s Light, but they were mere drops compared to an ocean.

Such an artifact had been used in Harkem, eight years ago, to get Duke Harkem’s brother to fully turn to them. But for them to use such an artifact on a young girl, one that was barely an Adept, would be quite wasteful. Something Lana had no problem stating.

“Do you understand what you are suggesting? The cost would be nearly higher than if we abandoned one of the cities under our control. We can’t just-”

“Enough!” The Speaker interrupted. “Marco, if you wish to use one of your Radiant Orbs, that will be on you. Even if it works, you will receive no more to replace it. But if you fail, then there will be a price that you will pay. Understood?”

Marco swallowed nervously; he could feel the Light within him burn slightly. Something he hadn’t felt since becoming a Legendary. There simply wasn’t much in the natural world that could burn him.

“I understand, Radiant Speaker. But I know that the Anathema cares too much for his friends and family. He won’t be willing to just straight up kill one of his oldest friends. That will give her an opening to strike him down.” Marco said, fully confident in his plan. “The fact that she is already an Adept, and will undoubtedly reach the ninth Step, will mean that she should have no problem killing the Anathema.”

“Perhaps that would be the case, if he were alone. But he is traveling with a troop of Hunters, remember.” Typhos said. “You will be wasting your Radiant Orb if you do this. The girl won’t live longer than a year either, so it’s a loss no matter what.”

The Lights fell silent in contemplation. Marco was utterly confident, Lana thought he was a fool, like usual, and Typhos thought that using the Radiant Orb was a waste but admitted that getting the girl to do the deed would increase the chances of success.

“Do it.” The Gold Light said. “Have a strike team with the girl included get ready to support one of the supply depots near the one that the Anathema recently struck. One of the ones to the North. That’s the most likely direction that they will be heading in, given the Anathema’s ultimate target.”

“Understood. I shall go and do this now.” Marco said. “If I may be excused?”

The Gold Light merely nodded his head. The red Light around Marco faded away, and he found himself once again inside the hidden room that held the Communication Relic.

Stepping out from the hidden room, Marco gestured for his Spirit to come to him. The fiery feather serpent leapt from the lava in his personal quarters and coiled around him. Exiting his quarters, Marco called for one of the guards to retrieve Riley from her quarters and bring her to his room.

As the guard ran off, Marco returned to his room. Diving into the lava pit, he swam to the very bottom, where he opened a secret compartment protected by hundreds of enchantments. Reaching inside, he grabbed a radiantly glowing orb, this one with a blue liquid surrounding a golden marble.

Shaking his head, he placed the orb back inside. Reaching for another one, he pulled out a similar orb, but this one with red liquid surrounding the gold. It was identical to the orb that Count Forret had used to break through to Tier Four all those years ago.

Grinning to himself, Marco closed the compartment and ascended out of the lava. Reclining in the lava on one of the edges that acted like a seat, he and his Spirit settled down to wait for Riley to arrive. They couldn’t wait to see how she would act when she finally saw the Light.



Riley was nervous as she walked through the underground pathways of their current headquarters. It was a different layout from the last few bases she had been to. The underground area was far more extensive. Something she attributed to Marco’s ever-growing ego as the Cult took over more cities. Worse yet, Marco had the power to back everything up.

Ever since that first meeting with the Red Light of Radiance five years ago, not once had she been summoned to his personal quarters. Worse yet, it was while she was recovering from her last mission. Given the war with the Church of Ten, the Cult of Light had been sending her to several areas. Mostly to attack several Guilds that had set up defensive bases and staging points for retaliation.

She might’ve been an Adept now, but that was mostly due to the Flame Crystals she had absorbed. All earned, through blood, sweat, and tears, but still. It was different from gaining power the slow way. Worse yet, she seemed to have hit a plateau, and wasn’t able to improve as quickly since her Tier Up. Something that had made things more difficult for her.

She couldn’t help but think that the Cult had done something to her to prevent her from getting too powerful. Not that it should matter, since she was contractually bound to the Cult, and she wasn’t willing to give up Celia just to run away. Not without finding out how to keep her at least.

A familiar scaly head butted up against her thigh. Turning to look downward, she saw that Celia had grown to the size of a large dog. The Flame Spirit had sensed her partner’s negative thoughts. Breaking her out of them, Celia gestured for her partner to look up. Riley realized that they had arrived.

Taking a deep breath Riley knocked on the door but was welcomed in before her hand could touch the enchanted stone door. As it opened on its own, she found her back heated up slightly as she was pushed into the room by a flaming hand. One that wasn’t nearly hot enough to cause even a non-Flame Mage to burn. Celia rushed in after her.

“Greetings, Red Light of Radiance. Hunter Riley has answered your summons. What task do you have for me?” Riley bent down and dropped to her knee as she spoke. She didn’t dare to look into Marco’s eyes. Now that she was no longer a trainee for the Cult’s forces, a certain level of respect was expected in her behavior.

Marco was seated behind a large black stone desk with glowing red lines. Both as enchantments, and as decoration. Atop the desk was a large orb with a golden core surrounded by red fluid. Riley felt a sense of trepidation as she looked at it. A feeling that Celia shared.

“Congratulations are in order, Hunter Newland.” Marco said, taking pleasure in reminding Riley of her now gone family. “The Lights of Radiance have decided, you are to take a support squad of a half a dozen Adept Hunters. You will go to base S-C-Two, where you will await further orders regarding your target.”

“My target?” Riley inquired. Riley usually went on group missions nearby, and they almost always included battles on a relatively open scale. Given her experience, she knew that ‘Target’ missions usually meant assassination, acquire, or destroy. She dreaded finding out which this one was going to be.

“Indeed. Your old friend, the Anathema, is in Tarquessa. Your mission is to kill him.” Marco said with a face splitting grin.

Riley felt dread pool in her stomach as she realized that Ezekiel was in Tarquessa.

“NO!” Riley exclaimed before she could stop herself.

Marco’s face immediately lost its smile. Without even a word, his Spirit directly bound Celia in its coils. The lizard Flame Spirit started struggling, letting out yelps and cries of pain that Riley could do nothing about. Instead, she had to worry about the hand that was now wrapped around her throat. The heat emanating from it was slowly burning her.

“What was that?” Marco asked with a crackling rumble in his voice.

But Riley couldn’t reply. She could barely breathe.

Marco held out his hand. The orb on his desk flew into it. Holding it up to Riley’s face, he made sure that she could see it clearly. Then, he forced it into her hand, his Spirit dragging Celia over to touch it as well. They both felt something as they simultaneously touched it.

“Absorb it.” Marco demanded. “I did not expect your disloyalty to be so blatant. So, I’d rather just get this over with now. Absorb the orb, like you would a mana crystal, and I’ll let you live.”

Not understanding what Marco wanted from this but knowing that they were going to die if they didn’t do as they were told, Riley and Celia shared a thought before immediately absorbing the orb.

All thoughts briefly washed away from both the Mage and the Spirit, as a blinding Golden Light seemed to fill their very beings. Riley felt all her worries wash away, but as they did, she mentally reached out for them, knowing in her heart that these things were important. That they made her who she was.

But the more she held on, the more she started to burn. The Light changed from a comforting embrace to a blinding pain that seeped through her body. She vaguely sensed that her choice to hold on was hurting Celia too, but she just couldn’t let go. Even with the pain.

Then, her eyes opened, and the pain became even worse as her body was assaulted with alien senses that now pervaded her soul. Finally, the pain became too much, and she found herself slipping, barely maintaining consciousness.

But as the world shifted into focus for her, and the pain began to fade away, along with the little voice screaming in fear and defiance, Riley began to smile. It was a calm and joyous smile. One that spread to her eyes. One Red, one Gold.

Seeing this physical change, and sensing Riley's mana surge to the peak of Tier three, Marco let out a smile of his own.

“So how do you feel, now that you’ve seen the Light?” He asked.

“I feel... as if waking up from a dream. I don’t understand what I was so afraid of before.” Riley said in an airy tone. As if she still wasn’t fully aware of the world around her.

“What of the Anathema? What do you think of your mission to kill him?” Marco asked, all while knowing the answer in his heart.

As Riley’s smile turned into a vicious snarl, one mirrored on Celia’s scaly face, Marco’s smile grew slightly further.

“The Anathema will die by my hand. His corruptive filth will be cleansed from this world, in a blaze of Flame and Light.” Riley nearly screamed as emotions that were not her own flooded through her mind and soul. She felt a strain in her soul from the sheer magnitude of the emotions.

“Good. Prepare yourself. You and your team will set out tomorrow evening, just before the sun starts to set.” Marco informed her.

Riley said nothing, merely bowing alongside her Spirit before leaving the room. She needed to prepare. She had never beaten Ezekiel in a straight fight when they were children. She knew without a doubt that he was significantly stronger now. As such, she could take no chances.

A part of her was screaming inside at how wrong this was. But it was small, quiet, and utterly unable to do anything about what was going to happen in the coming days.

Unseen to all, a small tear fell from her still red eye as she stalked through the halls to her room.
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                It had been just over a week since Ezekiel and his escort had destroyed their first base. They had since hit another one, and according to their current leader there was just one more within their current vicinity that they needed to hit before retreating north. It was the hope of the Hunters that they would be able to take some refuge in one of the smaller villages nearby.

Unfortunately, it seemed like that wasn’t an option. The town itself was easy enough to get to, but it seemed like they were too late to save it from the Cult’s retaliation. Little remained beyond a dusty ruin, not unlike the ones in the Desolate Lands. However, the fact that dried and decimated bodies still remained did make for a much more tragic scene.

“By the Ancients... “One of the Hunters, a low-Step Adept, briefly muttered before leaning to the side and heaving. The man didn’t lose his lunch, but it was a close thing.

“Straighten up, newbie! We don’t know if there’s still hostiles in the area.” The captain called out. “Stella! Can you go scout out the town? Discreetly.”

One of the Hunters, a Tempest Mage, nodded her head. Her Spirit, a small gray cat with light gray swirls on its fur, dashed off her shoulder, shrinking to the size of a mouse, and entered into the town. A few minutes later, it returned. Stella looked to the Captain and shook her head. There was nothing they could find. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything there.

Bending toward the ground, the captain placed his hands in the sand. His own Spirit sat on his shoulders; a brown snake with diamond patterned black scales. The sand around them briefly seemed to shake before he pulled back.

“It’s clear. Find a building that’s mostly intact. We’ll set up camp for the day. Try to get some rest and be prepared for a faster pace once the sun sets. We won’t be able to resupply, so it’s better to get the current target over with.” The captain said. “Then we can go to one of the larger towns within one of the Church of Ten’s towns.”

A series of ayes and other confirmations rang out as everyone set off in small groups to find shelter. Ezekiel, being the weakest of the group, was stuck with the captain and one of the other Hunters.

As they walked through the ruined village, Ezekiel couldn’t help but grimace as he saw some of the still remaining bodies. A part of him wanted to suggest they do something for them, but he knew that they couldn’t. It would take too long to set them all to rest. They could use their mana to make things go faster, but that would mean leaving themselves open to ambush.

He still couldn’t help but freeze when he saw the body of a parent and their children huddled in a corner. The area around them was utterly scorched and their skeletal remains were all that he saw.

“Monsters... Only monsters could’ve done this.” Shine said tearfully inside Ezekiel’s head. “We can’t let them get away with this!”

“We won’t. We’re currently hurting them and their supplies already, are we not.” Ezekiel replied as he glared at what had been done to the bodies. “At least I don’t need to feel as guilty anymore.”

“Hey! Keep up! We’re almost at the oasis.” The captain called out to Ezekiel.

Snapping out of his determined glare, Ezekiel dashed to the captain, following him and the other Hunter to the small oasis that this village was centered around. Water was the only resource that they could get in this village, so it was best that they resupply before now, before they needed to head out later. Unfortunately, it seemed like the Cult was more vindictive than they realized.

Coming up to a large stone wall, the captain leapt over the ten-foot-tall structure that protected the oasis from the wind and sand. But his sudden cursing caught both Ezekiel and the other Hunter off guard. They both leapt to stand on the walls alongside the captain.

Looking into the large area that was supposed to be a protected oasis, Ezekiel’s eyes widened as he saw nothing but stone and sand. A large crater had formed and was slowly being filled from where several cracks in the wall had been made.

“Those bastards!” The captain nearly screamed. “They destroyed the oasis! I can’t even sense a pathway for the underground spring to rise up from!”

The captain was pissed. Even the other Hunter was upset, though she looked like she wanted to cry instead. Ezekiel could understand their reactions well. An oasis was the lifeblood of every aspect of civilization in the desert. It took even a Legendary Hunter several weeks, if not months, to dig deep and far enough to find an underground spring or stream that they could draw from.

Then, an even longer time was spent setting up the infrastructure to create and maintain a village. The large oases couldn’t even be made by Legendaries, as the sheer area they covered would take years to create. The fact that the Cult was willing to utterly destroy an oasis that was at the border between the Cult’s territory and the Church’s meant that they weren’t willing to lose this war. Not without making the Church regret it with everything that they had.

“Let’s head back. By the time we get to the village’s center, some shelter will likely have been found. There’s no point standing around here.” The captain seemed like he was barely restraining his anger, even as the other Hunter wiped the tears away. She couldn’t afford to waste the water.

The trio headed back to wear the rest of the Hunters were directing their wagon. A relatively intact building had been found. There was no roof, but it still had three walls, and after moving some debris out of the way, a temporary wall was set up to enclose the shelter for the day. A tarp was set and pinned to give then some shade.

The reprieve from the sun didn’t lift anyone’s spirits, however, as the news of what had happened to the oasis hit everyone quite hard. Not a single person was unaware of what it meant. The village itself was gone for good. Even after the war ended, for either side, there would be no recovering, or resettling.

The village was as dead as its occupants. Left to be devoured by the sands that surrounded it.



The rest of the day had been spent in silence, with most of the party, including Ezekiel, getting as much rest as they could. Though the destruction of literally a source of life in Tarquessa was enough to prevent some of them from sleeping. They instead slept on the wagon when night hit. Luckily, it seemed like forces that destroyed the village had long cleared out, so nothing happened as they traveled.

Making their way to an outcropping several kilometers from where they knew the outpost was, they quickly decided not to employ the tactics they had at the previous bases. For one, because the landscape was far more rocky, and therefore difficult to travel under. For another, it was likely that word had managed to spread regarding their efforts.

Thus, it was with the two Tempest Hunters that the party split up. One group on each of the Mage’s Spirits. Ezekiel was left on the ground. He would infiltrate as he had done before. Once the explosives were set, the Hunters would dive down and attack from above.

However, as Ezekiel set out for the base, fully Shrouded by Shine, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread as they got closer. He couldn’t sense the presence of a Legendary. Their scouting and information hadn’t implied there would be one either, but the sense of dread continued to persist.

“I think we’re going to regret this mission. Even more so than the others.” Ezekiel said to shine. “Get ready. There’s something that we’re missing here. Something that I don’t feel good about.”

“I’ll keep an extra wide eye out. We’ll be okay. We got this.” Shine said in an attempt to keep Ezekiel focused.

“Even you can’t see through the solid rock we’ll be surrounded by. But thank you for the encouragement.” Ezekiel said. “Get ready to Jump.”

Ezekiel and Shine tensed up momentarily as they teleported to the inside of the defensive formations. Ezekiel immediately reduced their gravity to not be sensed by Cavern Mages. Shine operated their Push and Pull to get them around.

To both of their surprise, there was nothing in particular that was out of the ordinary. It was a base just like any other, but luckily for them, this one actually had a control center for the formations. It seemed like there was a small artificial oasis beneath the base. Allowing this one to act as both a waypoint and resupply for the Cult’s forces.

Ezekiel quickly took down the formation, causing it to explode by altering the runic scripts that were powering it. The resulting shockwave collapsed some of the building, but Ezekiel was fine, and the sounds of battle quickly filled the area.

“It’s almost disturbing how good we’re getting at this.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but think as he began making his way through the Apprentices that were inside the building. Most of the Adepts had gone to deal with the Red Stone Guild Members, so he had free range of the inside.

“Well, that’s what happens when no one knows how to go against what you’re doing. Our magic is new, so they have no means to defend against it.” Shine said, though their tone was less than enthusiastic. “Besides, it’s not like they don’t deserve this.”

Both of their thoughts flashed back to the village they had vacated just a day ago. The memories of the bodies of the people, entire families, that were burned, shredded, impaled, and generally just destroyed were enough for them to harden their hearts. This was war, and they couldn’t afford to be merciful. Their enemies certainly wouldn't be.

It wasn’t long before the base was emptied. The Hunters made quick work of the base’s defenders. Afterwards, as Ezekiel and a couple of others were resting and recovering, one of the Hunters who had gone to look for supplies inside what remained of the building had returned. He went to the Captain, whispering something in his ear. The captain couldn’t help but frown at what he was told.

At this time, Ezekiel had yet to drop his guard. He still felt like something was off, but he couldn’t place a finger on what it was. So, he was doing his best to be prepared for whatever was about to hit them.

“Ezekiel!” The captain yelled. “Get over here.”

Several of the Hunters looked over in surprise. Confused as to what was going on, but not willing to make a fuss about it, Ezekiel headed over.

“What do you think is going on?” Shine asked.

“I’m not sure, but I think it has to do with that bad feeling we had from before. It’s still not gone, after all.” Ezekiel said.

“Did you do any scouting when you got in here?” The captain asked.

Ezekiel was surprised by this line of inquiry, but readily answered all the same.

“No. I didn’t have the time to. The more solid ground means that I had to expend more mana to ensure that I wasn’t detected by a Cavern Mage sensing for footsteps.” Ezekiel explained. “My own senses allowed me to make out some of the base’s structure, as well as get a feeling for the oasis below, but given my time restraints, I could only get a sense of the primary building. When I found the control sensor, I didn’t bother looking at the subsidiary ones.”

The captain appeared to be looking at Ezekiel with suspicion, but he couldn’t be certain. Though he was a little upset. He hadn’t done anything wrong, as far as he was aware.

“Was there something I should’ve been looking out for? I can try to be more careful and look for more at the later bases.” Ezekiel said. “It’ll be difficult, but I should be able to make do. Barring any unforeseen circumstances.”

The captain seemed to come to a decision before speaking. But he had begun to relax a bit as Ezekiel continued to talk.

“Why are you so tense?” The captain asked. “Are you expecting something to happen?”

“... Somewhat. It’s one of my Void senses. I get... bad feelings when something is about to happen to me, usually in my immediate future. It didn’t happen when we got to the village, as there was no intention to go there until well after the events had already occurred.” Ezekiel explained. “But when we were doing our initial scouting on the outcropping, I had a bad feeling in my gut. Like there was something here that I wasn’t aware of. Something that was utterly... wrong. But I didn’t find anything, yet the feeling is still there.”

The captain was staring intensely at Ezekiel. To the point where he was able to tell that the captain was using his tremor sensing to tell if he was lying.

“So, you weren’t aware of the hostages that were connected to kill switches in the storehouse's basement?” The captain said in a questioning tone.

The other Hunters looked shocked as they heard this. They turned to the Hunter that had apparently brought this news. He merely nodded his head in confirmation. They then all turned to Ezekiel.

“Apparently, they were expecting something like this, so explosive artifacts were connected to the room, which was tied to the defensive formation.” The captain continued. “It’s likely that they intended to use the hostages to either negotiate, or to buy time for themselves. But since we were so quick with our attack, they couldn’t do anything before we wiped them out. The fact that none of us bothered to listen to their pleas as we fought is also a factor.”

The captain pinched his nose in frustration. He looked like this was just an inconvenience, but inside he was raging with a fury that could crack a mountain in half.

However, Ezekiel wasn’t listening anymore. He had seemed to enter a state of fogginess as his mind failed to process what was happening. He knew that, if the captain was talking about them in the past tense, that they were all dead.

In the back of his head, Ezekiel could faintly hear Shine screaming at him to snap out of it. That it wasn’t his fault, and that there was no way he could’ve known about it.

“Ezekiel, I need to know if-” The captain cut himself off as he quickly stepped backwards, barely avoiding the vomit from Ezekiel as he fell to his knees and began puking.

While he had killed people before, they had always been enemies. Criminals that would have certainly killed him if he hadn’t fought back. As such, there was little guilt inside him, as he was simply defending himself, and trying to survive.

Even the attacks against the Cult’s bases were justifiable in his eyes, as the Cult of Light was a force that was willing to brainwash and kill anyone who acted against them. Ezekiel, in particular, was an actual target of the Cult’s ire. So, as long as the Cult existed, he would not be safe. As such, taking steps to eliminate an organization that wanted him dead was fine. Especially since there were others that were on his side.

But Ezekiel knew that this wasn’t like that at all. This was the death of a number of innocents. People that had nothing to do with his fight. Nothing to do with his conflict, or likely even knew how to fight. They were dead now, thanks to his actions. No matter what anyone else said. They were dead because he destroyed the defensive formations.

“H-how many...? W-were there any kids?” Ezekiel desperately asked, barely able to focus on his words. “I-I swear, I didn’t know! I swear!”

The captain’s face turned from cautious and questioning, to pitying and apologetic. He could tell from genuine terror, sorrow, and confusion in Ezekiel’s voice that he wasn’t lying. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any good news to give him.

“We can’t count the bodies due to the force of the explosives. And... I’m sorry, but yes, there were.” The captain said. He slowly approached, placing a comforting hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder.

He and the Red Stone Guild may have been members of Tarquessa’s Underworld, but that didn’t necessarily make them monsters. The Cult and their Cultists were one thing, but civilians were an entirely different thing all together. Especially ones that the Cult had taken hostage.

Little was said, however, as there was nothing to be done. Ezekiel found himself climbing into the wagon and curling up in a corner. He couldn’t bring himself to go and take a look at what had happened. Instead, he just talked with Shine, allowing his Spirit’s comforting presence to wash over him.

It took the Hunters a couple of hours, but they managed to strip the base of everything it had. None of them were willing to berate Ezekiel for not helping. They knew he was experienced, but they didn’t think that any of them would’ve reacted any better, and they were even more experienced in these kinds of situations than he was.

But they did do one thing. While they couldn’t identify all the bodies, they could take the time to have a small funeral for what remained. This base was far enough out that it would take at least a day for reinforcements to arrive. Unlike the previous ones, each of which were close enough to villages and towns, that were still active to be a concern.

A large bonfire was lit up, and Ezekiel looked outside the wagon. As he stared at the fire that was sending off the citizens that the Cult had taken from their homes, Ezekiel made a promise.”

Shine.” Ezekiel said aloud. “I’m going to hurt them. I’m going to make them pay for this. For what they’ve done, and are doing, to Tarquessa.”

“Good. You’ll let me help you, right?” Shine asked.

“Yeah. You can help. But for now, I need you to focus on something else right now.” Ezekiel said. “I need you to break through to the next Step as soon as possible and keep on going even further. We need to reach Tier three as soon as possible. We can’t take out the Cult if we remain as weak as we are, and I can’t meditate at a constant rate like you can.”

“You can count on me. I’ll get myself to Step eight by the end of the month.” Shine declared. Though Ezekiel could feel a hint of concern inside the Void Spirit.

Ezekiel didn’t reply. Instead, he sent his Spirit a feeling of approval and gratitude. Continuing to stare at the bonfire, he allowed his emotions to burn away alongside the flames. He knew he wasn’t acting in a healthy way, but he couldn’t deal with it any differently right now. He still needed to get to the Empire, but it seemed like that was going to take longer than he expected.

He needed to make sure to at least bloody the Cult’s nose before leaving Tarquessa after all.



It was a week of travel through the desert before the Red Stones and Ezekiel made it to their destination. They had moved in such a way as to avoid any possible encounters with the Cult. Something that wasn’t too hard to do when you didn’t take any of the established trade routes.

From a distance, Ezekiel could see a somewhat short wall surrounding the town. It was a basic stone wall, and had little to no formations on it that could be seen. A part of him wondered if this was all the town had for defense, but as they got closer, Ezekiel could make out a much larger wall further in.

Approaching the town, Ezekiel made out a much larger garrison that seemed to be composed of three large towers at different areas of the city. The walls as well were much taller and seemed to divide the town into an out and an inner portion. This one was quite large, actually, and seemed to be both a defensive tower as well as score point to the defensive formations around the town.

Looking at the height and shape, Ezekiel felt something was a bit familiar regarding the formation itself. Especially when he realized that the central portions of the town were arrayed as a triangle.

“It looks like a weaker and smaller version of the Spiral Path Formation. But there’s no way that could be the case, right?” Shine asked, as they took a break from their meditation.

It had been a week since the two of them had spoken. With Shine basically using as much of their energy to meditate, and then taking time to rest before meditating again. Ezekiel had actually had to gently nudge Shine’s soul, just enough to get them to stop as they arrived at the town.

“It’s likely a recreation made by the Church from historical records. I don’t think this formation uses three different elements. They just aren’t abundant enough to keep it up if it did.” Ezekiel said as they passed through the gates. “It’s likely meant to imitate the shape of the Spiral Path Formation, but only utilizes the Cavern Element. Perhaps the Tempest as well, though I doubt it.”

Ezekiel pondered this briefly and became uncomfortably aware of the fact that the formation only protected a quarter of the town. But as the group made their way further in, he realized that things did not look to be going well for this place.

Several buildings were boarded up, and the majority of the people he saw were children and the elderly. A number of women and men were still there, but most seemed to be injured in some way or another. There was also a startling lack of any Spirits. Usually, given the number of people that they had passed, there would be at least one or two Spirits, bonded to one of the citizens, but there were none.

Suddenly, as they approached what Ezekiel assumed was an inn, he saw several Adepts Hunters, members of the town’s garrison, standing guard. One of them approached the captain.

“Are you Hunters?” The guard asked. “If so, the gathering point for the Guild Military is at the center of the town. Please head there soon, else you be brought in for questioning as to where your loyalties align.”

For a moment, Ezekiel bristled, as he assumed that this guard intended to throw him and the rest of the Red Stones into a cell. Something that Ezekiel didn’t want to have happen, if he could help it.

“We actually have different orders, from the Church of Ten itself.” The captain held up a somewhat guardian badge. One that Ezekiel recognized as basically a temporary mark of authority to act on behalf of the Church.

“I cannot tell you what our mission is, but if you feel the need to have an official come and check this badge for authenticity, myself and my Guild, as well as our ward, will be here for at least a couple of days.” The captain explained as he put the badge away. The guard was much less tense after seeing the badge. “We’ll actually be heading to the Temple tomorrow. But given we’ve been in the desert for a week, I wanted my Hunters to have a chance to sleep in some proper beds.”

“Understandable. To be honest, since those badges need to be attuned to each user, I want to believe you. However, I will be reporting to my superiors, and they will likely send an official to at least check it out before the day’s end.” The guard said. “For now, feel free to take a rest inside. I’m sorry, but with the current state of things, we can’t give you any discounts. Even the Scholars and Hunters that are stationed here are paying out of pocket for services they’d usually get a discount on.”

“Understandable, given the proximity to one of the frontlines.” The captain waved the Hunters inside with Ezekiel following along. “If you don’t mind me asking, how is the state of the battlefield? I don’t need specifics. I know you’ll want us checked first. Just some general news would be appreciated.”

Ezekiel didn’t hear the rest of the conversation as the doors to the building were closed. He and the rest felt some immediate relief, as it seemed that this particular inn had some fairly good cooling enchantments. Not enough to make it cold, but enough to feel a difference.

Ezekiel was quick to pay for a room. After which, he and Shine moved to get some rest. It wasn’t even an hour later that they woke to their door being knocked on. Waking up and opening the door, he headed downstairs alongside the Hunter that had been sent to call him down. Waiting near the entrance was a well-dressed Scholar.

Reaching the lobby once again, he quickly passed over his documents confirming his identity as a Hunter hired by the Red Stone Guild. The contract was also shown, but only detailed his destination after the mission was finished. Nothing illegal or otherwise secretive was mentioned, so it seemed fine.

The Scholar passed the documents back, and everyone’s identity was quickly confirmed. But even as the Scholar was leaving, it seemed that something had happened, as the captain had a worried and contemplative look on his face.

“Captain! Is something the matter?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask.

The captain looked up. For a moment, it seemed like he was going to wave Ezekiel off. But he seemed to think differently after a moment.

“We’ll be leaving at sundown tomorrow. Everybody get some rest and be sure to resupply for at least a two-week journey. More if you can.” The captain said to the group. “It seems like things on the frontlines aren’t going well. The Cult’s been pushing into our territory, and a couple of towns have been lost. We won’t be able to stop as often moving forward.”

The previously relaxed mood dissipated as everyone understood what the captain was implying. It seemed that the Church of Ten’s forces were being pushed back. Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder how much longer they could hold out. As well as if he’d be able to get out of Tarquessa before it became too late.

Silently, Shine fell into a meditative trance once again. Slowly, but surely, climbing towards the next Step of their Tier. Ezekiel passed along a feeling of approval and gratitude, before heading to their room and also entering meditation. They were both going to need it, as they were now in a time crunch.
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                After leaving the town as quickly as they could, Ezekiel and his group headed further north, not bothering with stopping at any of the villages or towns that were originally in their path. It was assumed that, from the information they had gained, that there would be nothing more than ruins.

The time traveling through the barren desert wasn’t entirely horrible. The fact that he was with a group meant that Ezekiel was able to relax more than he had when he had been sneaking through the Desolate Lands for the Morncrest Forest Spirit. Something that he greatly appreciated.

There were some ups and downs, however, as he made attempts to get to know the Hunters better than before. He was surprised to learn that the assumptions that had prevented him from getting to know them before, like their involvement in criminal activities and such, were not as horrible as it seemed.

While they were certainly tied to Underworld elements, in particular the casinos and transport of illicit goods, the Redstone Guild mainly dealt with bodyguard services. As well as covert operations for the Church of Ten within the borders of Tarquessa. The extent to which they performed those operations was up for debate, but none of the people within this particular group were as bad as he feared.

Shine did point out that that might be Ezekiel latching on to whatever hope he could find. Which he admitted was a distinct possibility, so he still kept his distance. He just enjoyed the conversations when he could get them. Especially since Shine was dedicating so much of their time to increase their Step to help Ezekiel increase his own.

It was roughly two weeks later that the group came upon their next target. Given the number of ruined towns that they had apparently passed, it was decided that Ezekiel would perform a direct scouting mission to ascertain the likelihood of hostages. Only after he had searched every nook and cranny that he could find would the group come up with a plan.

Since he was just doing a scouting mission, Ezekiel was able to get in and out fairly quickly. He hadn’t even needed Shine to help with his spells. Which was fortunate, since that meant that the Void Spirit could continue to hold onto their mana for a while longer.

Given their fervent dedication to their meditation, it was likely that Shine would be able to break through to the next Step within a week or so. Almost entirely due to the fact that the Tempest and Cavern Mana were incredibly abundant in the desert. Ezekiel figured that the speed would pick up once again when they reached the Fjorya, given it was a place with natural Pure mana crystal deposits.

Returning to the roughly made hideout, Ezekiel reported his findings. Luckily there weren’t any hostages this time around. But Ezekiel did find an area that likely held hostages at one point. Perhaps it was for holding hostages at a later time.

Glad that they weren’t going to be causing any casualties on their own people, the captain ordered Ezekiel to rest, and stated that they would be making their attack as soon as he was ready to destroy their defensive formations.

Thus, just before the rising sun began to peek over the horizon, Ezekiel broke in once again. This time destroying the formations almost immediately, since he didn’t have to look for them again. In less than an hour the base was wiped out. The resources within were taken away, and the party moved on.

However, just as they were leaving the ruined base, Ezekiel and Shine both felt a sudden dread within their souls. For Ezekiel, there was also a sense of melancholic reflections, like a reminder of something from the past, nagging at the back of his mind. For Shine, there was a sense of anticipation, like there was a surprise that they’d been waiting for was going to appear.

These mixed feelings stayed with them as they left the base. While the feelings faded over time, they never really disappeared. The both of them couldn’t help but cautiously wonder what fate had in store for them next.



Further north from the base that Ezekiel and his party had cleared out, a gathering of Adepts was occurring. Hidden with a series of outcroppings, Riley sat at a table as she discussed plans with her fellow Adepts. A large map detailing several bases that were relatively close by was laid out before them all. Several lines were drawn that detailed the different territories of the Followers of Light and the Church of Ten. Her Spirit sat on the table in front of her, growling slightly at a few of the other Spirits.

“We’ve gotten word from another base. The Anathema was seen, but we couldn’t get much information. We can confirm that they’re heading north, however, and that it is likely that they are avoiding any towns and villages.” One of the Adepts said. “It’ll be difficult to determine where they’re headed, but given their last location, it’s likely one of three bases.”

Several bases close to their current position were laid out. Three different bases, one for supplies, one that defended a major trade route, and one that was situated near a village under their control were focused on.

“We know that they’ve been hitting the supply bases, though there was the one with the spring beneath it. As such, I think that they are likely to be attacking here.” The Adept said as he pointed to the supply base.

“That might’ve been the case before, but I do not think that that is true any longer.” Riley said. All the Adepts turned to look at her. Some held contempt in their eyes, and others looked at her in fear and reference. Specifically, as they gazed at her one golden eye.

“What makes you say that?” The Adept asked.

“The fact that they likely stopped here, before heading to the most recent base.” Riley pointed at a mark on the Church of Ten’s side of the map. It was the town that Ezekiel’s party had stopped in. “If they did, then they would know that the current battle lines have changed. If you’ll look at the previous attacks, they never went too far into our territories. Given how much further behind our lines the supply base now is, they will likely try to avoid it.”

Riley drew a dotted line on the map and placed new bases on it in a more southern position. The comparison of where the bases were, in relation to their border lines, was significantly different when one thought of how things had changed in the previous month or so.

“They won’t be attacking here, as it’s too close to where we might be able to provide reinforcements.” Riley said as she pointed to the base near the village in their territory. “As such, it would make the most sense to try and disrupt what trade and transportation that they can. The fact that destroying the case would also close off a small mountain pass also means that they will be able to lessen the pressure on their own forces that are within that vicinity.”

Several people at the table nodded as they thought over Riley’s suggestion.

“I see the Light is guiding you well. It’s about time, if you ask me.” The Adept that had suggested the supply depot said with a mocking tone.

Riley ignored his words, but Celia spat out a thin line of fire that burned a hole in his shoulder.

“AARRHG!!!” The Adept screamed in pain as he jumped from his chair, holding his shoulder over the cauterized hole that had formed in it. “YOU BITCH!”

The man’s spirit, a brown colored dog with stone patterned fur, raised its hackles and rose to the table, defending its partner. But as Celia and Riley released their mana, the Spirit reluctantly backed down. It moved to its partner in an attempt to help him as best it could.

“Apologies, it seems like you’re injured. Feel free to excuse yourself from the meeting so that you may get healed.” Riley said in an airy tone. “Take your dog with you. I don’t want it barking as we make our plans.”

Had Ezekiel seen this happening, he would be hard pressed to believe that the fiery girl he knew would be so cold hearted and ruthless. The Adept could barely say anything as he fled from the room to find a Life Mage to heal him. His Spirit quickly chased after.

“Get the men ready, we set out tomorrow for the trading outpost. Several of us will need to be suitably hidden, for when they make their assault.” Riley commanded. “We know where we’re going, but now we need to set a trap. Tell me, how do you all feel about hostages?”

The grins that spread throughout the meeting room were eerie, and any member of the Church of Ten would have found them incredibly disconcerting. But as the Cultists discussed the people that they were going to tear from their homes to use as bait, they all couldn’t help but feel elated at the thought of destroying their Lord’s enemy.

All the while, a voice continued to scream in the back of Riley and Celia’s minds. Easily ignored by the entity that was influencing her body but present all the same. Though it was slowly growing quieter, alongside the Flames that existed inside her soul, well before the Light.



It had been a week and a half since their last job, and Ezekiel and Shine were concerned. The feeling of dread that they had developed after the last base they hit had grown. It had actually grown to the point that he had wanted to give up on their current target. An outpost inside a rocky outcropping that spanned several dozens of kilometers. It was basically a small mountain. Something that was, apparently, not their original target.

“Hey, captain, are you certain that this is our next target?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. “And can we please skip it if it is?”

The captain and several other Adepts turned to look at him. They took in his pale complexion and the captain felt a hint of concern. He could tell that Ezekiel was in fairly poor condition, but there was little that they could do at this moment. They were all under contract. If they simply backed out without even making an attempt to clear out the cultist forces, then that would mean consequences that none of them were willing to accept.

“You sense something?” The captain asked. “If so, are you sure you can trust it?”

“I don’t know.” Ezekiel replied. “All I know is that, if I survive whatever is happening in that base, something is going to change. Something big, and not just for me.”

The just shook his head. He couldn’t just pull Ezekiel back. Not when they were right on their enemy’s doorsteps. They wouldn’t be able to make it to any of the other nearby bases either. Too far into enemy lines to be worth the risk. Though, apparently this target was a higher risk than expected as well.

“Scout the base. Come back with information. We’ll work things out from there.” The captain said.

Ezekiel just nodded in reluctant acceptance. He and Shine then activated their Shroud and made their way toward the base. Luckily, Shine had managed to reach Step eight a day and a half ago, so their time was extended by a fair bit.

“I don’t like this. Why can’t we just leave, and make our own way?” Shine couldn’t help but ask as they crossed the walls of the base. “We could probably make it in good time. It would only take us... a month? Maybe less if we can make it to one of the towns ang get transportation.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t do that. The contract we signed would have us blacklisted, and our bond would be destroyed.” Ezekiel replied. “For now, we just need to get in, and out. That’s all.”

Shine fell silent as they continued combing the base. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary, but Ezekiel did find something that he feared he would. He found a large group of hostages in one of the buildings. As he did, the feeling of dread continued to grow. Allowing his senses to expand, Ezekiel and Shine realized that there were several with mana restraining manacles on them.

“That’s not good. They must be Hunters that the Cult managed to capture!” Shine exclaimed. “We need to help them before we do anything else!”

Ezekiel wasn’t so sure, however, and he wanted to get back to the captain before he decided on a course of action. So, making their way back to the walls of the base, Ezekiel and Shine quickly returned to where the Red Stone Guild had set up their hidden camp. He made his report as fast as he could.

He specifically mentioned the bad feeling he got when he was looking into the hostages.

“Unfortunately, I can’t hold back the job due to a bad feeling. Gather your mana, we’ll deal with whatever we face. Was the hostage area set to explode if the defensive formation was brought down?” The captain asked.

“I’m not certain. It might’ve been, but I couldn’t see anything that could confirm it or not.” Ezekiel said. “But I don’t think it’ll blow if I deactivate the defenses beforehand. It’ll be harder to do, but I should be able to. It’ll just mean that we won’t have the element of surprise. That’s all.”

“Do it. If we can get the hostages out, we might be able to get our own reinforcements.” The captain stated. “At that point, we won’t have to worry about things.”

Ezekiel nodded his head in acceptance. He still didn’t feel right about this, but he got the feeling that there was little to nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t let his life be determined by vague premonitions that he didn’t understand. Especially when lives were potentially on the line.

Thus, a few hours later, he and Shine returned to the base. This time, rather than blow up the formation like usual, he Jumped into the control room. He quickly dispatched the Apprentices that were watching over it, and before the Adept Mages that were guarding the room could react, he deactivated the formations properly. At which point he dismantled the control room in a more precise manner. Ensuring that no mana went to the hostage area to activate the enchantments that were there.

He then quickly Jumped out of the area. The formations were down, so it would be impossible for the defenders of the base to take out his party on their own. But the lack of surprise did mean that their own forces took a hit. Things were still going well, however, and while the battle was ongoing, the captain called out for Ezekiel to lead some of their Hunters to the hostages.

“This way, they were kept under here!” Ezekiel called out as spells were thrown about. As the only Apprentice amongst his own group, it was difficult for him to get around easily. But he was able to get himself and several of the Hunters to the underground area where the hostages were kept.

“In here. The door was sealed separately, but none of the enchantments have gone off. They probably couldn’t get out due to the mana restraining manacles I sensed.” Ezekiel explained.

“Stand back.” The Cavern Hunter in their group called out. As the rest backed away from him and the door, Ezekiel’s bad feeling got worse, something that Shine also felt.

Suddenly, Shine sensed something from behind the doors leading to the hostages. Sharing their senses with Ezekiel, he suddenly felt nearly a dozen mana signatures rise from a barely perceptible Tier one, to between the middle and peak of Tier three. That would only happen if the restraining manacles were removed. Something the hostages wouldn’t be able to do by themselves.

“DEFEND!!!” Ezekiel called out as he threw up several Void Panes in front of him and the Hunters nearest to him.

The Cavern Hunter, readying his mana to take down the doors, instead reflexively blocked as he and his Spirit raised a wall of stone in front of them. Unfortunately, it did nothing but soften the blow for Ezekiel, as a blast of Lightning, Light, Cavern, Tempest, and Flame burst from the hostage area.

As the unfortunate Cavern Hunter and his Spirit were essentially disintegrated, Ezekiel and the Hunters around him were blown backwards as Ezekiel’s shields broke, one by one, almost immediately. Luckily, due to the distance between them, the damage wasn’t too severe. But none of them got out unscathed.

“Ezekiel! Are you alright?” Shine frantically asked as Ezekiel forced himself to his feet. Blood was running down his face, and he could feel shrapnel in his arm from when he turned from the blast. His defensive enchantments held up, however, and there was no internal, or otherwise deep, damage done.

“I’m fine. We need to get out of here.” Ezekiel said back.

Just as he was about to call for a retreat, however, a voice from within the room they were headed to called to him. It was a voice that nagged at the back of his head as being familiar. But it wasn’t one that he could place. For a moment, he wondered if it was Kameira, but that was impossible, as from what he knew she had died in the Archipelago, even if he hadn’t seen her body.

“Hey there, Anathema, long time no see!” The voice said as the dust was cleared from a gentler use of Tempest magic. Ezekiel saw a red-haired woman around his own age walk out, leading a group of Cultists. Behind her, he could see the bodies of several actual hostages that had died from the backlash of the attack that they had sent out.

For a moment, he didn’t recognize her, but as a little red lizard climbed onto her shoulder, the words she said made sense, and Ezekiel made a horrifying connection. One made even worse as he saw that one of her eyes was red, and the other one was gold.

“Riley!?” Ezekiel exclaimed. “You... why?”

Riley didn’t say anything. She just smiled before letting out a scream. One filled with fire as she and Celia let loose their magic. Too shocked to respond, Shine was the one who had to throw up another set of Void Panes to defend them. Their screaming bounced off of Ezekiel as the flames washed around them. He couldn’t turn away from the face of one of his childhood friends.

“EZEKIEL!” He barely felt it as one of the Hunters behind him pulled him backwards, the flames guttering out as they moved away.

“Bring it down!” The Hunter yelled.

The other Cavern Hunter slammed a hammer into the wall, a series of cracks rang out as the passageway collapsed. Given the appearance of the other Hunters, however, this wasn’t likely to do more than slow them down. But it would give them time to get out and call for a retreat.



Meanwhile, underneath the rubble of the hostage area, several of the Cult’s Hunters were looking at Riley in confusion or anger. They had originally had a plan to attack and not let up until whoever had opened the doors was dead. Double so if it was the Anathema. Yet, after the first salvo of attacks, Riley had motioned for them to let up. Worse yet, rather than call for another group attack, she had attacked on her own. In such a way that her flames were partially blasted backwards as well.

“What the hell was that?!” One of the Hunters asked in anger. “You let the Anathema get away? We’ll have to chase him and the rest of these bastards down now. Worse yet, our Cavern Hunters will be tired from getting us out of here.”

Behind them, four Cavern Mages were working with their Spirits to shape the stone around them to support itself. Doing so would allow them a slight reprieve, as they were currently holding up the rocks with their own mana.

Riley didn’t respond to the inquiry right away. Instead, she held up a hand to her face. Pulling it away, she was somewhat shocked to see that there was blood running from her golden eye. Blood that was also tinted with strands of gold.

Taking out a handkerchief, she wiped the blood away, ignoring the concerned and angry looks being thrown at her. Instead, she focused on the task at hand. Getting out and killing the Anathema.

“It was just a lapse in judgment. I wanted him to feel despair as he died. Something that I think each and every one of you would have appreciated.” Riley said. “So don’t blame me if none of you got my signal, and failed to attack once he was despairing over my presence.”

The Hunters around her looked suitably berated. The Hunter who questioned her flinched back and held his shoulder. Riley turned back to the Cavern Hunters who had managed to make supports for the collapsing stone. They looked strained, but they were no longer at risk of being crushed.

“Get us out of here. Now.” Riley nearly yelled. The Cavern Hunters took a breath before shaping the stone to get them out. It would take them just a few seconds, but they wouldn’t be participating in the fight afterwards. No one mentioned how it was Riley’s fault that this had happened as well.

As they moved upwards, the Cavern Hunters and their Spirits threw up stone walls and pillars to distract the Hunters above them. They also made several openings to leave from. Just in case the Hunters from the Guild were laying their own trap for them.

Suddenly, the area started to shake, and the Cult’s Cavern Hunters instead focused all their mana upwards. Throwing open the area in an explosion of dust and stone, they had a brief window of opportunity to get out of their temporary prison. One they took advantage of as the elements rained down on them. To which they replied in kind.



“Captain! We’ve got trouble!” The Hunter who pulled Ezekiel away yelled as they returned to the battlefield. “The kid’s guts were right! It was an ambush.”

The Captain and the rest were still in the middle of a battle when the hostage retrieval group returned. Things were going well for them, but they still hadn’t finished clearing things up just yet. The fact that this was a slightly more important base meant that it was going to be slightly better defended. Not enough to cause too much trouble, but enough to make things go poorly for them if they were surprised.

“Spirits damn them all!” The captain yelled. “Do not hold back! Finish things and regroup, now!”

The captain expended more mana than necessary to kill the Apprentice Hunters that surrounded him. As did several of the other Hunters in the area. Unfortunately, unlike before, it was impossible for them to hunt down the ones that ran away. The fact that they were regrouping meant that they couldn’t set up a perimeter.

“I’m assuming you collapsed the building on them?” The captain asked. The Hunter nodded. “Everybody, get into position! Now!”

Ezekiel, who had snapped out of it, also moved to get into an attack position. But he knew that he wouldn't be as much help as the Adepts around him. But his allies were spent, and he had made a mistake. So, he would help them out as best he could.

“Are you sure about this? Our contract means that we can run away. You don’t have to fight your friend.” Shine said as they also prepared their mana.

“We’re behind enemy lines, and I have no idea where the nearest Church of Ten town is. We could try risking it out in the desert, but that should be a last resort.” Ezekiel replied. “Besides, I want to help her, if I can.”

His thoughts went to one of the artifacts that he had brought with him. It was entirely experimental, and it had never worked in its previous iterations. But theoretically, it should work in its newest form. Shine was less than enthusiastic about their chances.

“That’s not a good idea. There was only one time when that device didn’t blow up. Will you even be able to get close enough to use it on her?” Shine had little faith in Ezekiel’s plan. “She’s also a full Tier Higher than you. While you’re already mostly spent.”

“Which is why the other artifacts will be used first.” Ezekiel said.

“Captain! When you let loose your first salvo, please retreat as far as you can. I have something that should damage them quite a bit, but I can’t control who it affects.” Ezekiel called out. “As soon as you see the flash, let loose your attacks again!”

The captain glanced at Ezekiel, but decided to trust him on this one, as they were in a pickle and didn’t have many options.

“You heard the kid! Attack, then retreat! Getting some distance wouldn't be a bad idea anyway.” The captain yelled. “Get ready!”

Several defensive walls were raised from the ground at that moment. The captain and the other remaining Cavern Mages on their side sent their mana into the ground. It briefly shook before stone and dust were thrown into the air.

A salvo of ranged attacks went directly into the hole where the Cultists were standing. Immediately afterwards, the Red Stone Guild retreated, leaving Ezekiel to throw an item from his Void Pouch. Shine had retracted their senses, and Ezekiel sent three Ten Sparks Signal Flares towards the Cultists.

The resulting explosion was enough to nearly knock Ezekiel on his ass, but he powered through it. Ducking beneath the attacks from behind him, Ezekiel directed Shine to Jump them below the Cultists. Doing so, the two of them found what they were looking for. Several mana restraining manacles were strewn about. The Cultists hadn’t bothered to pick them up after removing them.

“I still don’t like this.” Shine said. They still had a bad feeling, but it wasn’t as strong as before. “I think I’m going to miss the Red Stone Guild. They were somewhat nice.”

“I know, but I promise, I will make it up to you. Besides, if this works, I'm certain you three will get along just fine.” Ezekiel said as he grabbed all the restraints. “Regarding the Red Stone Guild. If things work out, they should win this fight. But we can’t travel with them anymore. Not when they’re not showing mercy to any Cultist forces. Willing or not.”

Shine didn’t reply but didn’t refute what Ezekiel was saying either. If anything, they honestly hoped that Ezekiel was right about Riley and Celia. Thus, they prepared to make another Jump. This time, directly into the still recovering Cultists.

Pulling out another Ten Sparks Signal Flare, Ezekiel threw it into the air, this time blinding everyone but himself and Shine. The moment the explosion faded away, Ezekiel Jumped towards Riley and Celia. He directly clamped the manacles on their limbs, sealing their mana. From there, Shine and Ezekiel pooled their mana together and Jumped again. This time going much further away to the point where the battle was too far away to see. The stoney outcropping was actually well away from them,

“YOU WRETCHED-!” Riley couldn’t finish, as Ezekiel put the stunned girl into a choke hold. Shine followed suit, pinning Celia beneath the flat of their bladed body. The little lizard struggled, but ultimately failed to break free as Ezekiel knocked Riley unconscious.

As Ezekiel let Riley go, he turned to Celia, who looked strange as she was pinned down beneath Shine’s blade. He knew he didn’t have any reliable means of keeping her unconscious, however, since a Spirit’s biology was nothing like a human’s. So, he elected to place another set of restraints on her and tied her up with some of the rope he had in his Void Pouch.

From there, Ezekiel placed the both of them on a tarp and began dragging them into the desert. It was by no means a good method of travel, and it left them open for pursuers. But he hoped that, regardless of who one, they wouldn’t be in any condition to travel, and Ezekiel would be able to get himself lost in the desert well enough to hide. At least for a little while.

He only hoped that his plan with Riley worked. But a grim part of him, the part that was growing to hate the Cult with a fiery passion, knew that even if it didn’t, they’d be one less Cultist in the world. One less soul that was blinded and brainwashed by the monster that they worshiped.
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                It had been a full day since Ezekiel had kidnapped his old friend Riley. A day since he had retreated into the desert, doing his best to make as much distance between them as possible. Given that he wouldn’t be able to hide very easily, he figured that getting lost was his only option for now. For the moment, the only thing he knew about their position was the fact that they were headed both north, and away from Cult territory.

Currently, they were within Ezekiel’s enchanted tent. It was somewhat camouflaged but was mostly just reinforced to be able to withstand any possible sandstorms. Which was fortunate, because they were currently having to sit one out. The noise was making it somewhat difficult for Ezekiel to think. The unconscious body of Riley was also acting as a distraction.

“Are you sure that you should be doing this?” Shine asked for the umpteenth time. “Your mana is weaker than hers. Even if you don’t make her explode, you’ll still be too weak to affect her. Even without the Radiant mana that’s inside her, her Flame mana is still at the Adept level.”

“Perhaps, but that won’t be the case for too much longer.” Ezekiel said. “It’s regrettable, but I think it’s time we take some drastic measures.”

He couldn’t help but rub his fingers at this point. Specifically, the rings that his parents had given him when he was forced to leave Harkem. They had long since been recharged and were fully capable of bringing out the spells that his parents had left for him.

“That’s experimental too! You have no idea if absorbing the magic used to fuel those artifacts is even possible!” Shine exclaimed. “Besides which, wouldn’t there be an incompatible imprint from the mana that was used in the carving of the runes for the enchantments?”

“Theoretically, the will left behind should’ve dissipated after a couple of years without regular upkeep by the maker, so there shouldn’t be any conflict.” Ezekiel refuted. “Besides, I don’t plan on absorbing the Radiant and Obscure mana. But the Void mana that will appear once the two elements clash.”

This was a theory that Ezekiel had been working on in his spare time back in Sanafalls. It was an idea he had when he remembered how he had isolated the Tempest mana back at Trigat. At that time, he had used his void Panes to isolate the mana from any outside sources. This meant that it might be possible to create Void mana before absorbing other elements. He hadn’t had much time to test it, but the few instances that he had showed no issues.

He had even managed to get past the whole, ‘isolated from anything else’ issue, since his body was apparently strong enough to survive in a near vacuum space. Something that he attributed to his Void affinity. He still needed to breathe. So, it only lasted as long as he could hold his breath, but it worked.

Which is why he was willing to take the risk right now. The artifacts his parents gave him were charged with mana from Tier four, originally. It would’ve been impossible for him to activate an actual Legendary artifact, but even in its simplified and weakened state, these rings would be powerful enough to get him to Tier three. That much, he was certain.

“Is that why you were insistent that I share my mana with you as soon as possible? To get yourself to Step eight so we could attempt this?” Shine asked. “... Do you really think it’ll work?”

“I’m almost certain that it will. But the issue is that you won’t be able to help me right away.” Ezekiel said. “I need you to watch our prisoners, and make sure to wake me if they try anything.”

Looking over at Riley and Celia, Ezekiel honestly thought his words were a bit overkill, as there was little chance that they could do much. To be safe, Ezekiel had stripped Riley of anything that could be used against him. Including several hidden items and artifacts that were disguised beneath her clothing. He had felt horribly about it, as this wasn’t simply some bandit he was looting. This was a friend that was already in a bad situation.

Celia had been glaring at him the whole time, but she was barely even coherent due to the number of restraints he had placed on her. Of which he had similarly increased the number that were on Riley, as well, as well as blindfolded her and plugged her ears. Just as a precaution. He also stuck Celia inside a bag. To make sure that she couldn’t learn anything about him since she was corrupted by the Radiant Lord.

“Watch over me, okay?” Ezekiel said as he held the rings in his hands.

“You can count on me!” Shine replied.

Ezekiel just smiled before he locked himself in a box of Void Panes. Activating the rings in his hands, he forced the darkness that formed to come into being within the barrier of light that was made by the other ring. As this happened, the Obscure magic mixed with the Radiant magic, and just like he expected, the magic canceled one another out.

Void mana formed, and it didn’t dissipate since there was no ambient mana to fade into. Just more Void mana forming from the clash of the two magic rings. Better yet, Ezekiel saw that it was forming faster than he was using his own to hold up the Void Panes. That was ultimately the linchpin in his plan.

Grinning to himself, Ezekiel pictured the centrifugal compressor within his mana pool. He immediately found that the mana that was being formed outside his body was being sucked in. Better yet, he could feel his mana rising closer and closer to the next Step.

However, as this was happening the mana maintaining the enchantments on the artifacts was burning out. It wouldn’t take too long before the artifacts either shattered, or simply fizzled out.

Ezekiel, knowing that this would happen, could only hope that the rings would last for at least a few attempts at breaking through to Tier three. He didn’t have the luxury of pure mana crystals, after all.

As that thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind, he made a mental note to do some investigating in the Fjorya if he could. It was apparently a hotspot for pure mana crystals. For both the Empire and Tarquessa. Given how powerful His and Shine’s souls had gotten over the last few years, it wasn’t like it would harm them too much to quicken their progress.



Several dozen kilometers southwest of Ezekiel’s current position, Fiana, George, Marc, and Cinder were approaching the outcropping Ezekiel had left just a day ago. They were accompanied by a group of Hunters from Dross. It was a varied group, with Hunters from several different Guilds. They were set up somewhat like a merchant caravan, with several wagons splayed out in a defensive formation.

There were no markings to indicate where the caravan had come from. Nor were the three Scholars inside wearing any identifying markers that could imply they were members of the Church of Ten. The Hunters, as well, were wearing generic clothes and armor with no identifying Guild sigils.

As deep as they were in enemy territory, this was the least they could do to ensure that they weren’t caught by the Cult’s forces. Though, the fact that they had made it this far into Cult territory gave them hope that the war was starting to turn in their favor. Though, the lack of conflicts might be because few were willing to brave the desert during a sandstorm like they currently were.

“Are you sure that this is a good idea?” Marc asked Fiana as they traveled through the sandstorm covering the region. “Once we get there, if we keep going, there won’t be any support that we can rely on. We’re lucky they were willing to take such a large group into the Cult’s territory in the first place.”

Fiana gave Marc a glance but continued to look over the map that she had spread in front of her. The two were huddled up inside one of the wagons. At the moment, the only ones outside were the Tempest and Cavern Mages and Spirits that were defending against the storm.

George and Cinder were with them but had fallen asleep some hours ago. Leaving only Fiana, Marc, and a couple of other Adepts still awake. Most were anticipating what would happen when they reached their destination. They were only a few minutes out at this point.

“Given what information we received from the town, we know that they’re current route north isn’t going to remain the same. As such, the only choice we have is to go to the trade route outpost.” Fiana explained. “With our current numbers, we should have nothing to worry about. Regardless of whether or not the Red Stone Guild succeeded.”

At this point, she grimaced in annoyance, knowing that her next few words would not bring Marc any comfort.

“As for what happens next... We have the option of continuing with the mission, sabotaging at least three more bases along their border, or breaking off to return, should Ezekiel no longer be with the Red Stone Guild.” Fiana spoke in a solemn tone.

“You mean, should Ezekiel be dead.” Marc stated. “I know that you hope otherwise, but you know just as well as I do, that the Cult would dedicate all their available forces to killing him once they found out that he was here.”

“Our contract says, ‘no longer with the Red Stone Guild’ and I am holding to those words.” Fiana said. “How can you think that he’s dead? He’s one of our friends, and far more capable than anyone else we know of his age.”

Marc winced at the reprimand but didn’t refute her words. In truth, he had been hoping that Ezekiel was alive, just as much as she and George had. But after seeing the aftermath of some of the battles they had passed by, he was finding it hard to hold onto that hope.

“It’s a shame that they couldn’t send a Com-Slate with the group but given the number of traps that groups have fallen into, I can understand why they stopped using them. Better not to let the enemy get their hands on them.” Marc said.

Fiana snorted in amusement at Marc’s obvious attempt to change the subject. She agreed with his statement but wasn’t sure how she wanted to reply. Suddenly, a banging on the side of the wagon filled the area, and everyone inside woke up. They had arrived at their destination.



The rocky outcroppings around them ensured that they weren’t too disrupted by the winds and the sand. But it was difficult for them to make their way into the base all the same. Though the lack of defensive formations did indicate that the Red Stone Guild had most likely succeeded. However, there were some wary glances as they turned towards one of the buildings that had utterly collapsed into a hole.

They could all tell that a battle had occurred here. One that was far more difficult than they had been led to believe would’ve been possible. At least in accordance with the information they had received prior to their departure.

Several Hunters suddenly appeared, ready for battle, and with spells aimed to take out the caravan as fast as possible. If only to retreat while they were recovering. Luckily, the leaders of the caravan had been given a passphrase to give when they caught up to the Red Stone Guild.

“Get ready, you bloody stoned block heads!” One of the captains called out. As the members of the caravan prepared for a fight, not knowing the signal, the defending Hunters relaxed, and gave back their own phrase.

“Get bent, you dried up old prunes.” The Hunter’s words caused several men in the caravan to bristle in anger, but their leaders held up a hand to stop them.

“Where is your captain? I need to speak with him regarding his mission. As I’m sure you are aware, things have changed since it was originally commissioned.” The caravan leader said.

“Our captain is dead. I’m currently in charge.” The Hunter who gave them the passphrase called out. “For now, let’s get inside. We need to discuss things in a less annoying environment.”

With those words, the Hunter motioned for them to move inside. Some of the caravan stayed to set the wagons for protection. But the majority moved inside the largest building that was still standing. As they entered, they all let out sighs of relief as they removed some of their protective gear. Fiana, George, and Marc were particularly thankful, as they were unaccustomed to the desert environment.

As the leader of the Red Stone Guild’s Hunters removed her own protective gear, many of the new arrivals winced as they saw that she still had several bandaged wounds.

“Where are your injured? We have a couple of Life Mages with us. They should be able to help.” The caravan leader said. The Red Stone captain gestured to one of the nearby rooms. Two Life mages went off to begin giving treatment, while one remained to give the new captain help.

“What happened here?” The caravan leader asked. Fiana and the other Scholars leaned in to see if there was any news regarding Ezekiel.

“The cult found out we were coming. Had an extra force that was here to attack the kid we were escorting to the Fjorya.” The new captain said, her voice filled with frustration and anger. “Our numbers were roughly equal, but most of us were tired from taking out the original defenders of the base. If it wasn’t for the kid causing a couple distractions with those weird flares, we would’ve died fairly quickly.”

“Kid with flares? You mean Ezekiel?” Fiana asked.

“Yeah, as much as I want to hate him for being their target, since I saw them call him Anathema, we started this mission knowing that this was a possibility. I just wish the guy didn’t decide to cut and run when the final fight broke out. But, whatever, it was in his contract. Now, we leave him to his fate.” The new captain said with a tired tone.

While the conversation wasn’t heading into a direction that Fiana liked, she was at least thankful that the woman wasn’t swearing vengeance against Ezekiel. That would’ve made things awkward for them.

“I don’t suppose you know where he went?” Fiana asked. “Our own mission, not everyone’s, but ours, involves meeting up with him as soon as possible.”

“Northeast, if he’s headed to where he was before. Though, without a wagon, or any other transportation, I don’t know how long that’s going to take.” The Huntress said. “He didn’t have a map either, so he might not even make it to Zime. Not if the desert claims him first.”

The three Scholars and Cinder all flinched at that thought. Cinder had some support and didn’t need to stick around. But the other three were on a mission. One that didn’t have too many consequences if they failed. But the fact that Ezekiel was alive meant that they didn't want to give up just yet.

But now they were faced with a conundrum. How the heck were they supposed to find him when he was lost in the desert?



It had been several hours since Ezekiel had started absorbing Void mana from the clash of elements brought about by the use of his rings. In a way, it was almost as easy as absorbing Void mana from pure mana crystals directly, though it was actually much slower.

By the time he had opened his eyes, he had fully reached the peak of Step nine, and was ready to make his first attempt at breaking through to Tier three. Shine, too, was at the peak of Step nine, thanks to Ezekiel sharing his mana through their bond.

Unfortunately, this was not without consequences. As the rings his parents had given him were now cracked in several places. Luckily, since Shine’s soul was strong enough to reach Tier three on their own, the number of attempts Ezekiel could make to open his third chakra were much bigger. After a few more steps were taken.

“Are you sure you want to do this? We both know it would be easier for you if I broke through first.” Ezekiel said as he sat within a barrier room with Shine on his lap.

Once Ezekiel had ensured that Riley and Celia were still fully secured, Shine brought up a point that he hadn’t thought of. Shine didn’t need to open chakras to advance their Tier. They just needed a large enough soul, and enough mana to break the barrier between Tiers. Something that was difficult to do in nature, unless there was an abundant source of mana. In this case, an enclosed area where the only mana present would be Void mana.

Although there was a risk that the Spirit in question would harm themselves if they forced their Tier up too quickly. Hence Ezekiel’s concern, as he knew he’d be able to help Shine control the mana within them if he Tiered up first.

“I can break through easier than you! Once I do, I can share a higher quality of mana that will let you more easily look for your third chakra.” Shine said. “We’d only have two attempts at most if we tried to open your chakra using the ring. This method is smarter, since my soul will regenerate mana to the point where you can reach the peak as many times as needed. Let me do this.”

Unfortunately, Ezekiel knew that Shine had a good point. The only reason they hadn’t done this to reach Tier two was because Shine’s soul was too weak to withstand the advancement to Tier two when Ezekiel broke through. This was another reason that Hunters broke through more easily than Mages.

Channeling his mana to create a barrier around himself and Shine, Ezekiel activated his rings, generating Void mana from the clash. He also released a fair amount of his own mana into the atmosphere, further increasing the ambient mana within the sealed environment.

Shine continued to try and absorb the last motes of mana that he needed in order to reach Tier three. Ezekiel continued to generate as much Void mana as possible, but the process was slowing down. The enchantments on the rings were breaking, and he was also running low on mana, to the point where he now had to focus solely on maintaining the barriers around them.

He remained sitting there, watching Shine as they attempted to reach the next Tier. Nearly an hour passed, and it seemed like Shine wasn’t going to make it. The rings as well, had nearly reached their breaking point. Their spells were beginning to flicker, but if what Ezekiel was sensing was correct, there should've been at least enough mana to fill a Step one Adept’s mana to the top.

Ezekiel was starting to wonder if something had gone wrong, and was about to poke Shine through their bond, when the sound of breaking glass filled his mind. All the mana within the barrier he had erected flooded into Shine’s soul. The aura of an Adept level Spirit filled the shelter they were in.

“... I did it...” Shine’s voice weakly called through their bond.

For a moment, Ezekiel nearly had a heart attack, thinking that Shine had severely injured themself. But as Shine’s consciousness began to fade, so did his, and a familiar feeling overcame him.



Surrounded by the now familiar field of stars within an ink blackness. Ezekiel took a moment to calm himself. He now understood that Shine’s weakened voice was merely them falling into a state of enlightenment once again. Looking around himself, Ezekiel felt a sense of awe as he witnessed the enormous nebulae that shifted at a distance from himself that he could not measure. 

As he turned around, he once again saw the familiar figure of Shine’s soul. This time their soul was roughly two thirds the size of his own, but Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like the difference would be smaller, but he had also grown. This time around, Ezekiel knew not to distract his partner as they comprehended the magic of the Void.

Instead, he looked into the distance as well. This time, he focused on his personal desires. He focused on what he wanted to do most with his magic. The theory he had formulated regarding his hopes to undo the effects of the Radiant Lord’s Light.

As he thought about this desire, a pulling sensation seemed to draw upon his mind. He directed his attention towards a particular star in the distance. He stared at it intently, and after a few moments, felt his mind be towards it. 

Several scenes passed through his mind. He saw the Void Panes he learned to create turn the sealed space within into absolute vacuums. He saw the space within disperse any and all things that entered it. Including spells. Then the idea of the spell was transferred.

Ezekiel’s mind pulsed painfully for a moment, and he realized that that wasn’t what was happening. It wasn’t the idea that was being transferred, it was the concept. The concept of nothingness that existed within an absolute vacuum. This nothingness was then applied to whatever it was applied to. Causing said item, or being, to forcibly be dispersed into nothingness. Though it seemed that there were limitations. 

Physical entities had a self-sustaining weight to their existence, meaning that they were composed of their own concepts and ideas. Thus, Ezekiel could cause a certain degree of physical damage, but it would be on the same level as any other Adept level spell. As the power was dependent on his understanding of nothingness. Something that he was only barely grasping at. 

Similarly, it would affect the first thing that it touched, be it body, or spell. Thus, he could now disperse the spells of others, nullifying them upon contact with his mana. But only so long as it was of an equal or lesser level of power. 

Given he was only a peak Apprentice, he wouldn’t be able to affect a Legendary’s spell at the moment. A peak Adept might be difficult as well. Even at Tier three, he might only be able to make one stutter before his mana was forced away. Only when he reached the higher Steps of Tier three at that.

By this point, Ezekiel’s mind was starting to feel an almost unbearable pressure. As if he was forcibly comprehending things that he wasn’t meant to yet. But even though he refused to let that hold him back, he understood that this was his limit. At least for now.

Feeling his consciousness fading away, Ezekiel turned to Shine for a moment, only this time, instead of seeing them staring into the distance, Shine’s soul was right in front of him. He had barely a moment to think before Shine wrapped their spiritual arms around him. A feeling of happiness and joy filled him as Shine shared their feelings with him.

Before he could ask as to what they had learned, his vision once again faded to black. This time, he did not wake up in a field of stars.



Coming out of his state of enlightenment, Ezekiel found it difficult to breathe. There was a weight on his neck, and his mind felt foggy. It was as if he was still drifting in and out of consciousness, and he was too weak to force himself to wake up. The only other times he had felt like this before were when he was on the brink of death and laying in a recovery bed.

“Get the hell off him!” A young and metallic sounding voice rang out through the shelter.

Ezekiel suddenly found the weight on his neck had disappeared. A pained grunt alerted him to the fact that a body had been forcibly moved. Taking in a deep gasp of air, and doing his best to soothe his throat, Ezekiel realized that he had just been choked. Specifically, as he sat up and looked around, he realized that Riley had maneuvered her body, still tightly bound, in such a way as to lie on top of him.

She had done it in just the right position to put enough weight on his neck to mostly block his airways. Had he been under her for any longer, it was likely he would’ve passed out again, and perhaps he wouldn't have woken up. Fortunately for him, Shine regained consciousness at the same time, and was far more aware than he was.

As it was, Shine was currently banding Riley on the head with the flat of their sheath covered blade. A couple of good whacks ended up knocking her out again. Ezekiel felt a bit concerned, as he still wanted to save her, but it seemed like her body was tough enough to withstand most of the damage.

“Thank -cough- you, Shine.” Ezekiel said as he tried to calm his rapidly beating heart. The realization that he had nearly died just now had his heart racing.

As he took a moment just to breathe, he suddenly turned to Shine. Their voice had been verbalized, not internal like usual. For the first time since their soul took form, Shine had spoken aloud.

“You spoke!” Ezekiel exclaimed. “I guess that’s part of what you got from your enlightenment?”

Shine, who was actually floating in the air, bobbed up and down, as if to nod their head.

“Yes! I learned how to do telekinesis. It lets me move stuff more precisely than just changing things like Push and Pull, or gravity. I can vibrate the air using my body to make a voice.” Shine shouted in joy. A bit too loud, as Ezekiel had to cover his ears.

“The only problem is that it takes a lot of mana. But I think the voice boxes you were making should work better now.” Shine explained. “I don’t think I can keep this up long, though, so it’ll be mental communications for a little while longer.

Shine fell silent as they finished explaining their new ability. They then floated over to Ezekiel, touching him in the forehead with their pommel. Ezekiel found himself assaulted by several images of different Void magic being used. But the most prevalent thing he obtained from this was the ability to precisely move physical objects. Directly moving them with his mind, rather than applying physical forces through alterations of physical and spatial constructs.

Ezekiel then shared his Dispersal spell with Shine, but it seemed like there was a block that stopped him from sharing the knowledge. It was as if Shine’s soul was still too weak to comprehend the magic that Ezekiel was trying to share.

They couldn’t understand why this was, but while Shine was a bit upset, Ezekiel figured that it had to do with the fact that his soul was at least a full Tier stronger than Shine’s. The gap was closing, given that a smaller soul is easier to grow. But Ezekiel was still stronger than Shine, and even he had felt quite a bit of pain as he had learned the spell.

A thought crossed his mind as he pondered this. During his enlightenment, he had thought that his new spell was imposing the ‘idea’ of nothingness onto a target. But he ended up correcting himself and understood that it was the ‘concept’ of nothingness. It now felt wrong to think of it as being anything else but a ‘concept’.

He wondered if this was part of the key to reaching Legendary without a Spirit. It had been briefly explained to him in his first encounter with a Remnant of the Void that a Spirit would instinctively comprehend their element as they grew stronger. Figuring out new spells, and more easily manipulating mana as they rose in Tiers.

Humans needed to train their mana to regain any control they lost as their power improved. Was it possible that the innate understanding wasn’t just a result of growing stronger, but actually a requirement as well? A thought for later, Ezekiel decided, but he did make sure to share with Shine, who agreed that, upon their Tier up, something seemed to click in their head. But they had felt an immense amount of pressure as they did.

“We’ll figure this out later.” Ezekiel decided. “For now, I think we need to get me to Tier three.”

“Understood. I’ll share some of my mana to top you up. The we can begin the soul searching for your third chakra.” Shine replied. “Is she tied up better now?”

Ezekiel glanced to the side, where the still unconscious Riley was now bound to a large rock that he had dragged into the, now very cramped, shelter. Celia was tied up next to her, in such a way as to also be totally immobilized.

Ezekiel was beginning to worry about how poorly he was treating her, but he knew that these precautions were necessary, or else she would continue trying to kill him. Something that neither he nor Shine would allow.

“Yeah. She’s not going anywhere this time. We can take as long as we need to get me to Adept.” Ezekiel said. “Are you ready?”

Shine gave a mental nod to confirm that they were ready. Ezekiel took a deep breath, and then tried not to flinch as the uncomfortable feeling of having Shine shove their soul into his own was all he could think about for a moment. But as he regained his focus, he sent his own consciousness into the spiraling pathways within his soul.

This went on for several hours. The increased area that they had to search through took far longer than it did for him to reach Tier two. To the point that he was worried that they would have to take several days to find his chakra. But it seemed like luck was on their side today, as just before Ezekiel reached his limit, Shine sent out a signal to him. They had found his third chakra.

Sending his consciousness towards Shine’s, Ezekiel seemed to lose all sense of time, but he soon arrived at the area of his soul where his third chakra had formed. Unlike before, he was not as hurried, and he managed to see what the chakra actually looked like within his soul.

It was almost like a stone door had formed within him. It was shut right now, but all he needed to do was send his mana towards it, and it would open. It was as if all he had to do was reach out, and push. So, he did. This time focusing all his mana directly towards his chakra, not allowing any of it to go to waste. The bloated feeling of having Shine’s consciousness within his soul immediately lessened. He felt a sense of pressure be lifted from his shoulders, and a bright, opalescent, light filled his vision.

Ezekiel opened his eyes. For a moment, he thought that nothing had happened. But as he shifted his head from side to side, looking around the shelter, a strand of white caught his eyes. Holding a hand up to his head, he pulled his hair towards his face. It was a shocking white color that was a stark contrast to his previously dark hair.

Reaching into his Void Pouch, he pulled out a mirror. Checking his appearance, he realized that his eyes had also changed. They now appeared to be pure white, regardless of when he channeled his mana. He wasn’t sure what to feel about these changes, but at least the slight tan he had gotten from living in an island nation for eight years hadn’t disappeared.

“Ezekiel, are you okay?” Shine asked with a hint of worry, as Ezekiel had stared at his reflection for several minutes now. “Is everything alright?”

Turning his attention to his bonded Spirit, Ezekiel couldn’t help but laugh. Of course he was alright. He had made another stride in the proper direction. He had broken through to an entire Tier that no Void Mage had ever even thought of touching before. There wasn’t a single thing he thought he couldn’t do right now.

With that in mind, he turned to Riley, still tied to a rock. He still had to wait a little while, before his mana fully regenerated. But when it did, he was going to free his friend from the Cult of Light. No matter what.
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                Ezekiel sat next to Riley and Celia as they were bound to the large stone within the shelter. Shine was resting on Ezekiel’s lap as he mentally prepared himself. Given that Celia also had a golden eye, Ezekiel assumed that the both of them must’ve been corrupted by the Cult of Light. As such, he was certain that he’d have to use his nullification technique on both of them. Something that Shine couldn’t do, so Ezekiel hoped that they could support him.

“Are you sure that this is a good idea? You’re literally going to be diving into their souls. What if you damage something?” Shine asked in concern. “Wouldn’t that hurt worse than what’s already been done to them?”

“... Maybe, but I have no doubt in my mind that she’s in this state because of me. It’s obvious that the Cult decided to use her to target me.” Ezekiel said. “Yet, somehow, she didn’t use the most efficient method of killing me. Instead, she made a bad call, and we were barely able to escape. I think that’s worth an attempt to help her, at the very least.”

Shine took a moment to think about what Ezekiel said, and as much as they were worried, they knew that Ezekiel was set on his path. So, they decided that they would be better off doing their best to help him in his endeavor. Diving deep into the bond between them, Shine prepared to pull Ezekiel back if things seemed to be going poorly.

Sensing Shine’s silent support, Ezekiel conveyed feelings of thanks and gratitude through their bond. Taking in a deep breath and making sure that his mana had fully recovered from his breakthrough, Ezekiel placed a hand on both Riley’s and Celia’s heads.

As he gently extended his mana into their bodies, he made sure to include the concept of nothingness to keep it from catalyzing with their mana. This was distinctly different from when he had first injected his mana into another person. But back then, he was hoping to cause as much damage as possible, not keep them relatively safe. Thus, he took inspiration from the books he’d read on the various types of mana and tried to emulate a Life Mage.

Usually, mana of a type that one is not affiliated with will fail to come under a mage’s control when it is absorbed into their body and eventually gathered in their mana pool. This causes the mana to run rampant and damage their soul and spirit pathways. If the damage is too great, then it is possible that a mage will lose the ability to use their magic, if they don’t simply die.

Life Mages can avoid this by infusing their ‘Will’ into their mana. This is something that can usually only be done at Tier two, though some Tier ones have a powerful enough soul to extend their Will into their mana. Though this is very rare. Most of their training wasn’t just medical practices, but also ensuring that their Will conveyed helpfulness and aid, so that it didn’t conflict with those they healed.

For Ezekiel, it was like how, when he grew stronger, reaching a higher Tier and higher Steps, he was able to partially extend his mana outside his body, so long as he kept contact with it. Unlike with Life mana, he had to worry about the innate properties of Void mana catalyzing with other elements, meaning that his will had to fight with the world itself if he lost direct contact with his mana, but it was different if it was sent directly into another person’s body.

Injecting his mana into another person’s body meant that he only had to contend with the other person’s Will. Not the will of the world and the nature of all the other elements. Thus, so long as he kept physical contact with Riley and Celia, he should’ve been able to keep control of his mana. A theory that he proved correct. But it wasn’t long before he felt a foreign will fighting against him. A Will that wasn’t Riley’s or Celia’s. A will that was angry, and seemed like it was trying to burn anything and everything.

“No... It’s trying to bleach anything and everything.” Ezekiel thought with a pained grunt as he nearly lost control of his mana. “Like the way sunlight eats away at things. But it’s almost like it’s a million times stronger.”

He found himself having to immediately retract his mana, lest he lose control and cause the mana within his two patients to go berserk. Luckily the mana restraining manacles ensured that none of their mana managed to escape as he did this.

“What happened? Is everything alright?” Shine asked with worry in their voice as Ezekiel seemed to shoot backwards as he opened his eyes.

“I’m fine. But it seems like I’m going to have to go a bit deeper than I expected.” Ezekiel said. “Whatever you do, don’t pull me out unless I tell you to.”

Nearly in a panic, Shine tried to ask what Ezekiel was about to do, but it seemed like Ezekiel wasn’t looking to talk right now. Instead, he extended a much larger amount of mana into Riley and Celia. Alongside a large part of his consciousness. Something that was incredibly dangerous to do. Usually only used by Adept Life Mages when they were attempting to heal damaged souls and spirit paths.

Shine, having been left behind as a safety line, was frantically calling through their bond with Ezekiel. But other than feelings of reassurance and apologies, there was nothing that they could do. Suddenly yanking on Ezekiel’s consciousness would damage all three of them. Something that Shine was only willing to do as a last resort.

For now, they were stuck. Waiting restlessly as Ezekiel attempted to save one of his earliest friends. A part of Shine regretted not fighting harder against Ezekiel’s decision to do this. Another part decided that they were going to berate him to hell and back when he woke up. But as they sat there waiting for Ezekiel, all they were certain of was that they hoped that everything would turn out okay.



“Are you sure that this is the best course of action?” Marc asked Fiana as they set out into the desert with a contingent of Hunters. “We have no guarantee that he will actually show up in Zime before it’s too late.”

Sitting back in her seat, Fiana saw the looks of agreement and acceptance on George and Cinder’s faces. It seemed that they were of the same opinion as Marc but were more willing to go along with their mission. Although, it appeared that Cinder was more than a little bit stressed out, given her current situation. But she had been mostly subdued since they’d left Dross.

“Over the past eight years, Ezekiel has been nothing less than a brother to me. I know full well what he’s capable of, as well as what he’s likely to do.” Fiana said. “Given this information, there is no doubt in my mind that Ezekiel will survive, somehow. But in truth, the reason we’re going to Zime is because it’s actually closer than the Archipelago.”

Marc and George looked surprised, but Cinder just looked confused. Earlier, before they had set out from the destroyed trade route outpost, Fiana had said that they would be waiting in Zime for Ezekiel. Yet, here she was, saying something completely contradictory to her previous words.

“But... weren’t we going there to wait for Ezekiel?” George voiced the question that they all had.

“Yes, but that’s more a matter of convenience. Given the fact that the Cult is taking out the waypoint towns along the southern coast of Tarquessa, leaving the desert is our best bet.” Fiana explained. “But, given the state of the waters around the coastline, it’s not feasible for us to catch a boat at this time. Better to go to the Empire, where we’ve been given a letter of referral for.”

“So, it’s a matter of convenience, rather than just a last-ditch hope for Ezekiel?” Marc asked.

“It’s killing two birds with one stone. If things turn out well, Ezekiel will arrive in Zime within a month. If they don’t, or things take a turn for the worst, then we leave.” Fiana explained. “However, there is one thing that we must discuss. Cinder. What will you be doing?”

Cinder, who had been listening intensely, looked surprised to be the center of attention. She had been accompanying the trio of Scholars since their initial arrival the day after Ezekiel had set foot on Tarquessa. But other than providing aid for them, she hadn’t really made her own plans well known.

“To be honest, I would like to continue traveling with the three of you, if possible.” Cinder said. “My family has always had incredibly close ties to the Church of Ten within Tarquessa. Some of my cousins are actually Scholars. Hence, why I have been able to provide such aid. Like the connections to the Red Stone Guild, and the carts and Hunters employed by my family.”

The Scholars nodded along. They were well aware that, if not for Cinder, there was no way they would’ve been able to continue chasing after Ezekiel like they had been. Although, it seemed like things had become strained when they had left Dross.

“Given the state of the war, and the fact that we are losing ground, I think it would be best to get out of the desert for a while. If you three will be leaving, then I would be happy to lend my personal funds to assist.” Cinder further explained. “But I’m not sure I’ll be as helpful as I was before. My family is not happy about what happened at the Waypoint. Nor have they necessarily approved of my own intentions to join the Church at some point. They were fairly intent on marrying me off. Once we arrive at Zime, it is likely that these forces will be redirected to other family assets. I won’t be able to get a free escort again.”

The three Scholars winced and diverted their eyes in regret. They hadn’t been there for it, but it was obvious that, upon her return, Cinder had been confronted by her family. It seemed like there was a falling out of some sort, but they weren’t willing to interfere in business that wasn’t theirs.

“Thank you, again, for all the help you’ve given us. When we reach the Empire, if no one else accepts you, should you still wish to become a Scholar, then I would be happy to accept you as my Apprentice.” Fiana said. “It would be probationary, until you managed to pass the tests to make it official, but I can help you prepare for that.”

Cinder looked shocked. She had been prevented from joining the Church for the sake of her family for years. The most she could do to take control of her life was to get away from the main branch of the family. Going to the Waypoint town was her form of rebellion, since the Church was just corrupt enough to reject all her attempts at entering their ranks.

It wasn’t until she was finally forced to return that she was reminded of how little she cared for her family. As well as how little they cared for her. To the point of disowning her for rejecting their attempts to use her. If it wasn’t for the forces still loyal to her uncle, then she likely wouldn’t have been able to get any of the help for the caravan that they’d traveled with.

For her to have a high ranked Scholar promise to take her on upon their arrival in the Empire was more than she could’ve hoped for. To the point she nearly broke out into tears.

“Thank you.” She said with a crack in her voice. Fiana reached out to place a hand on her shoulder in comfort.

Unfortunately, a voice from outside the wagon interrupted them.

“Scholars! I think you need to see this!” The leader of the caravan that had decided to accompany them when they split from the other Hunters called out.

Getting out of the wagon, Fiana, George, and Marc looked into the distance. Thanks to the sandstorm, much of the area was barely recognizable. Not that there was much to recognize in the desert. However, something was poking out of the sand about a kilometer away and was only visible thanks to the binoculars that the caravan’s watchers had. Something that was somewhat familiar.

“Is that a collapsible shelter?” George asked.

“If it is, then hopefully today’s our lucky day.” Fiana said. “Get ready. I want to check this out before we go any further.”

No one said anything for a moment, but as Fiana took out some weapons and defensive artifacts, they all scrambled to defend themselves. It seemed like they were going to investigate the apparent shelter. It wasn’t voiced, but everyone knew what the three Scholars were looking for.

So, it was obvious what they hoped for. Some of them couldn’t help but hope for the same thing, as it would mean that the Cult had failed. Regardless, they would find out in a few minutes.

BOOM

A sudden explosion of fire, glass, and sand into the air made the group act much more quickly. With several of the Hunters rushing ahead with Fiana.



Several minutes earlier, just as Ezekiel’s consciousness had delved into Riley’s and Celia’s, he found himself in an expanse of white that was trying to eat away at him. It was not unlike when he was delving into his own soul to find his second and third Chakra. But with pain and blinding golden light.

Reinforcing himself with what mana he was still connected to, Ezekiel began to wander where he could, sensing a slight heat coming from one direction. This was different from the searing corrosiveness of the light that surrounded him. But as he moved, he felt the light rushing towards him in the form of a variety of constructs.

Throwing up a Shroud, but infusing his concept of Nothingness, Ezekiel was barely able to defend against the attacks that were being fired at him. Knowing that he couldn’t keep this up for much longer, he willed his consciousness forward, toward the Flame he sensed nearby.

As he got closer, he realized that it wasn’t one, but two Flames that he sensed. They were intertwined, and as he came to see the Flames that represented Riley and Celia’s magic, he was shocked to see that they were weakly sputtering out. The Light was bearing down on them, and slowly beginning to snuff them out.

But before he could make contact with either of them, he was forced to avoid a horrifying figure.

“DIE YOU WRETCHED SPAWN OF THE FALSE CREATOR!” The figure that launched itself at Ezekiel was devoid of any sexually defining features. It was humanoid and seemed to stand out against the gold light background. It was as if someone had drawn the outline of a generic human figure, and then fleshed it out with pure gold.

The figure itself was a darker shade of gold than the surroundings but emitted a light that shone more brightly than anything else. Yet, no matter how Ezekiel looked at it, the Light that it emitted was like an aura, not covering its body, but encircling it in accordance with the angle that he viewed it.

He couldn't look at it for long, however, before he was forced to move his consciousness backwards to avoid an angry swing of the figure’s sword. Ezekiel tried to dispel the sword, but the figure’s Light was too strong. The will within it was too solid. Unlike the constructs that had attacked him before. As such, he could only block and dodge.

“YOU DARE TO DEFY THE NATURAL ORDER!? YOU DARE TO DEFY THE REVELATIONS OF MY LIGHT!? YOU ARE JUST AS YOUR WRETCHED PREDECESSORS ONCE WERE. IF NOT WORSE!” The figure continued to scream, even as Ezekiel was forced to dodge its attacks. “IT WAS BAD ENOUGH THAT THOSE THAT CAME BEFORE FAILED TO BRING ME BACK INTO THE WORLD, SO THAT I MIGHT BRING TRUE BALANCE TO IT. BUT FOR YOU TO HAVE WALKED THE PATH OF THE END, AND NOT PERISHED, SHOWS JUST HOW MONSTROUS YOU ARE! JUST HOW MUCH LIKE THEM YOU WILL BE!”

As he continued to defend himself against the figure’s attacks, he realized that the figure was paying attention solely to himself. Not too horrible a thing, as it meant that Riley and Celia’s consciousnesses were safe. But it did mean that he had little room to breathe.

However, as he dodged a wild swing at his head, he realized that there was little to no skill involved in their attacks. Thus, he was able to somewhat predict what was happening. In doing so, he came up with an idea, one he hoped would work, because he was running out of time.

So maddened by Ezekiel’s presence, the figure whom Ezekiel could only assume was a representation of the Radiant Lord, failed to realize that Ezekiel was leading it back towards where Riley and Celia’s Flames resided.

As they neared, Ezekiel turned to get close to them as fast as he could, but the Radiant Lord’s avatar was quick to catch up to him. Just as he wanted.

Sharply turning his attention towards the avatar, Ezekiel blasted a massive amount of Void mana directly into the avatar. Avoiding another wild swing as the avatar’s posture conveyed shock, Ezekiel managed to get both his hands directly on its chest.

In one hand, Ezekiel channeled Nothingness, in the other, he channeled Pure Void. The conflicting aspects of enhancing and nullifying, Ezekiel’s strike created a paradoxical force that the avatar couldn’t stand.

Letting out the most horrifying scream that Ezekiel had ever heard. But his attempt paid off, as he saw the avatar shatter into countless pieces before fading away. Looking around himself, he realized that his surroundings seemed to reflect the damage done to the avatar. But he couldn’t relax, nor did he think he could do that again, as he doubted that Riley’s consciousness could handle it.

Quickly making his way to Riley and Celia’s Flames, he quickly tried yet another idea. Encasing the two Flames in a barrier of his mana, he channeled Pure Void to enhance their strength as much as possible. The barriers successfully stopped the mana from running rampant, but he couldn’t relax. 

“YOU DARE!?” Several more voices screamed at him from all around. More avatars were forming from the Light that had corrupted Riley and Celia. They continued to form from the walls of Riley and Celia’s consciousness. 

Surrounding himself in another barrier, he filled it with his concept of Nothingness. Slowly, he began to chip away at the Light that surrounded him and allowed the Flame mana within Riley and Celia to grow stronger. He figured that if he could tip the current balance between Riley and Celia’s Flame, when compared to the Radiant Lord’s Light, then she might be able to help him, and save herself.

“YOU SHALL FAIL! MY LIGHT SHALL BRING PEACE AND BALANCE TO THIS WORLD OF CHAOS! THERE WILL NO LONGER BE BODY AND SPIRIT! THE TWO SIDES WILL BE ONE! AS THEY ALWAYS SHOULD HAVE BEEN!!!”

Turning his attention to the avatars that were attacking his barriers, Ezekiel continued to channel his mana. While Ezekiel was confused at the angry screaming of the Radiant Lord, he didn’t allow it to distract him. Although he did make a note to keep what it said in mind for future research.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold out for. He was running out of mana, and if Riley and Celia couldn’t wake up soon, he wasn’t certain that they could be saved. He had almost no doubt that the Radiant Lord’s avatar would not let Riley survive after this. Not after Ezekiel had taken such drastic steps to save her.

“Ezekiel?” A quiet voice called out from behind him. Turning back, Ezekiel saw that weakly flickering Flames begin to solidify. They took the form of Riley and Celia. Both looked tired but were slowly growing in strength. Focusing with everything he had, he conveyed his thoughts, his intentions, with his mana. Before expending everything that he had left to strengthen their magic as much as possible, letting out a blast that briefly disoriented the avatars around him. Hoping and praying that this wouldn’t kill his friend.

With one last glance at Riley’s and Celia’s consciousnesses, he reached across his bond with Shine. Tugging slightly, he allowed Shine’s consciousness to pull the small wisp that he had used back into his own body. As he returned to his own body, he opened his eyes, only to feel a barrier go up around him, and light and fire fill his vision.



Ezekiel let out a grunt as he impacted on the sand. Woozy and disorientated, it took him longer than he would’ve liked to regain his bearings. Getting up from the ground, he nearly fell down again as he lost his balance. Deciding to just lay there and trust that Shine had his back, he figured he could take a minute to settle down.

“Ezekiel! We’ve got company incoming!” Shine frantically yelled at him. “There’s a lot of them! At least a dozen!”

As he forced himself into an upright position, Ezekiel found his vision swimming. The side effects of his attempts had hit him harder than expected. But he hadn’t known that there would be an explosion upon retracting his consciousness from Riley’s and Celia’s.

Feeling Shine channeling some of their mana into him, he looked towards the group that was dashing towards him. He forced himself into a combat position, knowing that this was going to be a difficult fight, when he felt Shine relax, and a familiar voice barely echoed within his still ringing ears.

“Ezekiel! Ezekiel!” The red-haired figure grew clearer in Ezekiel’s vision, and he recognized Fiana as she ran towards him. He allowed himself to collapse to the ground, knowing that these were not his enemies. At least not all of them.

“Are you alright? What the hell happened?” Fiana frantically asked. “Was it the Cult? Are there any enemies nearby?”

“N-no.. Riley... Tried to... purify... the Light... Help her too... Please...” Ezekiel forced out as he failed to stand up again. “Mana shackles...”

Ezekiel weakly points towards the hole where his shelter had been covered in sand. He fell unconscious almost immediately afterwards. Much to Fiana’s screaming worry. But there was nothing he could do but let the world fade to black.



The rest of the group that had rushed forward had arrived. Some were taking defensive positions, while others were investigating the hole in the sand.

“Hey! We’ve got a body over here! A Spirit too!” One of the guards called out. “I think she’s still alive. What should we do with her?”

For a second, Fiana looked concerned. If what little she understood from Ezekiel was true, then this was one of his friends from the Empire. Someone who had been taken away by the Cult of Light when she was just ten years old. More than enough time for them to successfully brainwash her.

But she also knew that Ezekiel had a project he was working on. Theories and attempts that would, hopefully, allow him to cure the Cult of Light’s corruption. It was one of the projects he had that was mostly on the backburner. As it hadn’t made much progress. But if it had improved, then perhaps it was something worth looking into later on.

“There should be mana shackles nearby. Put them on her, and her Spirit. We’re taking them all back to the wagon.” Fiana called out.

“Is this a Cultist?” The guard called out. The rest all armed themselves in surprise.

“I’m not certain. Before he passed out, Ezekiel said he was trying to help her. But we can’t be certain until he wakes up. Shackle her, and let’s move.” Fiana called out.

“Wait!” Shine suddenly called out, using their mana to float and speak. “You can’t put her in the shackles right now! She’ll probably die if you do.”

The guards and Fiana all jerked back as Shine started floating. Some of the guards moved to attack but Shine just bounced back up. Their blade was too tough to be destroyed by them. Fiana moved forward, cautiously. She barely recognized the voice from the experiments that were meant to let Shine talk, but she thought that they hadn’t been finished yet.

“Shine? Is that you?” She asked. Frantically, she waved down the guards that were attacking the Void Spirit. They cautiously stopped, but remained ready, just in case.

“Yes. It’s new. But please, you can’t put the shackles on Riley right now. Ezekiel just attempted to purify her mana. It seems to have worked, since she didn’t die in the explosion.” Shine said. “She’ll have practically no mana at all for a while. Worse, there’s a chance her spirit pathways have been damaged. Putting her in mana shackles might kill her.”

“... We can’t trust her.” Fiana said. “What if she wakes up when we aren’t expecting it?”

“Have the Life Mage inspect her.” Shine said, turning to point at the only Life Mage that was there with them. “He can confirm that Riley can’t do anything.”

Fiana turned to the Life Mage in question. Riley was still unconscious and had been pulled from the hole in the sand, alongside Celia. Both were worse for wear, with burns over most of their bodies. Something that surprised everyone there, as it would take a great deal of heat, or corrosive light, to burn an Adept Flame Mage. Let alone Flame Spirit.

Carefully, the Life Mage examined Riley and Celia. Turning his head, he nodded to Fiana. They were severely injured, and it wasn’t possible for them to use their magic without exacerbating their injuries. Putting them in shackles would almost certainly kill them.

“Fine. No shackles. At least not now. But they stay under watch. If they try to escape, or do anything that might be threatening, we’ll deal with them.” Fiana ordered. There was some grumbling, as no one trusted a potential cultist. But they trusted the Life Mage’s diagnosis.

“For now, Shine, I think you and Ezekiel have some explaining to do. But since Ezekiel is unconscious, you’ll need to tell me what happened.” Fiana stepped forward and grabbed Shine from the air. Allowing Shine to release the anti-gravity on their weight.

“I can’t talk aloud for that long. It actually takes a lot of mana.” Shine said nervously.

“Then I’ll hold onto you the whole time, and we can talk mentally.” Fiana stated as she turned to walk back to the wagons with the rest of the group. “You’re not getting out of this.”

Shine couldn’t help but regret the fact that he couldn’t fall unconscious right now. Joining Ezekiel in oblivion would be much more preferable than having to explain their actions over the past few weeks. Ezekiel was going to be in so much trouble when he woke up.
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                As Ezekiel slowly returned to consciousness, he couldn’t help but groan as he immediately closed his eyes after opening them. Although the inside of the wagon was fairly dim, and it appeared that it was night out, the little light that was there was enough to feel like it was blinding.

“Don’t try to get up just yet. You’re still suffering from soul strain. You’ll probably have a headache for a few more hours at least.” A familiar voice that Ezekiel could barely place gently spoke from beside him. “If you can drink this. It’ll help after it kicks in.”

Ezekiel grunted in confirmation, and a hand tilted his head so he could more easily take a sip from a cup that was placed in front of him. Taking a few sips, Ezekiel felt a cool and soothing sensation travel down his throat. As it settled in his stomach, the feeling spread through the rest of his body. Eventually reaching his head, which immediately felt better.

Slowly opening his eyes, he managed to get a sense of his surroundings. His vision swam for a moment, but quickly came into focus. Turning to the side, Ezekiel saw that it was Cinder who was sitting next to him. A part of him had expected Fiana to be the one watching over him but figured that she must still be nearby.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel weakly whispered. “How long?”

“You’ve been unconscious for about a day. But, considering our healers said you’d be out for at least three, you seem to be doing incredibly well.” Cinder said. “Don’t suppose you know why you’re up so fast? It would greatly help if we could replicate it more easily in others.”

Ezekiel closed his eyes in consideration. He figured that it wouldn’t hurt to tell her. But it’d definitely disappoint her, as he knew it wasn’t replicable.

“Experience. It’s happened before.” Ezekiel said. “I’ve been told my soul is at Legendary Rank as well. So, that definitely helped. The fact that I was fresh from a Tier up probably contributed as well.”

“Oh... I’m both sorry, and jealous.” Cinder said. “I’ve been trying to break through to Tier three for a year now. Must’ve been easier for you thanks to the stronger soul, huh?”

“A stronger soul means that there’s more soul to search for your Chakras. So, it’s actually harder to Tier up. Takes longer.” Ezekiel explained. His head was clearing up more and more. “Really, I just got lucky. Having a Spirit that can top up your mana so you can continue searching without having to manually accumulate it to the peak all over again also helps.”

Thinking back, Ezekiel realized that he was incredibly lucky, as it had only taken one attempt to open his third Chakra. Something that wasn’t unheard of but was still rare all the same. He could only hope that his next Tier up would be so lucky, but a part of him severely doubted that.

“That funny sword?” Cinder asked. “That’s your Spirit, right?”

“Their name is Shine. And they are incredibly important to me, so I would appreciate it if you could tell me where they are.” Ezekiel said, now aware enough to realize that Shine wasn’t within arm’s reach. Something that very rarely, if ever, tended to happen.

Reaching out to his bond, he winced in pain at the movement of his soul. But all he got were feelings of calm reassurance of being okay. As well as a rejection and feelings of annoyance and frustration directed towards him. Knowing that Shine was likely upset with him, Ezekiel leaned back and closed his eyes once again.

Shine didn’t want to talk to him right now, and he couldn’t be upset with them for this. He had made a poor decision, to help a friend, but ultimately for someone Shine couldn’t care less for. Their main priority was keeping Ezekiel safe. The fear that his Spirit must’ve felt as he was literally blown up after sending his consciousness into another person must’ve been terrifying.

“They’re with Scholar Fiana right now. She was busy interrogating them the last I saw.” Cinder said. “I think that Fiana wanted to talk with you as well, but she’s busy placating the guards.”

Ezekiel turned to look at her in confusion. What had happened when he was unconscious?

Cinder explained to him that there were mixed feelings regarding their care for Riley. The healers had given her the minimum amount of treatment necessary to keep her alive. But they were still debating how best to keep her secure.

While she was in no condition to use her mana, there were some who were wary of the risks of leaving a potential cultist unshackled. Especially after Shine had told them about what had transpired with Riley’s group.

A number of the Guards wanted to re-shackle her, just in case she woke up. But the Scholars, and the Life and Death Mages, all agreed that it would be a bad idea to do so. Her soul was too weak to handle the strain of being so strongly restricted.

Others also just wanted to kill her. The only dead cultist was a good cultist, in their eyes.

“I see. I assume that Shine has explained our part of the story?” Ezekiel asked.

“Yes, for the most part. There were parts that they couldn’t explain. Like what happened when you went diving into that girl’s soul.” Cinder said. “You do know that doing something like that is reserved for Life and Death Mages for a reason, right?”

“Well, it worked, so I’d say I made the right choice.” Ezekiel said. “The other option was to let one of my friends die in front of me, or worse, kill her with my own hands. For now, she’s alive, and hopefully free from the Cult of Light’s brainwashing.”

Cinder just stared at Ezekiel, uncomfortable with how the conversation had turned. The fact that he was casually mentioning brainwashing was something that simply exacerbated that feeling.

“Where are we going, and how far out are we?” Ezekiel asked after the silence began to stretch on. “I had left most of the directions to the Red Stone Guild, but I doubt that they want to see me right now.”

Cinder perked up at the change in topic. Going into detail about how the Red Stone Guild didn’t have many hard feelings. They had a contract, and as far as things had gone, given the change in threat level, he was well within his contract’s stipulations to leave when he did. The fact that he removed a peak Adept from the battlefield had actually been in his favor.

As for their destination. They were now well within the Church of Ten’s territory and were currently headed directly north. There was a small village that they were going to be stopping at tomorrow, before they continued onwards. Then, there was one more town that they needed to stop at, just a few days further past. After which, it was a straight shot to Zime, where they would look for passage to make their way through the Fjorya.

“I see.” Ezekiel said. His mind raced with plans and worries. The biggest of which was what the Scholars from Sanafalls were going to do with him. As far as he knew, Scarlet was still trying to get him back into the Archipelago. Too worried about his potential for her to be willing to let him go into a warzone.

Though, Ezekiel had to be fair to her. Ever since Carrian died, she had taken it upon herself to be his main point of contact with the Church. As well as supported him out of her own pocket when he was starting out on his own after leaving the Church.

He couldn’t help but feel concerned for what direction the future would take him. But for now, he was still tired, and as the conversation died down, he slowly fell asleep once again.

----------



When he next woke up, Ezekiel found that he had recovered enough to not need whatever medicine had been fed to him previously. This was fantastic, because it meant that he was able to actually get up and take a look at what was going on around him.

He was surprised to find that he had been stripped bare while he was recovering. As far as he knew, his body hadn’t suffered any particularly debilitating injuries. Further inspection of the bandages that covered the majority of his body revealed that they were enchanted and were covering up some sort of paste that seemed to be seeping into him. He thought he recognized it as a nutrient jelly. Used on patients that couldn’t eat anything due to being in a coma. But he hadn’t been out for that long, had he?

Gingerly moving to the end of the wagon, Ezekiel peeked out of a small hole in the tarp that acted as the entrance. He saw the familiar faces of Fiana, George, and Marc. The latter of which surprised him, as he wasn’t aware that Marc cared so much. But as he thought about it, he realized that the man was likely there since Fiana had come.

Sighing to himself, he decided to step out of the wagon, gently lifting the tarp flap and wincing as the setting sunlight got him right in the face.

“Ezekiel!” Fiana exclaimed when she saw him trying to step out of the wagon. “Stop! You shouldn’t be trying to do anything stressful just yet.”

Ezekiel’s face scrunched up in frustration and annoyance as Fiana started fretting over him. He nearly fell over as he avoided her hands. She was trying to force him back into the wagon.

“Do I need to run?” Ezekiel asked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine you'd be here if you weren’t after me. So, please tell me if I need to run.”

All three of the Scholars looked hurt and insulted. They had kind of hoped for a happy reunion. Especially after all they’d been through to get to him. But clearly Ezekiel wasn’t expecting much from them at the moment.

“We’re here to help you. Our original orders were to bring you back. But luckily, clearer minds changed our orders. As such, we’re only here to help you get to the Empire.” Fiana explained. “We even got some assistance from an acquaintance of yours. Cinder. She had to go discuss some things with our guards, but she should be back soon. Now, please, get back in the wagon. You’re still too hurt to be moving freely right now.”

Fiana tried to pick Ezekiel up to get him into the wagon, but he just waved her off and stepped out onto the ground. Standing next to the wagon, he placed his hands on it to steady himself before looking at his friends.

“It’s my soul that got strained, not my body. So long as I don’t use my magic, I’ll be fine.” He said. “Besides, I can’t have been out for that long, right? Cinder said that I was barely out for a day when I spoke to her.”

“That was almost three days ago. We were actually just about to head out for Zime.” Fiana said. “You should go back and rest. There’s little you can do right now. We need to get going if we want to make it in time. Besides, sleeping will help your soul to recover faster.”

Ezekiel was shocked to hear that he had been unconscious for three more days. He hadn’t thought that his talk with Cinder would’ve been so draining. But as he looked over his bandages again, a thought occurred to him.

“Did you sedate me?” He asked, taking a big sniff of the stuff beneath his bandages. “You did, didn’t you.”

He could just barely make out the scent of the standard medical sedatives and relaxants that the Church’s Life Mages were trained to use. It wasn’t something that he would’ve noticed on just a cursory glance. But over the years, Ezekiel had managed to familiarize himself with a lot of the Church’s standard practices. In particular, the ones that he wouldn’t have cared about when he was younger.

George shifted back and forth on his feet as he avoided Ezekiel’s accusatory glare. It seemed like George had begun to lose some of his boisterousness during his time in the desert. That, or Ezekiel’s status as a fellow Adept added some intensity to his glare. Even without the use of mana.

“... You can’t deny that, from a medical standpoint, keeping a patient who’s suffering from soul strain, and other direct damage to his soul, is the right thing to do.” George mumbled out. He still refused to look Ezekiel in the eyes. But Fiana stared defiantly at him, as did Marc, who looked somewhat annoyed at Ezekiel’s behavior.

“It would also give you more time to do what you wish to, to my patient while I’m unable to do anything about it.” Ezekiel grounded out. “So, tell me, where is Riley?”

The level of fury and vitriol in Ezekiel’s voice surprised even himself. But it was the looks on his friend’s faces that made him take a step back. Fiana and George looked upset at his accusation, and Marc appeared incredibly insulted. There were no guilty looks or avoiding his eyes in shame. He knew right away that things hadn’t gone in the direction he had thought they had. But that didn’t mean that things were going well either.

“I’m surprised you’re not asking about Shine. Shouldn’t they be your first priority?” Fiana asked, subtly trying to change the subject.

I can sense that they’re attached to your hip, and just because they aren’t talking to me, doesn’t mean I can’t still sense their passive emotions. They are fine. Incredibly pissed off at me, but generally fine.” Ezekiel stated, much to Fiana’s embarrassment. “Now, don’t change the subject. Where is Riley?”

Fiana sighed in frustration but knew that Ezekiel wasn’t going to back down. That was something that had started happening more and more as he got older. He was still mostly logical in the face of adversity, but just like when he dove headfirst into the Desolate Lands back at the Temple of the Void in Morncrest, when it came to his friends, he didn’t step away until he knew things were okay.

“She’s in another wagon. That one.” Fiana said as she pointed at the wagon next to the one Ezekiel stepped out of. “But, unlike you, she hasn’t woken up since you did whatever it was you did to her. But George had been taking care of her, and her Spirit, as best he can. The help from the Sunny Merchant group has also aided in her recovery. But it’s like her soul was seared. Which is surprising, since she’s a Flame Mage.”

This was the thing that Fiana was most concerned about. She knew how badly Ezekiel had wanted to save his old friend from Shine’s story. As such, she was incredibly nervous about how he would react to Riley’s condition. She didn’t think he needed the additional stress right now. Especially if he started blaming himself for what had happened.

Ezekiel allowed himself to relax and took a seat on the steps leading up into the wagon. For now, he was happy to know that Riley wasn’t much worse off than he had expected. Though there was one last thing he needed to double check.

“Her soul’s not cracked? And there wasn’t any foreign mana inside her?” Ezekiel asked. “I need to know, or it doesn’t matter if she wakes up or not.”

George, stepping forward with his chest puffed out as he started to explain. His previous nervousness was now completely gone, and for Ezekiel, it was somewhat comforting to see him back to his old self.

“Ah! Yes, with mine and one of the Death Mage’s help, we managed to fully diagnose your friend’s soul.” George said. “Her soul shows no signs of cracking or splitting. Similarly, there was none of the more traditional damages that come from mana rampancy. As Shine explained, it was one of your fears.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh in relief. He had been incredibly concerned that his actions would have made Riley’s soul explode. Or otherwise suffer from rampant mana scarring.

“However, it seems like whatever it was you did caused her soul to suffer some kind of damage that we’ve never seen before.” George said, and Ezekiel’s heart sank. “The searing is something that we’ve never seen before, and it’s as if some of her soul had been burned away. I don’t suppose you know what did this?”

Ezekiel looked to Fiana for a moment, confused, as he knew that Fiana would’ve known, since Shine should’ve told her what he had been trying to do. Fiana just shrugged, subtly implying that this was something that she thought was best kept a secret for now, but it was up to him to decide what to do.

Turning back to George, who noticed the exchange, and had raised an eyebrow in curiosity. Marc also noticed, and he looked like he wanted to speak up. Fiana’s glare kept him silent.

“The Cult of Light wanted to use her against me. So, they did something to her. I’ve been studying Life and Death Magic for a while now. As you know, since you got me most of my materials.” George nodded in understanding. “So, when I found out that my Void Magic can nullify magical effects up to my own Tier, I tried to undo whatever it was they did. Unfortunately, it only partially worked. I couldn’t clear all of it out. So, I tried to supercharge her own soul and mana in order to give her the power to fight it off on her own. It seems like it only mostly worked as intended.”

George looked ecstatic at Ezekiel’s words, as he took it to be another discovery that he had contributed to. Being one of the Life Mages that Ezekiel went to for assistance when it came to his healing knowledge.

“Amazing! I had no idea that the Void could do such a thing.” George exclaimed. “Do you think that the Void could be used in other spiritual applications? I mean, the number of things that I could begin studying would be enormous. Oh! Did Shine have any effect on what you were doing? We need to know if the presence of a Void Spirit could have-”

“George!” Fiana nearly shouted. “That’s enough. We can talk about this later.”

George looked back to Fiana, about to get into an argument, but upon seeing a group of people returning, he fell silent. Instead, a look of anger spread across his face. Neither Marc nor Fiana looked happy to see these people either.

Behind the leader of the group, a young woman that Ezekiel recognized as Cinder was following with her head hanging low. She looked guilty and upset as she got closer. Like the world had been ripped out from under her feet. The others looked somewhat smug and relieved.

Given their matching uniforms, Ezekiel could only assume that this was a merchant group, as they didn’t wear any Guild sashes. This meant that things were about to turn into a business transaction. One that likely wouldn’t turn out in their favor.

Ezekiel was starting to regret having woken up at this point.

----------



It turned out that Ezekiel was right. Apparently, the guards that had been sent with Cinder had reached the end of the agreement regarding her protection. Specifically, since they had been forced to protect a person suspected of being a Cultist, their contract was in conflict with their standing orders. As such, they were permitted to refuse to continue working for Cinder.

Their employment was essentially a farewell gift from her mother. The woman who had tried her best to help her daughter when her husband had wanted to kick Cinder out of their family. That also meant that, technically, Cinder couldn’t renegotiate their contract. Only a member of the Sunny Merchant House could negotiate for the services of their guards. As there wasn’t one here right now, the guards needed to follow protocol, and return to the closest Sunny Merchant’s base of operations.

As it just so happened, the town they were in was the location of said base. Something that Cinder hadn’t realized until they got closer, as they had changed directions after leaving the previous village. They were currently much further east, and nowhere near as north, as the town that they were originally meant to head to actually was.

Apparently, Cinder had gone to try and negotiate a new contract, to get them the rest of the way to Zime. But that wasn’t going to work out. The Sunny Merchant House had blacklisted Cinder from making any deals with them.

The only way she could get back in their good graces was to rejoin the family and accept a marriage contract with the heir of another merchant group. A man with four wives already, and who was nearly double Cinder’s age. Apparently, Cinder’s father was perfectly fine with causing his daughter to suffer for her continued disobedience. Otherwise, he had totally written her off, fully expecting her to cave.

“You’re not going back there.” Ezekiel said after getting the full story from Cinder. After the Sunny merchants had reclaimed their stuff, the quintet had headed to an inn, where they had booked several rooms. Riley was currently sleeping in one room with Shine, who still didn’t want to talk with Ezekiel, but was willing to watch over Riley, just in case.

The rest of the party was sitting at a large corner table, eating some food and having some drinks as they discussed what they needed to do next. Currently, Cinder was contemplating going back to her family. But no one at the table was willing to let her do that.

“Why would you even think that that was a good idea? If you go back, then all you’re doing is spitting on the goodwill that was extended to you for all that you’ve done so far.” George said, a spoonful of stew halfway to his mouth. “We’ll just contract a different merchant group to take us the rest of the way. It’s just a week or so in the desert, right?”

“For the most part, yes. But the problem is that, due to the war, and the close proximity to the border between Cult and Church forces. Most of the merchant groups have left the town or are only holding a minimum presence at the moment.” Cinder explained. “As such, it would be almost impossible to hire a caravan to escort you to Zime at this point. The only one with expendable forces right now is the Sunny Merchant House.”

Things were not looking good for the group right now. If they had enough money, then they could hire some additional forces from the Hunter mercenaries that were looking for work from the Church. But at the moment, it seemed like there wasn’t much that they could do.

Given the number of refugees that were also making their way to the Fjorya mountains, that meant that the closer they got to Zime and the northern border, the more likely it was that they would run into bandits and other unscrupulous forces.

“Look, we have time to figure something out. Will the guards from your merchant house be leaving anytime soon?” Ezekiel asked. Inder shook her head, no. “Then we can spend some time in the town and look for alternatives. To be honest, given the number of us right now, I’m tempted to spend some money to do something drastic.”

Fiana looked concerned, and ready to tell him off, as was Cinder. George looked curious, and Marc looked ambivalent. Ezekiel decided that it wouldn’t be a good idea to explain right now.

“Once we finish and reconvene in our room, I’ll tell you then.” Ezekiel said.

“Why can’t you tell us now?” George asked. Taking a big gulp and finishing off his meal.

“Because we’ve had a tail since those merchant guards took the wagons back.” Ezekiel said as he pointed to a pair of people that had been staring at them since they had entered the inn. They quickly diverted their attention away, but it was too late. The rest of the people at his table noticed them, and Cinder looked particularly pissed off.

“I think we’re all finished eating. So, let’s head upstairs to talk.” Fiana said.

Looking at the table, everyone had indeed finished their meals. It was only George, who had nearly twice as many dishes in front of him, that they were waiting for. As he had just finished, the group headed upstairs. Locking the door as they piled into the room that Riley was recovering in.

Sensing that their tails weren’t following them, but noticing the presence of two small beings nearby, Ezekiel knew that they were still being tailed. So, knowing that things weren’t going to go well for them if they were overheard, Ezekiel took out a handful of small devices from his Void Pouch.

Cinder wasn’t sure what they were, but the Scholars in the room recognized them as privacy artifacts. Clearly these were handmade as well. None of them recognized the make of them. So, they assumed that they must’ve been originals created by Ezekiel.

Placing one device in each of the eight corners of the room, they suddenly felt a brief sensation of being underwater. Then after a moment, the feeling disappeared. But as they looked around, they noticed that the entire room seemed to be covered in a translucent oil slick.

“There, that should be good enough.” Ezekiel said. “Now, what do you all think about contacting some Legendaries?”

Cinder and the Scholars all looked at him as if he had lost his mind. In the back of his head, Ezekiel could also sense disbelief and confusion from Shine, who was resting across Riley and Celia’s sleeping bodies. A large part of him was quite entertained by the looks he’d received. But a much larger part just hoped that they didn’t shoot his idea down right away.
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                Ezekiel’s idea could be summed up in one word: bribery. He intended to bribe at least two of the Legendary Hunters currently within the town they were at for a ride to Zime. This was something that wasn’t feasible originally, since the time that it would take for a Legendary to get from Dross to Zime would be nearly a week. Far too long for one of the city’s remaining defenders to leave.

However, the town they were currently stationed in was much closer to Zime. A week on foot, and a little bit less than that if they used the magical wagons that were taken back by the Sunny merchants. Given the speed that a Legendary, especially a flying Legendary, could reach was astronomical, it wouldn’t take more than half a day for them to fly to Zime with a couple of passengers.

The only problem was whether or not there was anyone willing to accept the bribe. One of the biggest factors was also secrecy, as the payment of the bribe was something that was potentially game-changing. But also, something that Ezekiel had already used as payment back in Dross.

Gravity reducing enchantments. They were something that would allow a Guild to transport significantly greater numbers of goods, in much smaller transports, simply due to the fact that reinforcement enchantments were still dependent on the base material used. Wooden frameworks could only be strengthened so far. Similarly, metal frameworks were often far too heavy for Spirits and mundane beasts of burden to pull for long periods of time. Especially in the desert, where the terrain was an issue.

Luckily, it seemed like he wasn’t going to be getting any backlash from his companions, as they weren’t able to come up with any better ideas.

“Now, the only problem is whether or not there’s any Legendaries that have Spirits that are naturally capable of flying. As well as whether or not they’d be willing to take a bribe.” Ezekiel said after the kinks of the contracts they were going to use were ironed out. “Anyone have any suggestions for that?”

Everyone turned to Cinder, the only resident of the desert in the room. She saw everybody looking at her and pulled back as she closed her eyes in thought. Silence reigned in the room for a few moments as she pondered. Before finally, she replied.

“So long as my information is up to date. There are five potential Legendaries that we can speak to.” Cinder said. “Two of them are Guild Leaders, so they’re likely to take a commission, but only if we can get them both to agree, as there’s a chance that they’ll fear their enemies trying to move in on their emptied territory.”

The Scholars and Ezekiel all nodded in agreement. It was well known, even outside of Tarquessa, that, unless there were alliances in place, Guilds would often fight each other for control over districts and businesses. It was even worse in Tarquessa, where the underworld organizations were much more open and cutthroat with their businesses.

“The last three are members of the underworld. One of them is the head of the casino that’s located in this town, and the other two are a merchant who’s got bad blood with my family, and a member of the unaffiliated Hunters who leads a group of mercenaries.” Cinder explained. “Due to... legal reasons, he wasn’t able to create his own Guild, so he has no legal protections from the Church, nor any rights to Ruins and other Ancient Relics or resources.”

Ezekiel and the Scholars immediately noticed Cinder's pause when she mentioned the mercenary but made nothing of it as they pondered over the information that she had provided them. It seemed like there were only really two options that they could go for. Especially if they wanted to hire a pair of them in order to make good time.

“So, we either get both Guild Leaders, or we get the Mercenary and the Merchant...” Fiana said before trailing off in thought. “I don’t like it, but maybe we should skip going to the Guilds. The conflict there is honestly more restrictive than going with the underworld options. There’s likely no bad blood between the Merchant and the Mercenary, right?”

“No, there’s none that I’m aware of. Unlike the Guilds, Mercenary and Merchant groups tend to work well together in Tarquessa. Which makes them less appreciated by Guilds. Especially if a merchant group slighted one of the Guilds by hiring a mercenary group instead.” Cinder explained.

“In that case, why don’t we try to set up a meeting with both of them as soon as possible. It’ll take me some time to make the enchantments, if they agree.” Ezekiel said. “The sooner we can get a deal made, the sooner we can get to Zime.”

They all nodded in agreement.

“If necessary, we can also add in a few little knick-knacks that I’ve been working on to sweeten the pot.” Ezekiel said as he took out a few more of the privacy artifacts that he’d deployed around the room. “I know that merchants and mercenaries have a harder time getting their hands on Relics and other useful Ancient artifacts. So, perhaps they’ll like something to match what the Guilds have.”

“... Yeah, I’m pretty sure they’ll agree if that’s what you’re offering.” Cinder said. “I’ll start reaching out to them in the morning. For now, let’s get some rest.”

The dread that filled her voice was obvious to everyone. But they knew that there wasn’t much they could do, nor was there much they were willing to pry into, if Celia wasn’t willing to speak up about it.

Ezekiel, as he was still injured, decided that he was willing to go to bed without any issues, especially when Fiana literally pulled him to his room so that he could get some rest. George and Marc accompanied them, as they were splitting rooms for now. So, everyone tried to get some sleep, all of them hoping that this wouldn’t be something that they regretted doing.

----------



It was two days later that Ezekiel and Cinder found themselves in a rundown restaurant connected to the casino that was run by the city’s underworld leader. The two of them were alone for now, with only Shine there to act as support. The Scholars had decided that they would watch over Riley and Celia for now, so there wouldn’t be any chance of things going bad for them while they were away.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Shine asked as they sat in the corner of the room as they waited for the arrival of their guests. “I know we don’t have many options, but surely we could’ve just started walking at this point?”

Shine had broken their silence regarding Ezekiel after he had literally broken down and begged them to speak to him. He conveyed all the guilt and regret he had been feeling but had been pushing away into his apology. Finally, Shine started to forgive him for being so reckless with his life. It was something that Ezekiel knew he had to work on but knew wasn’t going to change anytime soon.

For now, Shine had him promise that he wouldn’t be doing any other attempts to purify the Light of the Radiant Lord any time soon. Something that Ezekiel agreed to just fine, as he was still feeling the effects of what he had done to cure Riley and Celia. Though he had recovered enough to use his magic and would be in good enough condition to do what he needed to for the enchanted objects.

“Like you said, it’s the only option we have right now. And the reason we’re not heading out on foot is because it would likely result in us getting hunted down by one of the various bandit groups, or stray mercenaries, before we even got within sight of Zime.” Ezekiel replied to Shine’s question.

“I just don’t think this is going to go as well as we’re hoping it will.” Shine said.

“Do you have a bad feeling about this?” Ezekiel asked. “Because I’m actually feeling pretty good about this meeting. Though our friend here certainly isn’t.”

Ezekiel turned to look at Cinder, who was fidgeting and glancing around the restaurant nervously. He wasn’t sure why she was so nervous right now, but could understand that, as a local to this region of the world, it made sense for her to know something that he might be missing.

“I guess I don’t have a bad feeling about this.” Ezekiel turned his attention back to Shine as they replied. “I still don’t like offering our services so freely like this. It was bad enough that we did it in Dross.”

Ezekiel was about to reply, hoping to counter Shine’s point with another of his own, but the doors to the restaurant opened up. A heavy atmosphere emanated from the four figures that entered the room. Two Mages with birds on their shoulders walked in. The rest of the restaurant’s occupants shivered in nervousness as some of them recognized these two as Legendary figures.

One of them, a man with gray hair and eyes, dressed in light clothes and armor, stood with a confidence that conveyed a sense of control over the situation. The other, a woman who was fully concealed, was almost like a shadow, but drifted like a cloud in the wind. Her footsteps made no sounds, and it was a lack of discernible features and presence that made her all the more threatening.

The two weren’t releasing any mana, else it was likely that no one in the room would be upright at the moment, but it was clear to those who didn’t know who they were that they were Legendaries. Veteran Legendaries at that. If the scars that lined their visible features were any indication.

Cinder shyly waved her hand, barely noticeable to the rest of the room, but glaringly obvious to the Hunters that had entered. The Hunters headed over to their table, and while the tension in the air had certainly thickened, the various patrons returned to their business. Though it was obvious that some had left, either to spread the news, or to avoid potential trouble.

Seeing each other heading to the same table, the two Legendaries shared a questioning glance, but nothing happened and the two simply continued approaching. The two sat down at the table across from Ezekiel and Cinder. Cinder continued to look incredibly nervous, but Ezekiel portrayed a more relaxed demeanor, not unlike that of the Hunters across from him.

One thing that Ezekiel took note of, however, was the fact that the man seemed to glare at Cinder for a moment, before allowing his face to settle back into a neutral expression. Cinder, for her part, flinched for a second before trying to focus on what was happening right now. Ezekiel shifted in an obvious way so as to draw attention to himself, rather than Cinder.

“So, I hear you have a deal you wish to make with us.” The mercenary Hunter said. “I have to wonder what it is you have to offer. Especially since you’re dealing with two of us.”

Ezekiel looked at the woman who was also sitting down. She didn’t convey anything with her body language, but it seemed like she agreed with the mercenary’s sentiments.

“Before that, would it be possible to get your names? I apologize, but I’m from out of town, and the local leaders are unknown to me.” Ezekiel said. Turning to Cinder, he was shocked to see that she was diverting her gaze from the mercenary. As if she was ashamed to be seen by him.

“Well, that’s surprising. Last I saw her, my cousin was far more meticulous with her planning. Getting kicked out must’ve really shaken you up.” The mercenary said. “My name is Talon Sunny. That a problem?”

Ezekiel internally groaned. He really didn’t need to be dealing with additional family drama right now. It was bad enough that Cinder’s family was already trying to put a knife at her throat to get what they wanted. If there was any bad blood between Cinder and Talon, then this could go badly quickly.

“You may call me Stella. Leader of the Aramory Merchant Group.” The merchant leader said in a gentle and airy tone. Ezekiel couldn’t be certain, but he strongly assumed that Stella must’ve had some Tempest magic in her ancestry. Regardless of her own, obvious, Obscure magic.

“Thank you. I am Ezekiel Luminance, and my companion is Cinder Sunny. We’d like you to help us screw over the Sunny Merchant House.” Ezekiel said, causing Cinder to jerk her head to the side. “Well, as a side effect of our actual request. Which is simply direct transportation to Zime, as quickly as possible.”

Stella raised one of her eyebrows in interest, while Talon let out a barking laugh.

“That’s by far the bluntest proposal I’ve ever heard. And far more honest than anything she would’ve tried to sell us.” Talon said as he pointed at Cinder. “But I guess you wouldn’t know that. I have to wonder what lies she’s told you to get you to work for her.”

“She works for me. Given that we’re getting her out of the region, I’d think that she’d know better than to try to use us at this point. She’s lost too much already, after all.” Ezekiel said.

“Hah! So, the princess gets kicked out and goes begging to foreigners for help? Sounds good to me. But, if you’re tweaking the Sunny family’s nose, then I’ll at least hear you out.” Talon stated. Stella nodded in agreement alongside him.

“May I?” Ezekiel asked as he gestured to his Void Pouch. The two Legendaries nodded in allowance. Reaching into his Void Pouch, Ezekiel pulled out a handful of the privacy artifacts and threw them into the air. The activated, and spread out into a box formation, wrapping the group in a privacy ward.

Seeing the oily film around them, the two Legendaries looked slightly wary, but Ezekiel waved his hand through the boundary without issue. Talon cautiously followed suit.

“Please step past the boundary, if you would.” Talon stepped outside the boundary at Ezekiel’s request. “As you can see, the oily film that you saw on the inside is utterly unseen on the outside. Of course, my words mean nothing to you, since you can’t hear a single thing that I’m saying. Even the wind isn’t carrying my voice right now.”

Stella’s eyes widened by a fraction, and Ezekiel waved Talon back in. The man looked more intently at the artifacts that Ezekiel had thrown about. While he hadn’t heard Ezekiel’s words, that alone told him that Ezekiel had been using a privacy barrier. Something that was usually only available to the Church and the Guilds.

To have and to use such items wasn’t actually illegal, but it was nearly impossible to get them unless you worked for either organization. Thus, the fact that Ezekiel had so many such devices meant that Ezekiel was more important than the two Legendaries thought.

“A set of ten of these devices will be given to both of you, so long as you, and your Spirits, are willing to fly us to Zime within the course of a day. Protecting us to the best of your abilities. From the moment we sign our contract, to the moment we arrive in Zime.” Ezekiel explained.

“What’s to stop us from selling this information?” Stella asked. “What’s to stop this information from spreading? You weren’t exactly subtle with your demonstration.”

“As I said, you can’t see the oily texture from the outside. I also made sure to make it look like I wasn’t talking according to the people watching us. As such, there’s little that anyone else would know at this point.” Ezekiel said. He summoned back the artifacts with a snap of his fingers. “Besides, I don’t think you want us going to a different person, offering them these artifacts in your place.”

“Maybe we should just take them from you.” Talon stated.

“Then the self-destruct runes will activate. Besides, you know that you Legendaries would rule the world by now if you just took what you wanted without paying. It ruins your reputation, and there’s too many witnesses here for you to get away.” Ezekiel wasn’t bluffing about this. But as he turned to look at Cinder, he couldn’t help but feel slightly frustrated. She was the one that was supposed to be leading the negotiation. Not him.

Cinder wasn’t paying attention, however, as she was still trying to avoid eye contact with Talon. Who looked like he couldn’t care less anymore but was worried about Ezekiel’s mention of a self-destruct rune. Ezekiel knew he had to clear some things up fast.

“The contract we all sign will include the disabling of said runic sequence. Making it impossible to activate unless I, specifically, get my hands on them again. And, no offense, I don’t have any intention of returning to this region again in my lifetime.” Ezekiel explained. “Unless it’s to wipe out the Cult. But I can’t imagine that happening anytime soon.”

Talon and Stella looked interested now that they knew that Ezekiel wasn’t going to basically give them rigged artifacts.

“While this isn’t a bad deal for us, it’s not quite enough for us to agree just yet.” Stella stated. “Shall we get into the actual negotiations now?”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but grin as he forced himself to begin dealing with the two Legendaries in front of him. He could only feel thankful that these underworld Hunters were apparently among the better ones. But, given they also had legitimate businesses, it did make some sense.

“This is going to be a while, isn’t it.” Shine couldn’t help but chime in as they started negotiating.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. Now he just had to get them to agree to his contract, and maybe find out what was going on with Cinder.

----------



It took nearly an hour of negotiation, during which Ezekiel reactivated the privacy Artifacts. Ultimately, they had managed to get the agreement made, and protection was guaranteed, at least until they got to Zime. This was something that was very good when they left the restaurant as a single group, only to see that they were being tailed by several people.

Luckily, Talon was less than willing to let this go, so their tails were quickly lost when the man flew them directly to their inn. The group was then immediately relocated to Stella’s merchant house Here, Ezekiel finally had a chance to confront Cinder over what had happened at the restaurant.

“I may have left out the fact that I’m not the only person to be kicked out of my family. The only difference is that I’m not strong enough to survive on my own.” Cinder explained. “There’s also the fact that my parents were punished by my father when he refused to enter into what was essentially a slave contract. I... ended up just going along with it at the time. It was a few years ago, but I guess the pain is still there.”

“When she says punished, do you think that means he killed him?” Shine asked. “Because if so, then I’m really glad we managed to get her out of there.”

“I’m sorry, but will this cause any issues moving forward?” Ezekiel had to ask, ignoring Shine’s question. “He won’t be trying to use you to get back against your father, will he?”

“I doubt it. He doesn’t like me for standing by, just like the rest of our family. But he hates my father for actually doing the various deeds.” Cinder replied. “Talon has a good conscience. Which is surprising for an underworld mercenary. So, he’d probably help me instead. As he knows that would grate on my father far more. However, I do think we’ll need to be more careful once we reach Zime. If my family hasn’t pulled out of the city, then there’s a chance that they’ll try to get me back by force. Since it’s apparent I’m not crawling back by choice.”

At this point Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a sense of worry. Something he hadn’t felt when dealing with Stella and Talon. Worse yet, he couldn’t tell if it was a premonition or not. Given the information, it could’ve easily just been paranoia. He wouldn’t be able to tell until later, when they got closer to Zime.

“Would they really do that? I thought they kicked you out.” Ezekiel asked.

“That was just a part of the punishment. To make me give up everything to go back to them. But since I’ve found a way out, they’ll likely do what they can to force me to do as they want instead.” Cinder replied. “People that would continue to help me after I ran out of usefulness like you all are very rare. To the point that they’re usually killed off here in Tarquessa.”

It was official. Ezekiel couldn’t wait to get out of this desert. Hopefully he’d be able to do something to bloody the Cult’s nose before he left. But if not, he would settle for curing Riley and Celia.

----------



Ultimately, Ezekiel ended up working for two days straight under the protection of Stella and Talon, enhancing their transport equipment with anti-gravity enchantments. He did this under the watch of the three scholars that were accompanying him. Though George was exempted since he was watching over Riley. But apparently, she was improving, and it was likely that she’d wake up after another week.

Ezekiel hoped that they’d be well into the Fjorya before that happened. As he knew that having her remain in Tarquessa wasn’t a good idea. Getting her out of the desert would hopefully be an incredibly good thing for her.

“Are we ready to head out?” Talon asked as the group of six Mages and two Spirits were gathered in a courtyard with Talon and Stella.

The two groups weren’t too worried about leaving at the moment, as they fully expected to be back the following morning. They also had contracts in place that would likely keep their organizations safe. This wasn’t the first time they had left for short periods of time as well.

“Yeah. I think we’re good to go.” Ezekiel said. He was currently carrying Riley on his back, with Celia resting in a sling beneath his cloak.

It was decided that he was the best bet for this, since he was the most physically powerful. He ended up climbing onto Talon’s Spirit with George. Cinder had decided to go with Stella, as there was still bad blood between her and Talon. While George was there just in case anything happened to worsen Riley’s condition.

The groups, now ready, all lifted into the air. They were quick to pick up speed, and Ezekiel was concerned that they would fall off, given the speeds that they were now moving at. Luckily, they were all strapped in, to ensure they didn’t go flying off the Legendary Spirits as they flew north.

“Listen up! I know you can’t speak right now, due to the winds, so don’t worry about that.” Talon’s voice invaded Ezekiel’s ears. “Your assumption about our speed was only mostly correct. The speeds you assumed were for flying Spirits of different elements. Given that I am a Tempest Hunter, I am able to increase our speed, by at least a little bit, by working in tandem with my Spirit.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder where the man was going with this. But then he realized that George hadn’t reacted to Talon’s words. Meaning that only Ezekiel was being addressed right now.

“Currently, I’m working on getting us there as fast as I can. So, we should be there by noon.” Talon said. Shocking Ezekiel, as he was expecting at least a six-hour flight.

“Given this timeframe, you need to understand that you are headed into a trap.” Talon said. Much to Ezekiel’s horror. “The Cult has moved more quickly recently. Invigorated by their success in fully taking over the city of Chime. As such, you must be sure to leave the city by the end of the day. If you do not, then it is unlikely that you and your group will remain free. Especially with the ex-cultist in your midst.”

Ezekiel’s blood nearly froze as his emotions started going wild. Not once had Riley been mentioned as anything other than an injured companion. He assumed that someone from the Sunny merchants must’ve informed Talon and Stella to try and make them change their mind about accepting the group’s contract.

“Ezekiel, are you okay?” Shine asked. They couldn’t hear what Talon was saying, as his voice was going directly into Ezekiel’s ears. “Your emotions are going wild.”

“I’m fine. We’ll just need to move quickly when we arrive in a few hours.” Ezekiel said before explaining what Talon had told him.

He dearly wished to ask why Talon was helping him, but he knew that he was currently unable to. Ezekiel also knew that there was a chance that Stella wasn’t truly loyal to the contract and was just waiting until it was completed.

So, for now, he just allowed himself to continue moving forward. Knowing that there was nothing he could do right now and hoping that things would sort themselves out once they got to Zime. Given the number of refugees leaving Tarquessa, he figured it shouldn’t be too hard to get transportation through the mountains, right?
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                Beneath the city of Rime, within the underground facility of the Cult of Light, the charred corpses of several messengers and attendants crumbled into ash and dust after Marco expressed his anger. He had just received news from them that their spies connected to the Sunny Merchant House had reported on the arrival of several foreign Scholars within one of the towns south of Zime.

The Scholars themselves were not the thing that made him so angry. But the presence of a Flame Mage and her lizard Spirit brought him up in a roaring fury. Then the mention of a young man suffering soul injuries within this same group was enough to bring him into a scornful inferno of rage. Especially when the boy was described as having glittering white hair that seemed to have an opalescent shine to it.

The eruption of his mana had incinerated everyone that was in the room with him when he had received this news. Even the Adept Hunters that were there as his personal forces didn’t survive. Fortunately for him, there were only two of them.

Even now, after his initial explosion of anger had abated, the cinders spread throughout the room glowed intensely, pulsing with every breath that he took. A knock on the door grabbed his attention.

“WHAT?!” He yelled in a hoarse holler.

“Apologies, my lord, but it is just past noon. You wished to be informed when it was this time.” A pained and nervous voice called through the charred and damaged door. It was a wonder that it was still standing without having collapsed at this point.

“Shit...” Marco muttered before heading towards the exit. He needed to get to his office so that he could speak with his fellow Lights. The fact that this news came just before the meeting was both a good and bad thing. Good, since they were now aware of the Anathema’s position and abilities. Bad, because he knew that he was going to be chewed out soon.

As he exited the meeting hall where he had been given the bad news, he noticed that the man who alerted him was not one of the original guards that had been posted outside the room. The smell of burnt flesh flooded his nostrils, and he noticed two charred patches of meat on the ground.

Realizing that his Flames must’ve affected the guards that were originally stationed there. He couldn’t help but grumble in anger, as the guards had both likely lost a limb. The two must’ve been rushed to the infirmary by a passing follower. This person was likely just a messenger that was given instructions by the guards before they were taken away.

“Piss off.” Marco said, causing the young man to run away as fast as he could, lest he also become a victim of Marco’s anger.

Now alone, Marco left flaming footsteps as he calmly strode towards his office. His anger now simmering to a point that was contained, but still just as hot as before. Now was not the time to release his rage. He would do so soon, but for now he had to face his peers, and the Speaker.

----------



The Lights of the Radiant Lord were silent as Marco finished conveying his information to them. None of them were pleased by the information that he had received from his spies, and it was obvious that there were all wary and doubtful of his words.

If they were true, then that meant that their ultimate enemy was now strong enough to pose a threat to the Hunters of the faith. An Apprentice wasn’t much on their own, but an Adept could do a lot more damage. Especially one as well trained as the Anathema.

“Lord Speaker,” Erkan spoke up after digesting the information provided, “Has the Radiant Lord provided any warning regarding any events that occurred over the past week?”

“There has not. However, while communing with the Radiant Lord, there was a moment where there was... a pause in communications.” The Speaker said to his peers. “That is usually not enough of a reason to be wary of anything happening in the world. The Radiant Lord is still holding vigil against the Broods, after all. But, given the situation, I fear that the Anathema has discovered a new heretical power.”

The Lights all flashed as they flared their mana in anger and wariness. It was rare, but many Mages would gain new powers and spells that were unique, beyond the simple manipulations of their respective elements.

However, this only occurred in Hunters, and while there were rumors within the Cult of the church of Ten mentioning the existence of a Void Spirit, these had previously been dismissed as speculations and theories. But if the Anathema had new spells after Tiering up, then there was little to say in dispute of those old rumors.

This meant that the Followers of Radiance were now at an impasse. There was a quiet agreement that Legendary figures wouldn’t be fighting actively for the duration of the war. This was to ensure that the cities and towns of Tarquessa maintained a level of sustainable living.

Of course, there were more than a few instances where the Cult had destroyed the life blood of a couple of villages, but the larger towns and civilized areas didn’t have these issues.

Given that the Anathema was now stronger than before and was currently in an area that they were slowly taking over, they needed to make a decision. Should they ignore the agreement and mobilize their Legendary forces, or should they maintain the current state of the war and allow the chance of the Anathema escaping to occur.

“We need to kill him!” Marco exclaimed. “We cannot allow him to continue living any longer! We’ve already taken over more than half the territories inside Tarquessa. Even if the Church and various political factions fully mobilize their Legendaries, we’ll still be able to maintain a presence in the region. We may even be able to weaken the official forces even faster.”

Marco nearly disconnected from the meeting as he stood up in a fury, slamming his hands down on the desk in front of him. The rest of the Lights looked on, feeling the same anger towards their ultimate enemy, but not allowing themselves to have an outburst.

A part of each of them was fully supportive of Marco’s declaration. But there was a greater part of them that knew that a full-on war with their Legendaries would greatly diminish their forces. Worse yet, while they might win the war in Tarquessa, it would open them up to retaliation from the other factions outside the desert.

Something that would ultimately do nothing but push their later plans back even further. Given the rising conflicts in the Willowbrush Empire, that wasn’t something they could afford. Especially since their plans in the Empire had already been pushed back nearly a decade thanks to the Anathema.

But, as Marco was the Light of Tarquessa, that meant that he could still act, regardless of their support. Unless the Speaker explicitly ordered him otherwise. Which, given the situation, was unlikely to occur. At least, not without certain stipulations.

“... Do you have a nominee?” The Speaker asked.

“What?” Marco replied, utterly confused by the question.

“So long as you have a nominee, I will permit you, and you alone, to make an attempt against the Anathema.” The Speaker said. “But, regardless of whether or not you succeed, you will be excommunicated, so that the Church cannot argue that we Followers have broken the agreement. Only you will be responsible for your actions regarding the Anathema.”

Marco fell silent as he pondered over the Speaker’s words. For a few seconds, the other Lights thought that Marco would be forced to back down, as he didn’t have a nominee for his position as a Light. Or maybe he wasn’t willing to forsake their faith for such a mission.

“Amelia Inra.” Marco said with a confident voice. “She’s not who I want to have in my position. Too soft for my liking. But she can fulfill the duties of a Light if needed. Even though she only broke the boundary of Legendary last year, she has been a loyal Follower for nearly three decades. More than enough time to be rewarded for her loyalty.”

Not a single one of the Lights had thought that Marco would offer up a nomination for his replacement. But it was clear that he was willing to die for an attempt to kill the Anathema. Though none of them could dispute that his nomination was a good one. Most other Legendary Flame Hunters within their faith were either too old, or otherwise incapable of controlling the forces under Marco’s command.

Amelia was a woman who had created her own forces within their faith and was more than capable of fulfilling Marco’s responsibilities. But she had done so when she was unable to agree with the way that Marco ran things. In particular, his disdain for any and all civilians that did not fall in line with the Follower’s beliefs.

“Very well then. You may head out to Zime as soon as this meeting is over. You will alert your people of your choice and inform then that they will be executed if they follow you.” The Speaker said. “Amelia will be sworn in within the week. You are not to return to any facilities of the Followers after you leave. Except to do one thing.”

Marco leaned in in anticipation regarding his upcoming order.

“Confirm the existence of the Void Spirit and ensure that our people know. Even if you must die, regardless of whether or not you manage to kill the Anathema.” The Speaker said.

Marco nodded in silence, a face splitting grin on his face, as he pictured the Anathema turning into a melted, charred, burnt up husk beneath his fist. While he was losing everything that he had built up so far, he was finally getting the thing he wanted most for nearly ten years.

As far as he was concerned, the Anathema was dead, and his desires were already fulfilled.

----------



Elsewhere, much further north of Zime, in the Willowbrush Empire, several people were gathered in a meeting room within the Harkem Cathedral. Before them was a map detailing several battle lines and outposts. Many of which were crossed out, and the lines that had been drawn had many additional ones added to them. Almost all of them were closer to Harkem than the last. The most recent one being right along the river that stood between the city and the Desolate Lands.

Those at the table included Naeri, Harolt, and the two other Grand Scholars of the Harkem Cathedral. As well as Duke Harper Harkem himself, and several Legendaries that were sworn to either himself or the Tier four Guilds within the city. Garrad Mountloch was among them, having broken through to Tier four several years ago.

The conflict with the Desolate Lands was not going well for these high Tiered Mages and Hunters. Many of them looked like they had had little, if any sleep, and it was obvious that they had all participated in at least one or more battles. Bandages covered many cuts and bruises on all of them, and the scent of healing salves filled the room. The cost of healing potions had long since outweighed their worth after months of battle.

These figures had been gathered to discuss their next moves. According to the map, the conflicts along the border had been occurring most regularly to the north. Nearer to the Frozen Fjords, where the Empire’s presence wasn’t as strong, but was still believed to have been strong enough to defend against an invasion.

It was the destruction of nearly all the outposts along the northeastern border of the Empire that had started this conflict. One that was swiftly devolving into a full-scale war, as talk of including the full might of the Empire was circulating. It was only the insistence of Duke Harper that stopped the Emperor from interfering directly and sending forces from the Imperial army to provide aid to the border city.

This, of course, would result in an even greater loss of authority by Duke Harper. To the point that he may very well be ousted from his position as the city’s ruler. Something that had already been brought up nearly a decade ago, when he was nearly removed by force.

As it was, the city’s more immediate problem came from the fact that the defensive towns and villages that lined the empire’s border had been falling one by one. To the point where the Harkem lands had lost not only the river between them and the Desolate Lands, but also a great deal of land to the direct north, on the same side of the river that the city was on.

If things did not change soon, the city might end up being boxed in on all sides, with only the Fjorya being free of Cruor forces. But they couldn’t exactly retreat in that direction either, as Tarquessa was in the midst of a civil war, and simply remaining in the Fjorya was impossible. The Ancient Glacier had specifically made it to be barely hospitable. There was just enough Life there for certain flora to survive and thrive, and very specific fauna that survived off said flora. Humans were not amongst them.

Hence, their current predicament. Send for aid from the Empire directly, or retreat to a position further from the Empire, but one that was more defensible than their current one. Where they could regroup their forces and begin chipping away at the Cruor. Who, by now, had almost certainly started to overextend their forces due to the amount of land they were slowly trying to spread out to.

“Retreat might be the better option.” Harolt said as he examined the map. “Given the current circumstances, I don’t even know if the forces that the Emperor can send would make it before the city fell. Best to get the remaining citizens out of here as soon as possible.”

“If we do that, then the city might end up being the next Ruin that the Guilds discover on an expedition. The closest forces are only two weeks away. It shouldn’t be too hard to hold out for that long.” One of the Guild Leaders said from across the table. “If we consolidate our Hunters here, here, and here, we should be able to hold out by employing defensive formations, as temporary as they may be.”

Looking at the three points on the map, the Guild Leader had marked out a wedge formation that centered around the city. It would allow for a defensive position to last for some time, but whether or not that time was the necessary two weeks for reinforcements was uncertain.

“We don’t even know if the Emperor will want to save us. For all we know, he and his advisors might just decide to have us weaken the Cruor so they can mop up whatever is left after we all die.” Another Guild member said. “I mean no offense when I say this, but if the Emperor truly cared, then he would’ve volunteered forces to help us. Rather than make that stipulation of dismissal towards the Duke when he was first informed of the situation.”

That was another worry and point of contention between Duke Harper and the Emperor. The Duke had sent information regarding the situation when the conflict had first broken out months ago. But was informed that this was his problem to deal with, and that failure would not result in an acceptable outcome. Thus, Duke Harper had refrained from asking for reinforcements, knowing that the Emperor would count it as a failure to deal with his own problems on his own.

Looks of disgruntled discomfort spread throughout the room. It seemed like the Emperor had been growing less and less pleased with anyone that wasn’t a part of his inner circle as of late. Several officials and Hunters in the Imperial Palace, and even throughout other areas of the Empire, had lost their positions for strange and bizarre reasons.

The fact that Duke Harper was a Peak Tempest Mage didn’t seem to mean anything either. Even though it was almost guaranteed that his Spirit would break through to Tier five within the next year or so. At least, that was the case before the conflict began.

Now, it was unlikely that he would be able to store up enough mana to encourage either his, or his Spirit’s, breakthrough to Tier five. Something that had lowered his value in the eyes of the Empire.

“Even so, retreat would also count as a failure, would it not? The Emperor would see that we had failed to defend the borders and would send his forces anyways. At least, if we stay here, that means that we might still have a city to return to.” The first Guild Leader said. “Besides, the Emperor gave us leave to pardon any criminals for prior crimes in exchange for their service in pushing back the Cruor. That, alone, has already bolstered our forces by nearly thirty percent.”

An argument broke out as the Guild Leaders started shouting at each other regarding what path they should take. This went on for several minutes as Duke Harper, his direct aides, and the Grand Scholars, all looked over several reports and documents regarding the situation that they were in.

The Scholar’s stance was already firmly established, as evident by their diminished presence in the city. It wasn’t that they had abandoned Harkem, but their main priority was the safety, study, and overall well-being of the Relics and records that were under their protection. As such, they had long since relocated their most important valuables to another Cathedral further from the border.

They had also recently begun using their contracted Hunters as guards for the sake of accompanying said valuables to their destination. As well as protecting the various civilian caravans as they left Harkem. Such measures had only been implemented over the past week or so, but nearly a quarter of the city had been successfully evacuated.

“Enough!” Duke Harper suddenly called out. “What is the situation regarding our aquatic forces and vessels?”

The Guild Leaders looked confused as they checked their reports before answering.

“There is little to no naval movement at the moment. While it was only slight, the attacks on our naval vessels did increase at the start of the conflict.” A Guild Leader with blue hair and eyes spoke up. “Similarly, the war in Tarquessa means that docking at the moment is nearly impossible, due to the Cult of Light’s forces having succeeded in blockading most, if not all, the ports that are fitted to support vessels from foreign nations.”

“But we still have ships, correct?” Duke Harper asked. “If so, then I think I have a plan.”

The Guild Leaders and Grand Scholars all looked to the ruler of their city as he described his intentions. Duke Harper intended to use what ships they had left to enact a pincer attack on the forces that were encroaching on the city.

They would be sending a few forces back to make it look like they were retreating. All the while, the rest of their forces would go south, along the coast, to an Empire port city at the border to the Fjorya.

This would be done with the intention of causing the Cruor to push to the city at a faster pace. As they wouldn’t want their prey to leave before they could feast. This would hopefully cause them to be careless. Then, as their main forces invaded the minimally defended, and mostly emptied city, the forces that retreated inland would attack, causing the Cruor to either respond to the attack, or retreat in the opposite direction. Towards the water, where the rest of their Hunter forces would hopefully be waiting.

It was Duke Harper’s hope that this would force a decisive blow against their Cruor. Causing them to have to retreat from the city in order to maintain their presence within the Empire’s lands. At least until the Empire could send additional forces to the north. To the lands that weren’t under Duke Harper’s direct control. Thereby lightening the load on him and his city.

“This plan is incredibly risky. If the timing is off by even a little bit, or worse, the Deep are still lingering around our waters, then we’ll basically be wiped out.” Harolt stated. “How do you intend to direct multiple forces when they’re so split up?”

“By asking for your direct help. Specifically, I need you to teach my commanders and the Guild Leaders how to communicate with your Com-Slates.” Duke Harper explained. “Something that I trust you people can do. Or at least codify the language you use so that we can send basic messages.

The Grand Scholars all shared a glance. While it wouldn’t be too difficult to do, it would still mean that some of their Scholars would have to remain behind, if they wanted to teach the Guild Leaders properly. But, given that they didn’t have a better plan besides running away, they knew that they needed to at least ask for volunteers.

“We’ll see who else stays behind. I, at least, will remain here, and I will teach who I can. Hopefully you’ve got enough people that learn quickly. That way we can get this plan in place as soon as possible.” Harolt said. “I’ll start looking for volunteers as soon as possible. Though, I don’t think that they’ll be hard to find.”

“Good. In that case, let’s work out some more specific necessities for our plan. We have a week at best before the Cruor are at our doorstep, with how the battle lines are looking.” Duke Harper said. “The first wave of retreating forces will head out by tonight. Taking as many of the remaining citizens as possible. I want the city cleared by half within three days, at least.”

The Guild Leaders all winced at that statement, knowing that it would be almost impossible to do what was being asked. But if they wanted to make this look real, then they needed to do it. So, they started planning, and within a few hours, the plan was finalized, and the first wave was sent out. Thousands of refugees were seen leaving the city of Harkem. Amongst them, a family of merchants, and two little girls with black and gold eyes.

----------



Within one of the larger carriages currently headed away from Harkem, Allon, Sherra, and Shari sat with Ellen and Wendy. The latter two were nearly in tears after having to say goodbye to their parents. But Evelyn and Warren were both still under contract. Though their sentences had long since been reduced due to the Cruor’s invasion. So long as they successfully pushed the Cruor back, then they would be free from their debt, regardless of how much was still left.

“Chin up, girls, you’ll see your parents again. It’ll be soon enough that you’ll have forgotten you were separated in the first place.” Allon said in an attempt to cheer up the young thirteen-year-olds. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to work, as they continued to remain silent as they gazed at the floor of the carriage.

Helpless, Allon looked over at his wife and daughter. But the former had only shrugged her shoulders as she remained alert for any possible signals from the protecting Hunters from outside.

Sherra was slightly scarred, having had to participate in more than a few battles during patrols near the city. The odd Umbral beasts had gotten far closer than usual. Mostly due to the fact that the regular patrols had been lessened due to the Guild presence needed on the battlefield. But the woman still held a dangerous beauty to her, as the Flame within her had grown stronger. Not yet peak Adept, but closer to the middle Steps.

Shari, on the other hand, had grown far more beautiful as she had matured. As she had grown into adulthood, her figure and maturity had grown as well. Plus, she had long since reached Tier two and surpassed her father’s Step due to Bonnie’s help. Leading to her taking over many of the day-to-day operations in certain aspects of their family’s business.

Seeing her father’s silent plea for help, and knowing how to distract the twins’ attention, she decided to take over. Much to her father’s relief and chagrin, given the topic that she was bringing up.

“How about this, girls, when we reach the city of Tollren, I’ll take you to the wilds and we can see if we can find you some Spirits to bond with, okay?” Shari said in a calm and attention-grabbing voice.

Ellen and Wendy immediately turned their attention to Shari, wide eyed as they looked at her hopefully. Their parents had originally promised to help them find Spirits to bond with. They had even managed to get some spots to go to the Spirit Lands within the city. Unfortunately, they had had no luck in finding a Spirit to bond with.

“Really, big sis! Do you mean that?” Ellen asked excitedly while Wendy remained quiet. “How can you do that? Does Tollren have a Spirit Land as well?”

Over the years, Wendy and Ellen had grown just as close to the Alkena family as Ezekiel had. If not more so, since their parents often had to leave them in the Alkena’s care when out on missions for the Church. This led to them forming a sisterly bond over the years. Unlike the crush that Shari once had on Ezekiel. Something that her parents like to poke fun at her about whenever they could.

“Unfortunately, we won’t be able to go into the Spirit Lands. But mine and my father’s connections have access to a portion of the wilderness where we might be able to find some friendly Wild Spirits.” Shari explained. “We have a good relationship with one of the families in Tollren. I wouldn’t be surprised if they allowed us access if we asked nicely. It would be a good bonding exercise between my family and theirs. As well as a good way to get over what’s been happening around Harkem.”

At the mention of Harkem, Ellen and Wendy fell silent once again, and Shari winced as she realized what she’d done. Luckily, it seemed like Ellen and Wendy were getting over their sorrow, and their worries. But that didn’t mean they didn’t have concerns, and questions.

“What do you think big brother is doing right now?” Wendy quietly asked after several minutes of silence. “Do you think he knows about what’s happening in Harkem?”

Ellen looked frustrated at her sister’s question, while the Alkena’s looked awkward. While the first few years of Ezekiel’s exile had been tough, the twins had gotten over their brother’s exile. But the scorn and distaste for Void mages had never truly gone away, and Ezekiel still had a bad name, given his supposed crimes from eight years ago.

Luckily, Warren and Evelyn had managed to diffuse some of the tension that existed thanks to their connection to Ezekiel. That didn’t mean that their peers’ words didn’t get to Ellen at times. Though Wendy managed to ignore most of it.

“He’d probably stay where he was. It’s not like he’s got a lot of reasons to come back after all.” Ellen said in an angry tone. “Not that there’s too many people that deserve his care, after what they all say.”

Everyone in the carriage winced at Ellen’s words. She had long since given up on most of the city’s residents. Having decided that they weren’t worth carrying about if they thought that one’s elemental affinity was all that mattered regarding your worth.

Even the explanation about how the Broodlords were all originally Void Mages didn’t sway her thoughts on the matter. Something her parent’s greatly appreciated, but also something that got her in trouble when she temporarily blinded others with her magic whenever they insulted her family because of her brother. Though, there was still some envy and negativity towards Ezekiel. As she also saw him as being free from the assholes in the city that took their anger at him out on his family.

“I can’t help but wonder if he’s going to come back. They did say that those who served in the conflict would be pardoned of all prior crimes, after all.” Wendy said. “Maybe we’ll finally get to see him again, once all this is over.”

“... Maybe, but I still doubt it. He’s probably living it up in the Archipelago. Making new toys for the Church and finding Ruins to explore on lost and forgotten islands.” Ellen said, this time her voice was filled with a hint of envy. “I doubt he’d want to go through all the troubles that being in the Empire seems to bring.”

There was silence once again within the carriage, as Wendy realized that she may have stepped on one of her sister’s sore spots. After a few seconds, however, Shari decided that she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. It might’ve been years, but she knew that Ezekiel would hate it if his sister’s thought of him like this.

“To be honest, I think that Wendy might be onto something.” Shari said, causing the twins to look towards her. “Your brother loved his friends and family, more than anything else, and was even more mature than I am now, back when we were ten years old.”

The twins looked at her curiously. Shari often told them stories about their brother, but this felt different. This felt more like she was making a prediction, rather than just talking about the past.

“If there’s any trace of who your brother was when he left, then he’ll be back. He may even be one of the game changers in the conflict, doing something to push back the Cruor.” Shari said with a small smile. “At least, that’s what I know he would’ve done, or tried to do, if he had the power to do so eight years ago.”

The twins exchanged contemplative looks as they went over Shari’s words. According to what their parents had said, Ezekiel really was just like how Shari had described him. But he had been out of their lives for longer than he had been in them. They couldn’t be certain if their brother really would come back for them. Regardless of any sort of assurances.

For now, they decided that they needed to wait and see. As there wasn’t much point in having any expectations. There were other things they had to worry about at the moment.
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                Ezekiel and his party continued onwards towards Zime. According to Talon, they were barely a few minutes out from the city. As such, he had informed Ezekiel to prepare himself as best he could. He also pointed out the best business for transportation.

There was apparently a small mining company that offered rides in their empty wagons most of the way through the mountains. Where the people could temporarily stay at one of the waystations, or the mine itself. Then they could spend a few days on foot either crossing the mountains directly, or travel to a different mountain, where they could get transportation from one of the Empire’s mining operations that did a similar side-business.

Of course, there were also the regular transportation businesses, but those ones usually had a long waiting list, and they needed to spend less than a day in the city. In fact, if they could leave within an hour that would be best. A sentiment that Ezekiel agreed with, as he and Shine had started getting a familiar bad feeling roughly an hour ago. One that he couldn’t get rid of, ignore, or avoid, since he was stuck on a bird headed towards Zime.

It was something Ezekiel mused over as he considered his options. He knew that he couldn’t avoid it at this point, so he needed to figure out how to deal with whatever was coming. Getting out as soon as possible was definitely for the best. He just wasn’t sure how he would do it.

Unfortunately, he was startled out of his thought process by Talon’s Spirit taking a sharp turn to the side. For a moment, Ezekiel wanted to ask what the problem was, but then he realized that there was smoke coming from the distance. In the direction they were headed in no less.

“It seems like this commission just got a little bit more troublesome.” Talon said, his voice echoing in everyone’s ears this time. “Stella, our contract says that we must keep them safe until we get to Zime. But the standing contract with the Church and other Tarquessa factions requires that we stop any Cult activity should we see it and be able to do so. How are you for mana?”

Ezekiel could hear the tension in Talon’s voice, and he couldn’t help but be concerned. If this was the Cult, then all the better, as it meant that the two Legendaries would need to think twice before just abandoning them. But, at the same time, since they had a standing contract, that meant that there was a priority that couldn’t be ignored. If the two Legendaries decided to do so, they could potentially divert towards the trouble, and in doing so, abandon Ezekiel and the rest.

However, Stella shook her head, it seemed like she was worse off than Talon, and didn’t think she would be of much use in a fight against the Cult. Thus, she could continue to fulfill Ezekiel’s contract. Much to his and his party’s relief.

“In that case, we’ll be dropping you off in the city and then setting off right away. We won’t be of much use in the city if we’re as drained as we are. So, you’ll be on your own as soon as we land. Be ready for whatever might be waiting for you.” Talon stated as they picked up the pace even further. Stella moved to just behind Talon, allowing her to ride his Spirit’s slipstream to keep up with the much faster Spirit. A steep dive found them headed directly towards the city, but still a distance from the entrance.

The party of six Mages and two Spirits was unceremoniously dumped onto the ground. It seemed like Talon and Stella wanted to get out of there as fast as possible. Given the current situation, Ezekiel couldn’t say that he blamed them. Especially since they were undoubtedly too low on mana to fight against a fellow Legendary. At least one-on-one, and in direct combat.

The fact that they weren’t stopped by anyone as they had approached the city from the sky meant that things were not going well right now. Flames danced all around the rooftops as Legendaries did battle in the distance. It seemed like there was a break in the agreement between the Cult and the Church regarding the use of Legendaries in battle.

A massive plume of Flames burst upwards from the ground as several bodies fell from the sky. It seemed like whoever was fighting was amongst the more powerful Legendaries. That, or there were multiple ones working together. Ezekiel couldn’t tell from this distance. But the damage to the city was spreading, and the heat was beginning to rise, even as far from the battle as the group was.

“Remember what I said, kid. I’ve gotten you as close as I can. Closer, actually, since if the guards were out and about, they’d have stopped us and made us go on foot about half a dozen kilometers back.” Talon stated. Stella had already turned around and left. The current conditions indicated that her contract was fulfilled.

“If you manage to get into the mountains, flash this badge with any of the tribes you see. It’ll get you past a majority of them without any trouble. Good luck!” With those final words, Talon tossed a badge to Ezekiel, just as another explosion went off in the distance. Ezekiel caught it as Talon leapt onto his Spirit. They took to the sky immediately, and Talon was quickly in the distance, nearly too far to see.

Turning back to the collapsing city, Ezekiel looked to his group. He knew that they weren’t in a good condition right now, but if they were lucky, they might be able to get to the mining company that Talon had mentioned before. It’d be expensive, but undoubtedly safer than waiting around.

“C’mon! We need to hurry. I know a place where we can get some transport out of here. Cinder!” Ezekiel called out. The young woman turned to him in response. “Can you lead us to the Mora Mining Company?”

For a second, Cinder looked confused, but as she realized what Ezekiel was asking for, she nodded her head. Taking the lead from him as the party rushed towards the city. However, as they got closer, Ezekiel and Shine’s bad feeling got worse and worse. Until finally, the dread inside them burst out, alongside a wrathful scream that echoed across the city.

“ANATHEMA!!!”

Ezekiel nearly threw up as he and his party crossed the wide-open gates that weren’t being manned at the moment. In the distance, dozens of earth-shaking spells were thrown about. It was obvious that the fight was still ongoing. Worse yet, it was obvious to the group who the attacker was after.

They all decided to hurry just a little bit more as they made their way through the panicking city.

----------



Half an hour before Ezekiel and his party arrived, the Legendaries in Zime were alerted of an increase in the conflicts occurring in the city of Chime. It was apparent to the Church and Guilds that the Cult of Light was making a massive push to flip the current balance regarding who held control over the city.

Worse yet, it seemed that their numbers weren’t ending. The Legendaries of Zime were now under the assumption that the Cult was pulling in forces from other fronts in order to take over the gates to the Fjorya.

“We can’t just allow them to take over Chime without a fight. We need to send reinforcements to the Church and Guilds in Chime. Or else we won’t have a buffer to protect us.” One of the Scholars of Zime stated. Several members of the current meeting nodded in agreement. But it seemed like the Guild Leaders were less inclined to do so.

“If we send reinforcements, we end up opening ourselves to an attack when our own forces are depleted. It would be better to drive the Cult out of areas where they’ve removed their forces after the battle is finished.” Said one Guild Leader. “Besides, there’s no guarantee that their forces will even succeed. They haven’t taken Chime yet, and I think we need to trust the Guilds in Chime to take care of themselves.”

The room broke out into an argument regarding what the next steps for them should be, but it seemed like a decision wasn’t likely to be made any time soon. However, the Grand Scholar of the Zime Cathedral, an elderly Tempest mage, seemed contemplative as he went over the reports in front of him.

“Enough!” He called out, bringing silence to the room. “There’s another question here that needs to be answered. Why have they decided to push so hard at this point?”

The Grand Scholar looked around the room. Taking in the confused faces of his peers. Not a single one of them had thought of the reasons behind the Cult’s new actions. They hadn’t realized that the Cult was slowly winning in other areas of Tarquessa. So, why are they suddenly making such a huge push. They could simply continue to chip away at the Church’s supporters, and likely take the city within the next few months.

“Perhaps there’s something that has changed within their ranks?” One of the Scholars in the room said. “We know that they are united in their goals, but perhaps there’s been a change regarding how they go about achieving their goals.”

The other Scholars seemed to support this idea, but some of the Guild members seemed to disagree. They didn’t think that a change in leadership would be enough to make such a sudden shift in their actions. There had to be something more to it.

“What if they’re doing this as a distraction? We don’t know for certain what they intend to do with the city, after all.” A different Guild Leader said. “Maybe this is a distraction, and they’re actually planning to take out a different target.”

This proposal brought concern to all the occupants in the room. They knew full well that the only target that would make sense to attack if Chime was a distraction was Zime. Thus, they needed to prepare, as there could be an attack incoming at any moment.

However, the several Leaders and Scholars didn’t seem to agree. They were actually quite confident that this was not the case. The only way that the Cult could attack them after bringing all their forces to bear on Chime was if they were directly attacked by Legendaries. Something that directly opposed the agreements put in place by the Church and Cult when the war first broke out.

Even then, it was unlikely that the Cult would be able to bring enough Legendaries to fight off the entire city. Even if the number of Legendaries was lessened, so as to supervise the warfronts and watch over their Guilds, there were still nearly a dozen Legendaries in Zime. Far too many to make it an easy target.

“I hope that that is not the case, but we need to prepare, just in case something does happen to affect our city. For now, Chime cannot be supported any more than it already has.” The Grand Scholar stated. “We will send our usual shipment of supplies, but additional forces are not--”

The Grand Scholar cut himself off as he turned his attention to the ceiling. Several other Tempest mages did the same, words of warning on their lips. But it was too late. The roof came crashing down just as the Scholars and Hunters brought up their defensive spells. They did nothing and were broken as soon as they were brought up.

An explosion of fire and molten rock burst through the room. Most of the occupants, even the Legendaries, died in an instant. Unprepared for the assault, and unable to fuse with their Spirits. The lack of Spirit armor meant their defenses weren’t enough to survive the attack from a fully prepared, peak Step Legendary Flame Hunter.

The only one to survive was one of the Guild Leaders that had been covered by her Spirit. But the floating motes light that faded away indicated that her Spirit was now utterly deceased. The Guild Leader herself was also in bad condition, with half her face melted, and most of her bones broken.

“A shame.” Marco said as he stepped through the rubble of the now destroyed building. “I had hoped to get more of you in this attack, but it seems like killing half the Legendaries in the city will have to do for an opening attack.”

Marco was wearing red and gold armor with a coiling winged serpent engraved on the chest. The armor was also scaled along the arms and legs, and two wings sprouted from Marco’s back. His face was encased in a sharp and jagged serpent maw.

“...The... agree...ment...” The dying Guild Leader barely managed to whisper.

Marco marched over to her, pulling out an elixir and downing it. Glowing red lines ran up and down his armored form, and it seemed like his mana grew stronger, refilling his reserves. Lifting up a scaled leg, he stomped down on the Guild Leader’s chest. Unable to even scream, the Guild Leader just choked on her own blood as she whimpered in pain.

“The Cult is lost. I have long since renounced their pathetic attempts to control this war. Once I am done here, they shall be next on my list, when I conquer Zime and Chime, in my name alone.” Marco said with a sadistic grin. The floor then shattered under his foot, and he finished the Guild Leader off.

Turning to the side, Marco could sense the approaching powers of the remaining Legendaries within the city. He moved to intercept them, creating a massive plume of fire as he demolished several Adepts that were caught in his fiery wake. There were less than half a dozen Legendaries left in the city right now. But he had taken out all of his saved artifacts, potions, elixirs, and other supplemental supplies.

A part of him winced in pain at the cost of these supplies. But he was already dead, as far as the Cult was concerned. But he knew that it would all be worth it. To destroy the Anathema was all that mattered to him now. The Light within him sang with glee as he marched through the city. Even as his soul screamed in agony as the elixirs and artifacts burned it away to empower him ever further.

A part of him wished that he had created a Light of Enlightenment for this. But given he was already pushing the limits of what the Speaker had allowed, he knew that he wouldn’t be given permission to absorb the Light of any of the Legendary Followers of Radiance. Even if he was one of the Lights of Radiance. If he had been able to use a Light of Enlightenment, the city would’ve already been nothing but a melted ruin by now.

The might that he could bring out was much greater than the might that Meryn and many others would’ve been able to bear. As he was already at the peak of Legendary and would’ve reached much further into the Mythic level had he forced himself to ascend.

“DIE!” A scream from one of Zime’s Legendaries broke Marco out of his musings. A grin split his face at the thought of fighting these nuisances and destroying the Anathema. These defenders would make a good appetizer for when he killed his true target.

----------



Ezekiel and his party rushed through the broken panic filled streets of Zime. It had been decades since such a thing had happened in Tarquessa, and while Ezekiel had seen the aftermath of a Legendary attack on a city, this was the first time he’d actually taken part in one.

He couldn’t help but wonder how the Cult had gotten past the standard city defenses. But he assumed that there must’ve been either a hidden spy, or someone was bought out. The loyalty of a person could be bought, if the price and circumstances were right, after all.

“This way, we just need to get to the edge of the northeast wall. The Mora Mining Company is located just beside the gates.” Cinder yelled as they continued to run.

Ezekiel was having little trouble keeping up as he enhanced his speed with mana. But he still nearly stumbled a time or two, as he was carrying Riley on his back. Something that was made even harder since there were panicking people getting in his way. There hadn’t been many when they’d first entered the city, but as time went on, and they got further in, more and more people were making their way out, and it made things much more crowded.

The explosions in the distance were no longer quite as distant either. So, it was getting more and more frantic as people realized that the battle was headed in this direction. If they couldn’t get out of the area soon, it was likely that they would get caught up in whatever fight was currently going on.

A sense of guilt welled up inside of Ezekiel as he knew that this was, at least in part, because he was in the city. If he hadn't been there, the Cult would’ve had no reason to break their agreement like this, and Zime would’ve been able to continue on as a backline supply city. At least for a few more months, before the Cult’s forces pushed this far in.

CRASH!!!

Suddenly, a large boulder blocked their path. The entire street was filled by the enormous rock. There wouldn’t be able to get past it unless they took to the air. Which wasn’t a good idea, since the various Hunters that were able to, had already taken to the skies. Going up would just make them targets.

“Over here! Quickly!” Cinder screamed. The party followed her to a side street that was basically a back alley. It led them towards another area that allowed them to redirect their course. Their detour took them several blocks away from their destination. But it was better than standing still, or worse, backtracking completely.

“How much further away are we?” George called out.

“A few more minutes at this speed. We’ve got another district to get through before we get to where we need to be.” Cinder replied.

Ezekiel didn’t like that. Their group was too big and grabbed too much attention. Especially with him there. If the Legendary that was attacking was able to sense him like Meryn had, then his companions were directly in the way of whoever was after him.

The sound of shattering glass echoed through the city as spears of ice were thrown about. Their structures partially melted as they failed to pierce the defensive coating of flames around the invader. Water harmlessly fell from the sky as the sole Glacier Legendary of Zime was blown away from the battle. Ezekiel could just make out the sound of collapsing buildings coming from the direction she had landed.

“Should we stay here?” Ezekiel mentally called out to Shine. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want them to be caught up in whatever this is.”

Ezekiel didn’t want to stick with his group at this point. He felt like there was no point in letting them die with him if he was attacked. But he knew that Fiana and George had come for him, to make sure he was safe. So, he wasn’t certain whether or not they would even allow him to leave on his own.

He also knew that Shine hadn’t approved of his decisions as of late. So he wanted to make amends with his bonded Spirit. Ezekiel would make sure that Shine was okay with whatever he had planned next. Not that he currently had a plan, as this had completely subverted his expectations.

“... We get to the Company together, and then we see where to go next.” Shine said. “There’s no point in leaving when they’ll just chase after us.”

Ezekiel had to admit that that was a much smarter plan than his. If they left now, and his friends just followed after him, then it was unlikely, if not totally certain, that they would follow after him. But if they were already on their way out of the city, then he could Jump back into Zime while they were well away. It would take them too long to catch up at that point, and things would hopefully be dealt with.

The earth trembled as the party made its way around a corner. Nearly throwing Ezekiel off his feet. It seemed like the battle was beginning to get closer to them. But Ezekiel couldn’t tell if it was because this was one of the relatively undamaged parts of the city, or if the Cultist could sense him.

Having decided on a better plan, Ezekiel and Shine continued to run, being careful not to jostle Riley and Celia too much as they made their way through another district. They weren’t too far away at this point, and Ezekiel could see a building with several large smokestacks that belonged to a refinery. The Mora Mining Company was just a few dozen blocks away.

As they quickly closed the distance, they realized that there were a number of carriages and wagons lining the areas around the company’s headquarters. Most of them had been filled with supplies and goods, rather than remaining mostly empty. But it seemed like there were more than a few carts and wagons that had space for a few people to ride in them.

CRACK-A-THOOM

Lightning burst overhead as wind howled in the distance. A tornado caught alight as two Legendaries tried to make a pincer attack on the Flame Hunter from the Cult. It failed, as the attacker’s mana didn’t seem to be running out. But it did push him back to another sector in the city.

The lack of follow up attacks could only mean one thing. The Legendaries of Zime were running out of mana. But the wall of flames that shot into the sky proved that the Cultist that was attacking had not. If things went on much longer, it was likely that Zime would not be able to recover. Especially as the attacks seemed to be getting a bit too close to the reservoir, and the connected oasis.

“That one! We can try to get a ride in that group!” Cinder called out. Ezekiel was somewhat surprised that there weren’t more people around that were trying to get a ride. But as he looked around, he realized that this was a factory district, or as close to one as this world seemed to get. So, much of the area was filled with larger buildings for workers and such.

The group was forced to stop as the Adept guards for the Mora Mining Company brought their weapons to bear. This was another reason as to why there weren’t any other people trying to get a ride.

“Halt! On your way! The Mora Mining Company is not accepting--” The head guard found himself cut off as Fiana screamed at him.

“A thousand gold to get our group out of the city, as soon as possible! I can see your wagons, and most of them are still empty!” Fiana stated as she pulled out a large sack of gold coins. George looked appalled at the amount of money that Fiana was just throwing around. But there wasn’t any time to negotiate.

The guards looked conflicted for a moment but seemed to steel himself to reject them. But just before he replied, a voice called out from the lead wagon.

“Take the money and let them on the rear wagon. Let’s get the hell out of here!” The voice called out. The guard looked shaken for a moment but knew better than to dispute what was likely his boss.

“Give me the money and go to that wagon there.” The guard said. He pointed at one of the wagons. It was still in good condition, but it was obviously not one of their priority transports, as all the others had Spirits pulling them, while this one just had mundane beasts of burden.

“Here! When do we leave?” Fiana said as they ran for the wagon.

“Right now! All transports, set off!” The guard yelled as he caught the sack. But Ezekiel’s group had already leapt onto the wagon.

Cinder had taken the reins and had put them into as fast a pace as she could. All the while, the rest of the caravan from the Mora Company had already set off at a much faster pace. They likely wouldn’t catch up, but they were still traveling faster than all, but Ezekiel could, if they were on foot. So, the situation was better than anything else would’ve been anyways. Especially once they realized that there weren’t any other transport vehicles in sight.

“How many flares do you still have?” Shine suddenly asked Ezekiel. “I think we’re going to need them.”

A large explosion cut off Ezekiel’s question as they passed through the city gates. A nearby building had just collapsed, and another charred corpse fell from the sky. Floating in the air, close enough to make out his features, was Marco. A man that Ezekiel had never met before, but the moment that he turned his eyes towards Ezekiel’s party, a feeling of dread and death settled over the Void Mage. Ezekiel knew that this was it. This man was here for him, and if he stayed where he was, he was going to die.

“Go on without us!” Ezekiel called out, dropping Riley and Celia onto Fianna’s lap. George and Marc had to hold Fiana back as Ezekiel leapt from the cart. She screamed at him not to go, but there was nothing she could do. Ezekiel was already back within the city walls, having run as fast as he could.

An idea formed in his mind, even though he barely had a chance to think. One that Shine didn’t like, but agreed was their only chance. This wasn’t like before, when they had a choice in their actions. It was just like with Meryn, where they had an unstoppable force coming after them.

A stupid, unknown plan was better than nothing at this point. Pulling all ten of his remaining Ten Spark Flares, and hanging them all from his fingers, he ordered Shine to get ready.

“Do you really think that it will work?” Shine asked. “We don’t have any theories for this.”

“So long as we Jump in time, I’m certain that something will happen.” Ezekiel replied. Though even he sounded uncertain. This wasn’t something he had a plan for.

Inside his heart, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel regret. But he knew that there was only one, totally random, hope for survival. Though he knew he’d be worse off than he ever had been, even if he did survive.

For now, all he did was look up into the sky, directly at the man that had devastated this city. Glaring hatefully at the Legendary figure, he saw the man ready a spell that would ultimately destroy him if given the chance.

“COWARD!!!” Ezekiel screamed, causing Marco to pause in shock. “KILL ME WITH YOUR OWN TWO HANDS!!! IF YOU DARE!!!”

For a moment, there was silence. Then, descending from the sky, death came for Ezekiel. But he would not welcome it again. No matter what he had to do.
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                For Marco, things were going well, as far as he was concerned. Though the dull throbbing in his soul as it was squeezed for all its worth to forcefully draw out more mana was getting annoying. But just a little while ago he had received a feeling from his Light. The Anathema had arrived.

Screaming out his challenge, he continued to fight the local Legendaries. Their desire to stay alive prevented them from going all out from the start. A problem that he didn’t have, since his elixirs and artifacts ensured that his mana never ran dry. Though his defensive artifacts had all been broken by this point. Same as using up his healing potions.

Finally, after taking down most of the remaining Legendaries, he realized that he was incredibly close to the Anathema now. He threw aside the charred corpse of the Lightning Hunter that had managed to push him back temporarily.

Now, floating in the sky with his Spirit’s wings, he looked down at his target, who had foolishly run back into the city. Marco was just about to send down a burst of Flames to wipe out the Anathema. But the challenge that had been screamed at him could not be left alone. Inside him, the Light sang its agreement. The Anathema needed to be taught its place before it died.

Floating down towards the ground, stone melted as Marco approached the Anathema. His ultimate enemy. He was somewhat surprised to see that the heat he released didn’t seem to affect him. But realized that the Anathema wouldn’t be such if this was all it took to harm him.

As Marco continued to approach, he got right up to Ezekiel’s face. He tilted his head down to look Ezekiel in the eyes. With his Spirit armor adorned, he stood nearly two feet taller than the young man in front of him. Marco couldn’t think that it was actually quite pitiful that this was the one that had been causing the Followers of Radiance so many problems.

He opened his mouth to speak to his enemy. Full confident that there was nothing that the Anathema could do to him. But the Light within him suddenly urged him to attack. So, he did. But it was too late. His senses screamed at him as the ten strange artifacts on the Anathema’s waist were activated.

Multi-colored lights filled his vision as his senses screamed at him. He wildly swung his arms to attack. But it was too late. An opalescent swirl seemed to implode in on itself, sucking the Anathema into it. His target disappeared before his eyes, even as blood fell to the ground as the Anathema’s body seemed to be trying to tear itself apart.

Confused, disorientated, and off balance from his wild attack, Marco fell to the ground, gasping for breath as he tried to bring his mind and body back under control. He couldn’t let things stand as they were. The Anathema wasn’t dead yet. Worst of all, he hadn’t confirmed the presence of a Void Spirit.

Pushing himself to his feet, he knew that he still had a chance to succeed. He had seen the Anathema’s companions retreating to the north. If he could just catch up to them, then he could rip the Anathema’s location from their screaming flesh.

But a sudden impact on his back threw him to the ground once again. The Light within him screamed at him in surprise, as well as to get him up, but he suddenly felt weak. Like his flames were going out. Darkness was filling his vision, but his mind felt as clear as ever. So, he didn’t think he was falling unconscious.

Looking down at his chest, he saw three large, talon-like blades protruding from his chest. They glowed with a silvery light that indicated Tempest mana was channeled through them. But from what he could tell, there was very little of it. Barely a full Step of Legendary mana was being used.

“I didn’t think the kid had it in him.” A masculine voice said. “If I ever meet him again, I’ll have to buy him a full night of drinks, just for this. Wouldn’t you agree, Stella?”

Marco tried to bring up his flames, but the talons in his chest were ripped out, tearing his torso apart. The Light inside him grew quiet, and he knew he was dying. His mana had been sundered, and his soul was too damaged to summon it forth at this point. His defensive and healing artifacts had also all been used up. So, this was it for him.

“Perhaps, Talon, perhaps.” A woman covered head to toe in dark clothes whispered as she stepped out of a shadow. “If he managed to survive.” The gray-haired man covered in bird themed Spirit armor just shrugged his shoulders.

“That guy’s too smart to do something that would guarantee his death. Though, he’s lucky we were here. Else his friends might’ve suffered for it.” Talon stated as he stepped on Marco’s body. “Now, let’s finish this.”

Now, Marco’s vision was fading to black, and he raged inside his own mind at the unfairness of it all. At his failure and disgust at the survival of the Anathema. But he couldn’t do anything. Not when a gust of tearing winds ripped him to shreds, scattering blood, bone, and flesh across the city streets.

----------



For Ezekiel, he knew his chances of survival were low, but he also knew that he needed to do something, or he was guaranteed to die. So, in a mad attempt to get away, he tried something that, theoretically, should work, but there was no guarantee. Especially since the circumstances weren’t ideal.

One of the things he had learned over the years about magic was that it was easier to use spells in environments where a Mage’s element was present in great quantities. Flame mages were stronger in volcanoes, Cavern mages were stronger in caves, and Glacial mages were best in the ocean, or near rivers and lakes. This was because the mana needed for their spells was already present in the environment and could supplement the mana in the spells.

As such, if there was a great deal of Void mana in the environment, Ezekiel could theoretically supercharge any of his spells. Including his Jump spell.

The only problem, of course, was that Void magic didn’t naturally occur in nature. Not unless it was contained in Pure Mana Crystals, or briefly appearing before being turned into a different element upon the clashing of two opposing elements.

However, Ezekiel had managed to create a device that had within it mana of all Elements. Carefully devised to be incredibly sturdy until activated. Upon which time chaos would become prevalent, and a Spirit would suffer immense pain from the resulting explosion. Usually useless against humans, besides being very loud, but possibly disorientating if used in close proximity. Even for a Legendary.

Thus, when Ezekiel called out to Marco, he was risking everything to have the Legendary Cultist come close to him. This was an unnecessary step, but one that he wanted to take all the same. For all he knew, it was possible that one of the surviving Legendaries was still around and could take this chance to kill the man that had destroyed Zime.

So, when the Flame Legendary approached, Ezekiel immediately activated all ten of the Ten Sparks Flares. The resulting explosion of mana nearly tore him apart. But the Barrier Shroud he had Shine throw up mostly protected him. Giving him enough time to shove all his mana into a Jump. The only intention he had was to go north, so that was where he directed it.

But, as the mana released by the flares interacted with his barrier and his Jump, it seemed he was correct in his hope that the Void mana, and the clashing opposing mana released by the flares, would support his spell. He just didn’t expect it to become twisted.

Ezekiel found himself pulled and pushed in multiple directions. His body froze and burned. Vitality was gained, just before it decayed away. Parts of him seemed to grow heavy, while others seemed to drift away on a breeze. All while he was blinded by light and darkness both.

Shine seemed to be suffering the same sensations, as both of their screams mingled together as they were sent flying through space towards the north. The intensity of the spell was too much for Ezekiel to handle, but he couldn’t fall unconscious. The pain was just too much and woke him whenever it seemed like he would pass out. Not even his soul was spared, as the Life and Death elements invaded that as well.

Finally, after what seemed like a lifetime of pain and suffering. Ezekiel and Shine arrived at their unknown destination. But as the cold and the snow that surrounded them was blown away, and Shine’s blade shattered into multiple pieces as Ezekiel bled out on the frozen rocky surface of a mountain side, they immediately fell unconscious. Shine’s handle held in Ezekiel’s grasp, and all of their supplies scattered around as their Void Pouch exploded.

Alone, injured, and lost. Ezekiel and Shine had just barely managed to escape.

----------



Several hours after escaping from Zime, Fiana was still frantically worrying about what had happened to Ezekiel. George and Marc had dealt with it much better, but even they were worried. All the while Cinder kept her eyes on the path in front of her. Their group had long since fallen behind the Spirit pulled transports belonging to the Mora Mining Company.

It was fortunate that this was an official trade route, and it wasn’t too long before they reached a waypoint. There were some difficulties as they were asked where they had gotten the wagon from, due to the side having a large symbol of the Mora Mining Company on it. But it seemed like there was enough panic going on that they were let through after confirming their identities as non-Cultists.

“We should go back for him.” Fiana said after having fallen silent at the waypoint. “This is the third time he’s gone off on his own without any form of assistance. He’s doing too much for us. For everyone.”

George and Marc shared a look. George knew full well that this was something that Ezekiel’s friends were always worried about. As Ezekiel often tried to do whatever he could to help those that helped him. But he also knew that Ezekiel didn’t do anything unless he was certain that there was a chance that he’d survive. Ezekiel was one of the least suicidal people that George knew. So, if Ezekiel was taking a dangerous action, that could only mean that Ezekiel believed that he would survive.

Marc didn’t have the same connection to Ezekiel as Fiana and George. But during their time traveling together, in addition to their previous work together, he had long since realized that Ezekiel was like a cockroach. There was little that seemed to be able to kill him. Though he did think that it would be a miracle if he managed to pull this one off. Adepts didn’t just go face-to-face with peak Legendaries and live to tell the tale. Not without a lot of help and luck.

“There wouldn’t be any point in that.” George said to Fiana. “Even if we returned, Ezekiel isn’t stupid enough to stay there when he knows that the Cult is after him. The moment he could, he would’ve gotten as far away as possible. Moving north, as any other direction would be pointless.”

Marc just nodded in agreement, not wanting to dispute things at the moment. As well as knowing that Fiana didn’t need anyone disputing Ezekiel’s chances of survival right now. While Fiana fell silent once again. She couldn’t help but feel like she had failed again. Just like she had when Ezekiel had given himself over to the Forest Spirit in Morncrest.

“Perhaps we should focus on where we are going.” Marc said. “Ezekiel was heading to the Empire to meet up with his family, after joining the conflict to get pardoned, right? Well, where do we go to make sure that’s possible, so we can wait for him, and see to it that his goal is easier to achieve?”

Fiana, George, and Cinder all looked at Marc, who looked away under their combined gazes. He didn’t think that his idea was that bad. Just because he was trying to change the topic didn’t mean that he deserved such looks.

“...You’re right... We should focus on helping Ezekiel when he gets back.” Fiana said, looking much more determined, though she still looked upset. “When we get to the midpoint of the mountains, we should look for any updates and news coming from the Empire. That way we can figure out where to go next.”

Marc let out a relieved sigh at the sight of Fiana looking less despondent than before. George looked like he was ready to move forward, with a great big smile on his face, though there was a worried glint in his eyes. Cinder turned back to the road, watching for any obstacles that might get in the way.

“Can you tell me about him?” Cinder suddenly asked. Everyone looked towards her. “It’s just, you guys literally went around the world for him. I’d like to know what he did to inspire such loyalty. As well as know why he can do what he can do. He’s not exactly a normal guy, even outside the fact that he’s a Void Mage.”

The three Scholars smiled a bit as they thought of Ezekiel and their experiences with him. Thus, to distract themselves from Ezekiel’s missing presence, they started telling Cinder stories from Ezekiel’s time as a Scholar. As well as his time before and after. The stories beggared disbelief, to the point where Cinder started digging for additional details.

All the while, the final members of their party, who lay quietly on a cushioned seat, began to twitch as consciousness began to return.

----------



Back in the city of Rime, dozens of new faces were mingling about in the Cult of Light’s headquarters. Changes were being made, in preparation for the arrival of a new Red Light of Radiance.

The knowledge that the previous Red Light was off on a suicide mission, was unknown to them. Instead, the man had been shamed and denounced. Regarded as a traitor, and no longer considered a member of their faith. Having defied the orders of the Speaker, and gone off to destroy the Anathema, rather than push the Follower’s mission forward.

Only the highest-ranking members of the Followers of Radiance, the Lights of Radiance and their direct assistants, were made aware of the truth. This was done to prevent any leaks by the lower members who were fighting on the frontlines.

The fact that they hadn’t yet suffered any direct attacks from Legendary forces implied that the deception was working. Though it had only been a few hours since the attack on Zime. But during that time, it looked like Chime was well on its way to coming under their control.

But the most important thing to occur at the moment, was the introduction of one Amelia Inra as the new Red Light of Radiance. An even that was occurring elsewhere, in a temporary headquarters where Amelia was stopping at, on her way to Rime.

“I am surprised that that roaring bastard was willing to nominate me for this position.” Amelia said to her new peers. “It was well known that neither of us got along well. He was far too... passionate, in his endeavors. Not understanding that a Flame can be directed and focused, rather than just raging everywhere and anywhere.”

The other Lights nodded in agreement. While Marco had been a powerful Legendary, it was difficult for them to deal with him. As he was often angry, and more than willing to create a conflict with anyone he perceived as opposed to his beliefs.

“Is your surprise indicative of an inability on your part to match our expectations?” Lana, the Blue Light, asked in a teasing tone. “Marco might’ve been a beastly brute, but he did his job. Can the same be said about you?”

“That depends. Are you an old still water hag? Yes? Good. Then so long as you don’t get in the way, my job will be done.” Amelia said in a mocking tone. “It’s not like you’ve got the guts to throw away your life for the Radiance like he did, after all.”

Lana bristled in anger as Amelia immediately raised her hackles in a way that Marco had always failed to. It was evident that there wasn’t anyone willing to interfere in this either. As the other Lights knew better than the get between the two women.

All but the Speaker, who each Light was bound to obey and listen to.

“That’s enough!” The Speaker said, cutting Lana’s reply off before a fight could begin. “How much longer will it take you to get to Rime? I know you said you were delayed.”

Amelia sat up straighter as she addressed her peers. It had been unfortunate, but there had been a turn in the Cult’s efforts not too long ago. It seemed like several major strikes against their bases had occurred, and while the front lines were okay for now, it would slow down their efforts for a while as they redrew supply lines and remade support facilities.

Hence, rather than report directly to Rime, Amelia was checking in on the major and minor bases that were directly on her route to the city. It had slowed her travel immensely, but she was concerned that things would start falling apart if she didn’t make sure that things were running smoothly.

“If I continue as I am, It will be two weeks before I get to Rime. But if I forgo the rest of my checks, I can be there within three days.” Amelia said. Much to the surprise of the other Lights, as that was much faster than they had expected.

“Do so. I will assign some personnel to take over your checks. We need you in Rime as soon as possible. We cannot afford to allow the position of the Light’s to have an absence.” The Speaker said. “If need be, we can afford to run a defensive battle on a few fronts. Just to consolidate our forces for later.”

The Lights all nodded in agreement. Pushing into Chime was worth it in the long run, but it meant that they wouldn’t be able to do so again for quite a while.

“Moving on, I have bad news regarding the events in Zime.” The Speaker declared. All the other Lights perked up, curious as to what had happened.

“First of all, the city can basically be written off as a threat. Our spies managed to disable the defenses for a brief moment, allowing Marco to wipe out most of their Legendaries in a swift opening strike. From there, his battle with the rest managed to destroy most of the infrastructure of the city. Luckily, he avoided destroying the oasis and reservoir. Even if the aqueducts have mostly been shattered.” The Speaker explained. This brought a smile to most of the Lights’ faces.

“However, it seems like we cannot confirm the death of the Anathema. Worse yet, we cannot confirm the existence of the Void Spirit, nor is Marco alive.” The Speaker said. Bringing down the other Lights’ mood as they realized that their initial goal had been denied once again.

“What happened?” Typhos asked. Determined to know how his ex-fellow Light had perished.

The Speaker explained the course of events regarding Marco’s death. Something that stirred up an anger in each of the Lights. To die from the deceptions of an Obscure Mage was unacceptable. Obscure and Death Mages were only one step below the Void when it came to the level of enmity that the Cult had for individuals.

“The Anathema?” Lana asked. “What happened to it?”

“We don’t know. All we know is that it disappeared from the battlefield. It was hurt, but it wasn’t confirmed as dead.” The Speaker said. “We will keep our eyes and ears alert for any possible news. But if the Anathema did survive, then they would be headed for the Empire. Erken, Typhos. That means that you will be in charge of the forces that are able to deal with it. Understood?”

“Yes, Speaker!” Typhos and Erkan replied.

From that point, the meeting delved into the affairs of the Empire and the other factions. It was a slow-going process, but the Lights of Radiance were certain, the world would see the Light soon enough. It was just a matter of time. And no Anathema would be permitted to stop them.

----------



Several days later, on a frozen mountain peak, all that could be seen was a blinding white as snow and ice covered the landscape. High above the deserts to the south, and the plains and forests to the north, the Fangs of the Fjorya were an icy hellscape that barely allowed life to persist.

Yet life went on, nonetheless, as wooden huts lined with furs and bones from Umbral beasts and other creatures lined the mountain side. A clan of the Fjorya having long since made a home for themselves, here on one of the tallest peaks.

Within one of these huts, a familiar white haired young man lay still. Unable to move as his body was covered from head to toe in bandages, and hit limbs were bound in splints. He lay next to an assortment of items, almost all of them broken in some way or another. Either cracked, scratched, or shattered to bits.

Two items stood out, however, as the pieces of a broken blade were perfectly positioned next to him. Matching the handle that he still held firmly in his grasp. The other item was a badge made of a gleaming silvery metal, with blue icicles running along the sides. A small crack ran down its face but didn’t otherwise mar its appearance.

An elderly man with white hair was hunched over in the corner. A mortar and pestle were in his hands as he ground up several herbs for medicine. A soft green glow covered his hands as he mixed several powdered herbs together to create a simple healing salve.

The flaps to the large hut were opened and another elderly man entered, alongside a woman and man that were much younger than either of their elders. They stood behind the second man, who had streaks of light blue running through his hair.

The younger man had bright and shocking blue hair. While the woman had silver hair. Both had Spirits accompanying them. A small bear for the man, and a fox for the woman. Neither of the elders had Spirits with them. But the deference that the younger Hunters had for them indicated that they were powerful. More So than the Hunters.

“How is the patient?” The elderly man who had just entered asked. “The others are growing restless. Regardless of the fact that he has the badge of friendship, he is still an unknown face.”

“The fact that he has the badge means that it was given freely. The previous user had to have removed their bond to it.” The elderly Life mage said. “Yes, the young man was not bound to it himself, but that could be because of the damage that was done to it. Besides, the Guardians wish to test the boy. But he cannot be tested if he cannot stand up.”

The old Glacial mage looked suitably chastised by his senior. He understood that the healer’s words were correct, but he had been hounded by his peers for days now. It was starting to get to him.

“I apologize for my impatience.” He said. “I suppose I am too anxious. This is the first time the Guardians have shown such... interest in a foreigner. Especially one with his colorings.”

The old Glacial mage gestured to Ezekiel’s hair, which was a shocking white, even cleaner and clearer than the elderly healer. On such a young man, this was something that had never been seen before. Had Ezekiel been awake, then he would’ve tried to hide it, much like he had in Tarquessa. But given the circumstances, doing that was impossible.

“The Guardians will decide what to do. There is no need to worry right now.” The healer said. “But if you wish for something to tell the others, his bones should be healed by tomorrow, and he should regain consciousness within two or three more days. It is unfortunate, but his soul was greatly injured, and only time will be able to fix it at this point.”

The old Glacial mage nodded in thanks before turning to leave the hut. The two Hunters that had accompanied him turned to follow behind him. As they left, the healer turned towards Ezekiel again. This time, he focused his attention on the sword handle in Ezekiel’s hand.

Not once over the last few days had Ezekiel let go of that sword handle. His grip was so strong that, in attempting to remove it from his grasp, several fingers had been broken. It had ultimately been decided that it would be best to use magic to heal him while he was holding the handle.

“I wonder what this means to you, young man.” The healer said to himself.

A nagging curiosity burned inside his chest. But he would wait. He knew his questions would be answered when the young man awoke. For now, he would do his duty and heal the young man that had been dropped in their laps by one of their Guardians. Just as he had over the course of his entire life.
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                The first thing Ezekiel noticed as he returned to consciousness was that he was dizzy. The second thing he noticed was that he was incredibly sore and wished that he was still unconscious. The third thing he noticed was that he couldn’t use his mana. Leading him to mentally complain to himself that he needed to work on his theories and testing more often when he got a new lab set up in the future.

For the moment, however, he didn’t bother trying to sit up, open his eyes, or otherwise move. He could tell that he was far worse off than when he had purified Riley’s soul. So, he knew that doing anything besides lying down and allowing himself to heal would simply exacerbate his injuries.

Though he did wonder how he was still alive. If he was this injured, then any mundane beast would’ve been able to tear him apart for an easy meal. Any wild Spirits wouldn’t be as inclined, but they wouldn’t have a reason to save him either. At least, not as far as he knew.

“Well, that’s surprising.” An elderly voice called out from the side. “Usually, men your age are trying to get up and about as soon as they regain consciousness. This is the first time I’ve seen one just lie down and recover. Like a good patient should.”

Ezekiel nearly jolted in shock but managed to keep himself still. Though he did tense his muscles. Much to his regret, as his body flared in pain as he forced himself to relax.

As he calmed down, he continued to lie still. Speaking would hurt, and it wasn’t as if the person who was next to him was likely to harm him further. Not if he had, apparently, done work to help Ezekiel’s condition improve.

“Hmm... Looks like you understand that I’m not here to hurt you either. Smart kids like you are both a joy and a terror to work with.” The voice said. “I know you can hear me, even if you can’t, or at least shouldn’t, talk right now. For the moment, just stay quiet and try to relax. It would do your mind good to be awake for a little bit. I’ll knock you out again once I’m done mixing these medicines.”

Ezekiel then heard a muffled shuffling sound as the owner of the voice moved around a bit. For the moment, Ezekiel decided that he would do as told. Though he did tentatively reach out across his bond to Shine. It felt like hours passed as he managed to gingerly do so but couldn’t have been more than a few minutes at most. Something that should’ve taken less than a second.

He was shocked when he saw the damage to Shine’s soul. It was nowhere near as extensive as the damage done to him. However, it was still far more extensive than Ezekiel had expected. In fact, he hadn’t expected much soul damage at all. The Jump spell should’ve only had a physical reaction.

Going through the possibilities in his head, he realized that the mix of spiritual aspects of some of the elements in the Ten Spark Flares was likely the cause of the damage. It was unfortunate, but now he knew for the future. When he eventually created warp gates that would allow instant travel between global regions. It was a long-term goal, but most of Ezekiel’s goals were such.

For now, however, he needed to figure out how to tell whoever was treating him that his sword also needed treatment. He vaguely realized that his hand was wrapped around Shine’s handle. But as he focused more attention on it, he realized that it felt far lighter than it should’ve. He desperately wanted to take a look, but he knew that now wasn’t the time to do so. Perhaps tomorrow, when he hopefully recovered enough to keep himself alive.

A sudden return of shuffling noises caught his attention. The owner of the voice from before had moved back to his side. Closer than before, if what little his senses could perceive was correct.

“Alright then. Keep calm. I’m giving you a sleeping mixture that will knock you out for at least another day. By that point, you should be able to at least open your eyes and communicate with only a medium amount of difficulty.” The voice said.

Ezekiel felt a pin prick in his neck, nearly causing him to scream from the sudden pain. But he quickly found himself falling unconscious once again. This time, slightly more confident that he wasn’t going to die. At least not yet.

----------



Ezekiel wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he had last fallen asleep. But as he returned to consciousness once again, he realized that he was feeling much better than before. His soul seemed to be much more put together, and his body didn’t scream at him as he attempted to move.

Moving his fingers and toes, he felt a slight soreness, but it felt more like the soreness from moving after stiff muscles from lack of movement. Taking in a deep breath, he attempted to stretch and was happy to find that he wasn’t so injured as to hurt himself doing so.

Slowly opening his eyes, he was happy to see that the area he was in was fairly dark. A small candle flickered in the corner, and he realized that he was in a hut of some sort, rather than a sterile room. Looking at the decor around him, he figured that he must be somewhere in the Fjorya. Likely amongst one of the local clans that lived under the protection of a powerful Spirit.

He noted that the old man who had spoken to him the last time he was awake wasn’t in the room. There was no one there, and he was apparently left to his own devices. Forcing himself to sit up, he took a better stock of his condition, but as he did, he saw what had happened to Shine.

The blade in his hand was shattered into dozens of pieces, and scattered around him were all his various items from when he had left the Archipelago. Focusing on Shine, however, he was happy to see that their physical condition hadn’t appeared to have greatly impacted their soul.

Reaching through their bond, he was relieved to find that it was much smoother and took far less time to do so. But he knew that it would take Shine a while longer before they regained consciousness as well. Perhaps if he could find a spiritual Life treasure, then he’d be able to help Shine’s recovery. But for now all he could do was patiently wait.

The only thing keeping him from freaking out was the fact that he could tell that Shine’s soul had partially recovered from when he last checked. If it hadn’t, he’d be a bit more frantic at the moment.

The ruffling of the hut’s flap drew his attention. Turning to look at it, he saw and elderly man with hair turned white from age, covered in wrinkles that were only visible on his face. The rest of his body was totally covered in thick, heavy robes that were dusted with snow. The most striking feature, however, were the bright green eyes that shone with a subtle, resting power.

“You’re awake, good.” The man said. “The elders and the Guardians wish to speak with you. While it’s a bit earlier than I’d like, I know you wouldn’t be awake if you weren’t in a good enough condition to move.”

The old man moved over and began checking Ezekiel’s body. The old man started moving him in different ways and caused him to wince as he moved in ways he wasn’t used to. After this went on for a few seconds, the old man clicked his tongue in annoyance.

“Your soul is still in no condition to be using magic. Which will make your trials more difficult. But you are recovering. Perhaps another day or so before you can use your magic. Though it will be painful.” The old man said. “Now, let’s get you up. We have places to be, and things to do.”

“Wait, wait... Who are you, and where am I?” Ezekiel asked as the old man pulled him to his feet. “What trials are you talking about?”

The old man just continued moving Ezekiel along as he explained.

“My name is Welt. I am the healer for the Feather Peak Tribe of the Fjorya mountains. The trials I speak of are to ascertain whether or not you deserve the badge you came here with.” Welt said as he put a heavy robe over Ezekiel’s body. “If you fail, you’ll be kicked off the mountain. If you succeed, then you’ll receive our continued help, regardless of cost.”

Ezekiel was confused. The badge that Talon had given him was that valuable? He had thought that it was simply a badge of friendship. Something that would prevent anyone from attacking him and his party. Not something that would give him unlimited aid from one of the largest tribes in the Fjorya mountains. Things had officially become much more complicated.

----------



Walking through one of the largest tribal territories in the entirety of the Fjorya mountains, Ezekiel was both surprised by the level of development that he could see, as well as annoyed that he was being stared at like an animal at a zoo.

When he had first looked into the cultures and people of the world, Ezekiel had done some passive research into the Fjorya. It had mentioned that there were numerous tribes that were protected by guardian beasts. Though the number never reached anything close to what Tarquessa had when compared to cities, towns and villages.

At the same time, the people of the Fjorya also tended to have nothing to do with either of the regions to the north or south. Thus, it was considered that the people of the Fjorya were isolated and barbaric. An assumption that was generally accepted due to the little amount of information that was actually available to outsiders.

Usually, traders and businesses that had work to do in the mountains rarely went above a certain elevation. Similarly, they were chased out of many different areas by the tribes and Spirits in the area.

The only times that an outsider had a decent time with the Fjorya tubes was when they stuck to defined trade routes. Either to and from the smaller mines near the foot of the mountains, or when passing through to go to and from the Empire and Tarquessa. Even then, if the tribes in the area weren’t agreeable at the time, there was a chance of raids. The only exception was specific businesses that had managed to acquire agreements with a tribe’s Guardian Spirit.

“Come along. We’ve still got a little way to go before we get to the elder’s hall.” Welt said as he pulled Ezekiel along.

Snapping out of his daze, Ezekiel shuffled along a little bit faster. He did his best to ignore the stares that he was getting, but it seemed like this was the first time any outsider had been seen by these people in their lifetime. Something that he didn’t doubt, given what little he knew of the Fjorya’s tribes.

The state of this tribe was truly amazing, however, with the architecture and infrastructure not falling short of what he had seen of Tarquessa’s towns and villages. It fell just short of the larger cities but was still quite developed. With buildings having multiple stories. Buildings and bridges made out of ice and stone. As well as being built into the mountain itself, leading to underground areas and farms. If what Ezekiel could see of the tribe’s enchanted formations was anything to go by.

“You seem to be both nervous and incredibly interested. Ask your questions. There’s no point in keeping them bottled up inside you.” Welt said to him as they reached the steps leading up the mountain. “Besides, you’ll be answering a number of questions once we get to the council. This will make things somewhat fair.”

Ezekiel was shocked as he heard this. He had mostly been silent as he had been dragged through the mountain top city. This was mostly to ensure that he didn’t do anything disrespectful. As well as to allow him to focus on Shine, whose handle he was still holding onto. So, to hear that he was allowed to ask his questions was quite surprising.

“Alright then. What are these trials supposed to mean for me?” Ezekiel asked. “Also, what are the chances that I’ll be able to get help for my Spirit?”

Prior to their leaving Welt’s medical hut, Ezekiel had explained the presence of Shine, his Void Spirit. Something that had greatly surprised the old healer. Usually, he wouldn’t have done such a thing with a complete stranger, but he knew that Shine’s soul needed help to heal in an efficient manner.

So, he needed to do something that would get his Spirit some help. Telling the healer that had helped him was the best chance he had. It was risky, but he had to do it.

Luckily, Welt hadn’t held any bad intentions when Ezekiel informed him of Shine’s existence. Only taking a look at the soul bound to the sword handle that Shine inhabited. The old man wasn’t able to do too much at the moment but did determine that Shine’s recovery would happen faster if the blade was repaired.

Apparently, the shock of the blade breaking was enough to shock their soul. Not enough to outright damage it, but enough to make their vessel very tight. A larger vessel would give Shine’s soul more room to grow into. Rather than just making do with the space that they had. Welt explained it as being something like having bandages that were tied too tight.

“The trials will depend on what the Guardians have decided for you. Most of them are about survival, as well as the character of the person that is being tested.” Welt explained. “A Relic of the Ancient Glacier will be used. Allowing us to do an in-depth examination of who you are. If you are found wanting, you will be launched from the mountain. If you survive, that is your fate. If you do not, that is also your fate. But either way, you will never be permitted within the region of this mountain peak again.”

Ezekiel supposed that this was fair enough. But he did hope that he managed to pass whatever trial he was given, as he was in no condition to survive such a fall. Though he did wonder how Hunters were tested this way, as their Spirits could, potentially, fly them away.

“In the event that you have a Spirit, especially one that can fly, your bond will be severed.” Welt went on. “Usually, this would be impossible, but the Relics of the Ancients are truly powerful.”

Ezekiel was nearly in open mouthed shock as he heard this. Never had he thought that the bond between a Mage and Spirit could be severed, outside of a Spirit Covenant. But that was something that was an internal agreement. It wasn’t something that was forced upon a Hunter. At least not as far as he was aware.

“What about Mages with elements that allow them to fly?” Ezekiel asked after he had composed himself. “Wouldn’t that guarantee their survival?”

Welt didn’t reply, he just pointed up to the side. Turning to look at where Welt was pointing, Ezekiel nearly choked as he realized that there was a massive stormfront rolling in. Worse yet, now that they were high enough in the air, Ezekiel could see that, far enough away, there seemed to be a swirling wall of wind surrounding the mountain at a distance.

“That is the border of the tribe’s mountain. Do you think that any old Mage would be able to survive that?” Welt asked. “Not even Legendaries dare to cross that storm front without taking numerous precautions. This is the advantage of having several Guardian Spirits to support us.”

Ezekiel simply nodded in agreement. “Clearly you are well protected. Is that just to protect you from other tribes, or are there dangers in the mountains that come from elsewhere?”

He was curious as to whether or not the tribes of the Fjorya had had to deal with the Cruor. They were, for the most part, outside the range of the Desolate Lands. So, it wasn’t likely, but he wanted to know all the same.

“You speak of the Cruor? We had some attempts, given we are the mountain tribe closest to the waters on the eastern coast. But nothing that actually made it past the shallowest of shores.” Welt explained. “Back to your question about helping your Spirit; there are currently no Legendary Life Spirits, so only I have the power to aid your Spirit. Although, depending on what the Guardians say after your test, it may be possible to use a treasure. Though the cost on your part will be significant. Even if you pass.”

The two fell silent as they continued up the stairs. Ezekiel had several more questions, but none of them were directly relevant to the situation at hand. He knew his answers would only come once they had reached the top. So, there was nothing to do besides get there as soon as possible.

----------



Now at the top of the mountain, standing with the central chambers of the Feather Peak’s elder council, Ezekiel could see that there were more than a few faces that didn’t look happy to see him. As he looked over the assorted men and women in front of him, He couldn’t help but notice the lack of Hunters amongst the Hunters. Taking it in, it seemed like the elders were set up much like the Grand Scholars of the Church of Ten, where only retired Legendary Hunters sat among them.

Off to the side, Welt sat with the Adept level elders. The ones that had gotten their positions from age and experience. Only three true elders sat above the rest. Welt should’ve sat with them but explained that he had long since stepped down due to his own ailing health.

There were also a number of Hunters that lined the walls, but clearly weren’t elders. They were likely there for security, or perhaps as witnesses for other reasons.

“Ezekiel Luminance. That is your name, correct?” The man that sat at the head of the elders said. His voice boomed through the room. Barely visible streaks of blue were spread throughout his hair. Showing Ezekiel his element, as well as his age.

“Yes.” Ezekiel replied. Not bothering to elaborate or make inquiries. He was currently unarmed, besides the Shine’s sword handle. The robes he had been given were also removed, and he was dressed in a pair of loose shorts and bandages.

“Our most revered healer has spoken, briefly as it was, of your character. However, given that you have only been awake for a few hours, we will need to learn more about you for ourselves.” The lead elder said. “Tell us, first and foremost, how you came to possess the badge of friendship.”

Looking around at the impassive faces of the elders around him, Ezekiel forced himself to calm down. Taking a deep breath, he let out a tired sigh before he began to explain. Keeping it brief at first. Explaining how he had contracted Talon to directly escort his party to Zime. Only to find that it was under attack. But when that was not enough, Ezekiel started to explain the events leading up to that point.

Eventually, Ezekiel had given them the full story of everything that had occurred during his time in Tarquessa. Barring the soul purging that he had performed on Riley. Not feeling that that needed to be explained in depth. As he finished, the elders all shared a look. There were several cavern Mages among them, though none were Legendary. None of them had indicated that they had detected any lies, however, so Ezekiel’s words were believed, for now.

Even if there was a pause brought by frantic whispers when he explained his existence as a Void Mage, and the presence of his Void Spirit. There had been a moment where it seemed like they were going to confiscate Shine’s handle from his person. But, apparently, the intensity of his glare towards the elder who had said that was strong enough to make them back off.

To the side, Welt gave a small smile as he saw Ezekiel’s dedication to his Spirit. Something that the Legendary elders all seemed to share. Though they were more restrained and didn’t show more than a twitch of the lips as they noticed Ezekiel’s suppressed outrage.

“His Spirit is greatly injured. To the point that it cannot help him should we decide to strike him down.” One of the other Legendary elders said. “He, himself, is also greatly injured. To the point where he cannot use his magic. Separating him from his Spirit at this point would serve no purpose other than to make him suffer. Which is not necessary for his trials.”

The council of elders quickly fell silent at that. Though Ezekiel thought that it was likely more due to the fact that his apparent trials had been mentioned. It seemed that the members of the Feather Peak tribe held their Guardian’s trials above all else.

Regardless, when he was finally finished with his story, the room fell silent, with Welt being brought forward to escort Ezekiel from the room. Apparently, the council needed to deliberate what they had been told.

Ezekiel would go through the trials no matter what. But it seemed that the council needed to deliberate what to do moving forward. As it seemed that this was all new information for them.

----------



The wait wasn’t that long. Ezekiel managed to get some meditation in, and even managed to touch on his mana. He couldn’t do anything about using it, but he could at least touch it. Which was more than he had expected at this point. But it seemed like his soul was growing stronger and stronger.

“Ezekiel Luminance, are you prepared for your first trial?” The lead elder asked when Ezekiel had reentered the room. “If so, step forward, and enter into the water before you.”

As he said this, lines along the ground lit up as mana flowed through the enchantments in the room. A pool of water was revealed as the stone floor was pulled away. The shallow pool made of intricately carved ice that was a mix of blues and white emanated a powerful aura. It was stronger than any Legendary figure that Ezekiel had ever met before. This was clearly an item that belonged in the Mythic levels of power. Something that Ezekiel had never faced before.

Not even Meryn’s false ascension was as strong as what he sensed right now.

“Your first trial is as such. Enter into the water and show us the purity of your soul.” The elder said. “The darker the waters turn, the blacker your heart is revealed to be. The clearer the water, the purer, kinder, and more in line with the ideals and teachings of the Ancients you are.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel curious as to how this could be an artifact of the Ancient Glacier. The powers of the soul fell under the Life and Death elements, with the Light and Shadow elements having an effect through eldritch means. As far as he knew, water shouldn’t be able to affect the soul like this Relic apparently could.

Then it hit him. Perhaps this was like how he conveyed the concept of ‘nothingness’ with his Void. Water could, potentially, have different concepts, themes that were connected with the idea, or existence, of water that could also be utilized in ways that weren’t thought of by humanity.

Water could be tied to the idea of ‘purity’ and if that was the case, maybe that aspect of water was what the Ancient Glacier had tied to this Relic.

“Step forward. Now.” The elders said in unison.

Taking another deep breath, Ezekiel stepped forward. As his foot entered the water, he felt a biting chill throughout his body. But he couldn’t pull back from the pool. He was drawn deeper and deeper into the water, until even Shine’s handle, still in his hand, was also submerged.

Standing waist deep in the water, he suddenly felt a dizziness that threw him forward, falling into the water fully. His eyes closed as the chill consumed him. But suddenly, it changed to a warmth that spread through his body and soul. It then turned into a soothing coolness that didn’t bite like the chill from before. This change happened again and again, going from warm to cool and back, over and over again.

As this happened, Ezekiel could feel the aching in his soul seemed to lessen. Just a bit.

Eventually, the changes in temperature stopped. For a moment, Ezekiel didn’t feel anything. It was like the water had disappeared. Opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw the ice at the bottom of the pool with a starling clarity. In fact, the water was so clear that it was as if there was nothing there at all.

“Ezekiel...?” Shine’s voice drifted quietly through Ezekiel’s mind. Their soul having stabilized, just a little bit more than before.

The choking sensation he had as he gasped in shock snapped him out of his daze.

Throwing himself upward, Ezekiel frantically made his way to the side of the pool where he threw himself over the side, coughing out a lungful of water. A wrinkled hand reached down to pull him from the pool. A glowing green hand helped him expel the water in his chest.

As he calmed down, he turned to see Welt staring at him with eyes wide open.

“Did I pass?” Ezekiel asked with a wheeze.

“... Considering the water turned so clear we thought that it had disappeared, I would say yes. You did.” Welt said with a touch of awe in his voice.

Turning to look at the other members of the elder council, he saw similar looks of shock and awe on their faces. Obviously, they had never seen such a thing in their lives before. Even the Hunters that were there for security looked shocked.

Ezekiel didn’t fully understand the significance of his test. All he hoped for was that his next test would be just as simple as this one.
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                After the results of Ezekiel’s initial trial, he was ushered to a resting room while the elders reported to the Guardian Spirits. He had also been given a fresh set of clothes. Ones that were appropriate for his station as a guest. As well as being properly made for the local climate and temperature. Though there were no enchantments that he could discern. He made a note to try and make some new ones, if he had the time and resources after his trial.

During this time, Ezekiel was given an explanation regarding the significance of his test. Apparently, never before had there been a result that resulted in no change in the water at all. Even the purest soul before his own was nowhere near as clear as his. It was a gentle blue color, indicating a similar set of beliefs that fell in line with the Ancient Glacier’s.

But even that person showed that they were still something of an individual. One with aspects to himself that would not be approved of by the Ancients. Ezekiel’s results showed that his soul was given the total approval of the Ancients. Though, they didn’t know how that could be, since that would require meeting an Ancient in order to get the approval.

Ezekiel wondered if it was because of his Void Element, but it was explained to him that there had been Void Mages in the past that had been tested. Rare as they were in these regions. So, the fact that Ezekiel, and Shine, were Void users didn’t mean anything in regard to the results that had been achieved.

For a moment, Ezekiel also thought that it might be because he was a reincarnate. Someone whose soul was from another world. But that couldn’t be the case either. If the test was determined by how closely a person’s soul aligned with the ideals and will of the Ancient Glacier, that meant that the pool didn’t test him based on his connections to the Ancient Void.

It was well known in the history of the world that the Ancients were all their own existences. Some of the landmarks were left behind by clashes between the Ancients in ages past, after all.

For the moment, Ezekiel decided to just drop the subject. There wasn’t any point in worrying about it right now. He still had one more trial to overcome. This one was one that would be a lot more intense than the previous one. His condition might’ve improved a little bit, but it was still nowhere near his best.

“Elder Welt, Hunter Luminance, Elder Rosen has summoned you.” The Tempest Huntress that had stood alongside the lead elder said as she entered the room. Ezekiel was somewhat put off by her inquisitive gaze. But apparently it was something that Welt had told him to get used to. His test was unprecedented.

As Ezekiel and Welt followed her out of the room, Ezekiel made sure that Shine’s hilt was securely stored in the supply pouch he had been given. He had a feeling that he was going to need both his hands for whatever came next.

----------



Entering into the council chambers once again, Ezekiel noticed that there was a somewhat solemn air amongst the elders. It seemed that something had happened when they had informed their Guardian Spirits. Whether it was something good or bad for Ezekiel, he couldn’t be certain. There was just too little he knew about the tribes of the Fjorya.

“So, what is the verdict of the Guardians? How will my patient be tested?” Welt asked after the doors to the room had been closed. The lead elder, Rosen, closed his eyes as his face became pinched in frustration. Ezekiel felt like that wasn’t a good sign.

“The Guardians have summoned him and his Spirit to their resting place. That is to be their trial.” Rosen said with a strong, yet weary tone. Welt’s face immediately took on the same pinched expression as Rosen.

“That is basically a death sentence.” Welt said in a forcefully neutral tone of voice. “Given his condition, he won’t be able to make it.”

“The Guardians have spoken. They have stated that a Void Mage of his caliber, alongside his Spirit, if the stories he has told are true, should be able to make the climb.” Rosen said. “They took into account the condition of their souls when they made this request.”

“His current condition is such that he can’t even use his mana properly. Let alone make a climb that only peak Adepts and above have ever made. Those that have elements that support them as well.” Welt said. His voice grew tired. “If he tries to make that climb. He won’t be able to survive.”

“The Guardians said that they awaited the surprise that this young man would bring. He does not need to set out right at this moment. But they expect him to climb come tomorrow morning.” Rosen further explained.

“Given that it is midafternoon right now, that gives him just over half a day to prepare and get some rest before he goes. He is not to be given any of our more valuable treasures for recovery, but you are permitted to help him in whatever other way you wish before tomorrow. That’s the best I can do for you.” Rosen sighed after saying this.

“Understood. I will get to work then. These old bones won’t be getting rest anytime soon it seems.” Welt said. “Come along young man. We need to get you as fixed up as possible.”

Knowing that Welt was a good man, who almost certainly wanted to see him succeed after the results of his first trial, Ezekiel moved to follow. Hoping that he would be able to recover, just a little bit more. If whatever he was going to have to climb was as dangerous as the old healer and the elder were implying it was.

----------



Unfortunately, other than some meditation and direct healing from Welt, there was little they could do in such a short time period. Ezekiel had, somehow, recovered quite a bit from his dip in the Glacial Pool left by the Ancient Glacier. But while he could somewhat channel his mana through his body by the end of the night, he still couldn’t perform any spells. Not without reinjuring himself.

Welt had strongly warned him that doing so would potentially cause him to lose consciousness from shock. If that happened during his trial, then he would die, no matter what.

Wary, but knowing that he had no choice, Ezekiel took the old healer’s words to heart. Readying himself to make do with what little he still had available to him. But as he was brought to the area of his trial, he understood why Welt and the other elders had so little faith that he would survive.

“Your trial is this; climb to the top of this peak, and speak to the Guardians of our tribe, directly.” Rosen said as he stood with the other Legendary elders of the Feather Peak tribe. Welt stood behind Ezekiel, giving him some last-minute healing. But everyone there knew that it was essentially pointless.

Looking up at the shear wall in front of him, Ezekiel couldn’t help but turn to the elders in confusion. The wall was pure ice. There were no handholds, no ledges, no outcroppings, or even jagged cracks with which he could force his hands into to grab hold.

He could also hear the wind howling from above, and the clouds were moving erratically. This showed that the weather grew more and more horrible as he got further up. There were even flashes of Lightning that seemed to be contained around this peak in particular.

Worse yet, he couldn’t even see how tall the wall actually was. He knew it had to be at least a hundred feet tall, but that was it. For all he knew, it could go on for as far as a kilometer. Something that wouldn’t be too difficult if he had his spells available, but since he didn’t that meant that it was going to be nearly impossible.

“Please note that you only have a day to complete this task. Failure to do so will mean that you will be brought to the boundary peaks and expelled from our mountain.” Rosen said, pulling Ezekiel from his thoughts regarding the trial. “During this time, you are not permitted to leave this area. Attempts to do so will result in failure. Similarly, no one outside of the guards will be permitted to return here once we leave. Doing so will also result in your failure.”

With those words spoken, Rosen turned to leave, bringing his two assistant Hunters along with him. Welt, knowing that he would also need to leave, turned away as well. Outside of some Adept Hunters that remained to watch over him, there was no one there to watch him make his attempts to climb.

Walking up to the ice wall, Ezekiel could feel a chill even through his incredibly warm and heavy clothing. Something that he realized was going to hinder him even further as he attempted to climb. Placing a hand on the ice, he realized that it was so cold that he was nearly sticking to it. If not for the damage he would certainly take, Ezekiel almost contemplated using that to help him climb.

Stepping away from the wall, he looked around him to see if there was anything that he could use to help himself. But there was nothing, just the impassive faces of the Hunters that were ordered to oversee his trial.

Stepping back even further, Ezekiel took a seat on the icy ground. Thinking about how he was going to do this. It was likely that he’d be climbing all day if this was something he managed to do. He wasn’t certain he had enough mana for this. Not alone, at least.

Pausing as that last thought crossed his mind. He realized that Rosen had specified that this was a trial for both himself and his Spirit. Similarly, he was to receive no help from the Hunters, not anyone else that had left the area. But Shine was still with him. They had never actually left him at any point.

Pulling Shine’s sheath from the small bag he was given, he saw that the pieces of Shine’s blade were also inside the pouch. The ones that were large enough to be picked up when he was found, at least. Looking over the sole contents of his bag, he realized that he could do this. But he wasn’t certain that he should. He had no idea what kind of condition Shine would be in if he started channeling his mana through their vessel. Especially as broken as it was.

Looking up at the frozen wall in front of him, and the clouds covering the peak above, Ezekiel realized that he had no choice. Not if he wanted the both of them to survive.

But as he looked into the distance, where the sun was still just barely peeking over the horizon, even at their elevated position, he knew that he had at least enough time to make as many preparations as possible. He wouldn’t be jumping into this without making sure he did everything he could to get out of this alive.

----------



Elsewhere, in a separate part of the Feather Peak from Ezekiel’s trial area, Rosen sat with Welt. Both were alone in the former’s home, sipping some warm tea as they thought about their guest’s trial. It was the first time in over a year that an outsider had faced the second trial. Most tended to fail the first one. Being greedy exploiters that simply wanted to take the mountain’s resources for themselves.

“So, do you think that he will survive?” Rosen asked after taking a large swig of his tea. He poured himself some more right afterwards. Doing the same for Welt as well.

“Logically, he will not. He is a first Step Adept with an injured soul. While he is doing better thanks to the Glacial Pool’s water, he simply doesn’t have enough mana to make the climb. Perhaps, if he was Step two, he would have had enough. But even then, there is no guarantee.” Welt said with a heavy sigh. “But the Guardians have always been fair in their trials. I do not know what they do, but it is certain that they know something that will help the boy succeed. Even if he himself does not know it. Not yet at least.”

“Do you think the trial is also a lesson, then? One that will help him move forward in life. To become stronger, and face the trials outside our mountain?” Rosen asked. It wasn’t quite unheard of. Such trials were usually held for those that received approval from the will of the Ancient Glacier when undergoing the pool’s trial.

One such trial had been undergone by a rough and jaded Tempest Hunter. Not long after he had thought he’d lost everything due to his family’s conflicts. It was a shame that said man’s badge of friendship had been broken, but the Guardians were apparently working to repair it.

One of their Hunters would be sent to return it to him in a couple of weeks. Accompanied by a team of their peers. It wouldn’t do to send them into a warzone without backup, after all. Even if their leader would be in the Legendary level.

“Why do you think Talon was willing to give him his badge? We ensured that he knew how valuable such a thing was. It is rare that they are given out, after all.” Rosen asked.

Welt just shrugged his shoulders. Not certain what their last guest could’ve been thinking.

“Perhaps it was the Void Spirit. Perhaps it was the Cult that is chasing the young man. Perhaps it was because Ezekiel was accompanying a member of Talon’s family. One that had been expelled like he was. There are many reasons as to why he might’ve given his badge over. But regardless of the reason, something Ezekiel did must’ve impressed him.” Welt said. “To be honest, I’m impressed by him, and I’ve only spoken to him for a day or so. The fact that his soul is that strong, at his age, is nothing short of incredible. It’d say that it’s at least as strong as mine. If not more so.”

Rosen nearly choked on his tea as he heard Welt’s words. Welt was the oldest, wisest, and most experienced person in the whole of the tribe. Not even Rosen thought that his soul had reached the level of strength that Welt’s had.

The fact that such a young man was considered to have a soul that strong was nothing short of a miracle. Most would’ve become twisted and corrupted after the amount of stress and near-death experiences needed to accelerate a soul’s growth like that.

Of course, none of them knew about the time that Ezekiel’s soul had spent journeying from Earth to here. So, it made sense that they believed his life must’ve been filled with stress and strife.

“What about his Spirit? While I didn’t explicitly say that he was to work with his spirit to climb, I implied it when I said the trial was for both of them.” Rosen said. “I know you would’ve noticed my wording.”

“Indeed. I ensured that his bag was filled with the pieces of his Spirit’s vessel. Given that Invera took the time to bring his broken supplies with him, when she brought him to our mountain, I figured that they would come in handy.” Welt explained. “But to use his Spirit in the condition that they’re both in. It will be dangerous. I don’t know how it would be helpful to them. For now, all we can do is trust in our Guardians.”

“Agreed. We shall have to trust our Guardians.” Rosen replied. Though his voice was much more solemn than Welt’s.

Just as the two were about to fall into a comfortable silence, a knock on the door interrupted them. Welcoming in whoever was there, they were surprised to see one of the Hunters that had been told to report to them should something happen during Ezekiel’s trial.

“What is it? Did the boy fail already?” Rosen asked, somewhat disappointed, as it had only been a couple of hours since Ezekiel’s trial had started.

“No, elder, I came to update you regarding his attempt. He began climbing not too long ago and has since surpassed the cloud line. This was just a few minutes ago, and I came here as fast as I could to report.” The Hunter said. Much to Welt and Rosen’s shock.

Leaning back into their chairs, Rosen let out a tired sigh, while Welt let out a brief laugh. He had been hoping that Ezekiel would give them a surprise. But he hadn’t thought it would be something as shocking as this. There was nothing that he knew that would allow such a thing to occur, but Welt took joy in the fact that there were still wonders in this world that he had yet to see.

----------



Roughly an hour ago, Ezekiel was still sitting down in the area where his trial was taking place. He had been slowly touching on his mana. Testing how it currently flowed through the spiritual channels that branched through his soul. It was incredibly tough at first, but as he focused on the areas of his soul that were more recovered than others, it became slightly easier.

Although it would still be impossible for him to actually cast spells at the moment, it was much more likely that he would now be able to climb by reinforcing his body. With that done, he now moved onto what he knew would be the hardest part. Fully integrating his connection to Shine with his mana.

Currently, his bond with Shine wasn’t exactly damaged, but the injuries to his and Shine’s souls were preventing them from accessing it as easily. Like a tunnel with roadblocks in front of it. The tunnel was just fine, but getting through it was difficult. Thus, he began the arduous process of clearing up the blocks as best he could, and finding ways around them if he couldn’t.

This helped him connect with Shine on a much higher level. To the point where their connection was nearly at the same strength that it was when they weren’t injured. Ezekiel was almost afraid of what their bond would be like when their souls were fully repaired. But for now, he considered it a boon.

Then, as he reached across the bond between himself and Shine, he examined the damage that had been done to them more closely. The amount was far less than Ezekiel’s but given that Shine’s soul was still much smaller than his own, it was still significant.

But as he looked into Shine’s soul, he realized something. Shine wasn’t able to, as it would strain their soul to use their magic, but perhaps Ezekiel could do something instead. So, as gently as he could, he focused on the reinforcement abilities of his Void mana. He didn’t just force it into Shine’s soul, however, and instead, he allowed it to slowly drift across their bond. Allowing them to absorb it as they could.

At first, nothing seemed to happen. But then, similarly to how Shine and Ezekiel could exchange mana to break through to a higher Step, when carefully meditating, Shine’s soul began to take in Ezekiel’s mana. As it did, the cracks and tears in their soul began to mend, ever so slightly.

This went on for a little while, until eventually the mana Ezekiel was releasing just stayed in their bond, not being absorbed any longer. Letting out the breath that he didn’t know he was holding; Ezekiel began gasping for air. The sweat that had accumulated on his body began to freeze, and the soreness that had faded came back much stronger than before.

At first, he was confused, as he looked down at Shine’s hilt. He didn’t think there was a reason that Shine could only absorb that much mana from him. But then he realized that it might’ve been Shine’s vessel that prevented them from absorbing more. So, taking out the pieces of the blade, he held the broken pieces together like patching puzzle pieces, and made another attempt.

It worked, and Ezekiel witnessed Shine’s soul slowly recover, at an even faster rate than his own. Reflecting this recovery, the pieces of the blade that Ezekiel held together started to join up. Finally, after half a dozen pieces were rejoined, Ezekiel heard something that nearly made him cry.

“Ezekiel... is that you?” Shine voice whispered through their bond. Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a laugh at their question. Who else would be reaching through their bond.

“Yeah. It’s me. I’m sorry I got us into trouble again.” Ezekiel said. “Don’t talk just yet. Let me help you recover, just a little bit more.”

Shine did as they were told, and Ezekiel continued his work, eventually spending all his mana. But he felt proud, and powerful as he examined his work. Other than a few cracks and chips here and there, Shine’s vessel was completely restored. Their strength had mostly returned as well.

“What happened? Where are we, and what’s going on?” Shine finally asked once he sensed that Ezekiel’s mana had run out.

Ezekiel took the time to explain what had happened to them. Knowing that they deserved to have as much input on their current situation as Ezekiel did.

“I see... I don’t want us to do that again, okay? Instead, let's work on creating a storage device for purely Void mana. That way, we can figure something out that won’t rip us apart, okay?” Shine said after everything was said and done. “Also, I know we’ve both said this before, but no quarter for Cultists. Not anymore. If they’re your friends, then maybe we make an attempt to help. But otherwise, we kill them.”

For a moment, Ezekiel was shocked. Shine had always been against the Cult of Light, just as much as Ezekiel was, but this was fairly ruthless for them. But thinking back, Ezekiel knew that this was likely to happen sooner or later. The fact that it had taken this long, after everything they’d been through, was actually more surprising.

“You’re growing up.” Ezekiel said, somewhat sad that the innocent soul that he had seen be born was fading away. “Don’t go too far, okay? While the Cult can’t be forgiven, those that are forced to follow them might be. Alright?”

“...Alright...” Shine said, somewhat embarrassed as they realized what they had just said. “But I had almost forgotten how bad they were. The events from the Archipelago were a while ago. But to see the destruction that they’re willing to bring, not just the aftermath, but the process itself... Are they even human anymore?”

A part of Ezekiel didn’t want to continue this conversation. They had other things to be worrying about right now. But he knew that he needed to say something, or Shine would just start turning things over and over again in their head. Stressing out about it for longer and longer.

“Unfortunately, yes, they are.” He said. “Humans come in all shapes and sizes. That includes their minds, and their souls. The Cult will always believe that they are right, and if they win, then they will be. Not because they are actually right, but because there won’t be anyone to tell them they’re wrong. That’s what individuality gives us. The power to be right and wrong, and to learn from the mistakes we make. To grow into different people that are happy with who they are, and who they want to be.”

Ezekiel wasn’t sure that this was what Shine needed to hear. It was something that he felt was right, but not something that he thought made the most sense. He just knew that, like most conflicts, the driving force behind the Cult was a difference in opinions and beliefs when compared to other people.

Yes, people suffered at the Cult’s hands, but just as the Cult killed their people, they also killed the Cult’s people. It was simply the nature of conflict. Especially one where mere words were not enough to sway one party or the other. In this case, the Cult wouldn’t stop hunting Ezekiel until he was dead. If their goals were achieved, whatever they may ultimately be, then this was all but guaranteed.

“C’mon, we can focus on the Cult when we’re off this mountain, and after we get our names cleared in Harkem.” Ezekiel declared, pulling Shine from their contemplations. “For now, take a look at my memories, and see if you can help me out like I helped you. If you’re feeling up for it.”

Ezekiel felt Shine’s emotions go from confused contemplations to a strong determination. Sharing his memories with Shine, he felt his own soul slowly begin reinforcing itself. Smaller injuries slowly recovered, and he could feel the larger ones growing smaller as well.

He also noticed that his mana was coming back to him. The pool he had before now grew, ever so slightly. He wasn’t certain that he’d reach the next Step right this moment, but it would likely happen sooner than he expected.

Opening his eyes as he felt Shine’s mana run out, he felt much stronger than before. Not to the point where he could cast his spells freely, but to the point that he could reinforce himself without issues. Reaching out with his senses, he also noticed something else as he tried to see how tall the mountain was.

The Cavern mana and Tempest mana were incredibly abundant on this peak. Seeing the motes of mana floating around him, he got an idea that might be able to help them get to the top. Sending his plan to Shine, and receiving an agreement, they got to work. Climbing the sheer mountain face with confidence.

----------



At first, the climb wasn’t too horrible. It was cold, as Ezekiel carefully made small angular Void pane hooks that barely extended from his feet and left hand. They allowed him to stab into the otherwise totally smooth surface he held on to. Shine, being held in his right hand, was also stabbed into the wall. Though they were too focused on their own task to be concerned with that right now.

As they had begun to climb, Ezekiel and Shine had fully opened their bond. Doing this, it was as if their mana was directly mingling. This was something that Ezekiel had realized was happening as they had helped each other recover.

Seeing this, Ezekiel realized that they could both essentially use each other’s mana more freely when in such a state. So, upon seeing the abundant Cavern and Tempest mana, he got the idea to have Shine meditate, and refill their mana reserves, while Ezekiel spent his time climbing to the top.

Taking things slow, at first, Ezekiel was delighted to see that it had worked. Now, he could directly draw mana to reinforce himself, and his carefully constructed and maintained Void Panes. Something that would quickly see him spent if he had tried to do so on his own.

But with Shine absorbing and forming Void mana, with the abundant resources they had at their disposal, things were more or less smooth sailing.

At least until they crossed the cloud covering.

The moment that Ezekiel crossed the clouds that were a hundred feet above his starting point, he was nearly thrown from the wall from the sheer strength of the winds that were buffeting him. The ice on the wall had also grown stronger, and he had to expend more mana to maintain what footholds he could make. Lightning also flashed nearby. No longer simply surrounding the mountain, but directly striking the wall not too far from him.

The clouds were so dark that he couldn’t even see more than a couple of feet in front of him. It was as if the world had disappeared, and the only things that existed were darkness, wind, lightning, and the cold. But even as Ezekiel started to lose his senses, he continued to climb.

He did everything he could to focus solely on climbing. Knowing that, if he lost his concentration, it was likely that Shine would lose theirs. If that happened, he would quickly spend the remains of his mana, causing them to fall once he ran out.

Pushing forward, more and more, Ezekiel felt the ice break beneath his boots, and crack as Shine’s blade pierced the wall. He lost track of time, his mind becoming sharper and sharper as his focus became more and more refined. The soreness he felt in his body and soul started to fade away. Instead, there was a numbness as the connection between himself and Shine seemed to disappear.

As open as their bond was forced to be, it was as if the separation between them was fading away. For a moment, he thought that he could see the motes of mana around him. Swirling like a wind tunnel as the Tempest and Cavern were drawn into his soul. His mana pool was growing by leaps and bounds. In another moment, they felt themself holding their own vessel in hand. Stabbing it into the mountain face that they were climbing.

This went on for a little while longer. The minds and souls of the Mage and Spirit, growing closer than they ever had before. The mana around them flowing in faster and faster. A sense of nothingness overcame them. Then two sounds, like shattering glasses, broke them out of their trance.

CRACK!!!

Ezekiel fell forward onto a horizontal surface, stabbing Shine into hardened, reinforced, stone as he tried to hold himself up. Grasping his head in pain with one hand as his senses returned to him. He felt disorientated, but otherwise fine. Dizzy, but not sick to his stomach.

The aches and pains from before had faded. He felt his mana flowing more freely. More powerfully. He realized that his soul had seemingly recovered in full, and as he tentatively reached across his bond with Shine, he saw that their soul had recovered as well.

Before he could ask Shine if they were alright, and to try and figure out what the hell had happened, he caught sight of the view before him.

He was standing on a circular surface, roughly ten meters across, with five pillars spread equally apart along the edges. All around him were fluffy white clouds, lying just past the edges of the platform he was on. In the distance, he could see the sun just touching the horizon. But he couldn’t tell if it was setting or rising. There were no features he could see besides the clouds that could give him a sense of direction.

Looking up, he saw that there were five majestic looking birds, in five different colors. Blue, gray, black, gold, and violet. The Guardians of the Feather Peak were looking down on him directly. Four peak Legendary Spirits turned their gazes directly towards him, and he could feel the weight of their power.

He had reached the top and completed his climb. Though he didn’t know if he did it within the provided time limit. Now, he had to await their verdict.
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                Ezekiel remained on his knees, hunched over Shine as they were stabbed into the ground. His breathing was heavy from exhaustion. He also felt a sense of awe as he looked at the gathered Guardian Spirits. All of them were peak Legendary, on the verge of breaking through. But he still felt like the Lightning Spirit would outclass them all.

“Greetings, young man. It is good to see that our expectations were not misplaced.” The Legendary Lightning Spirit said. “I am Invera, one of the Guardians of the Feather Peak Tribe. These are my companions, Spina, Guardian of the Flame, Feynari, Guardian of the Obscure, Callrond, Guardian of Radiance, and Morty, Guardian of Glacier.”

The Legendary birds all nodded in greeting as they looked down at Ezekiel. Each of them had a noble bearing as they perched on the pillars above. For a moment, Ezekiel forgot to say anything. The only Spirit he had ever heard actually speak was the Forest of Morncrest. A Spirit that was on the border of the Mythic Tier. A being that outclassed all the Spirits here.

“... Hello...” Ezekiel said before taking Shine out from the ground and raising them into the air in front of him. “I’m Ezekiel, and this is Shine.”

The Legendary birds, upon seeing Shine presented to them, all directed their gaze towards the young Void Spirit with an intensity that was unexpected by both Void users. Ezekiel had to wonder what was so interesting about Shine that they would focus on them so intently.

“Hmmm... We were told that you existed, but it is different seeing you face-to-face.” Invera said. She turned her gaze to her peers as they spoke in the way that only Spirits seemed to be able to. It took a few minutes, but she eventually turned back to Ezekiel and Shine.

“Tell us, how did your Spirit come to be?” Invera asked.

Sighing in confusion, but knowing he would have to tell the story, Ezekiel began to speak. As he went on, he finally found out whether or not he had passed his trial, since the sun set not long after. The sky turned dark well before he finished his story.

----------



The only light that could be seen at the top of the mountain peak was the shining light that was emitted from Callrond’s luminescent feathers. The softly glowing light was actually quite comforting as Ezekiel told his story, all the way from the discovery of his meditation technique, up until to Shine’s formation, the island of Morncrest, and finally, the civil war of Tarquessa, and his goal on reaching his family in the Empire.

“You have been through quite a bit. Both of you.” Invera said. “However, I can see it in your soul. So long as your life is not snuffed out, you will reach heights that even I have yet to reach.”

The Legendary birds all closed their eyes and nodded in agreement. Ezekiel wasn’t certain whether or not it was because they were Spirits, and therefore innately aware of things that humans simply weren’t, or if they were simply seeing his general potential.

“Thank you. I will try to live up to these expectations.” Ezekiel said.

“I will too!” Shine chimed in, regardless of the fact that they probably couldn’t hear them.

Ezekiel hadn’t known that birds could smile, but the eye smile that Invera gave him, and Shine, was more heartfelt than some he’d seen on human faces.

“Now, as your trial has come to an end, and your story has been told. We shall provide our judgment.” Invera declared. As one, the Legendary birds raised their right wings to the side. “It is unanimous, your entry into our mountain is permitted, and so long as you do not betray our trust, you shall be known as a friend of Feather Peak.”

From the side, Morty pulled out a badge from beneath his wing. Tossing it to Ezekiel, he caught it without any issues. Ezekiel saw that was similar to the one that Talon had given him. One side had five feathers interwoven into a laurel like pattern, while the other side had a featureless human holding a sword. A symbol of the Feather Peaks and Ezekiel’s connection to them. It looked to be made of blue and white ice, with several colors to indicate the elements of the Guardians in the feathers.

He hadn’t looked too far into it when Talon had given him his badge, but he thought that the symbol on the back was different. Likely personalized for him alone. Something that was confirmed as he channeled his mana into the badge, and he felt himself become attuned to it.

Information flowed into his mind, and he could tell what enchantments were interwoven into it. There was an enchantment that would regulate the temperature of the bonded wearer, no matter the climate. As well as a defensive enchantment that would protect the wearer with a shield, so long as the attack upon it wasn’t too strong.

Finally, there was an enchantment that he hadn’t thought was possible. It was a signal enchantment that would alert the Feather Peaks that the wearer was in the vicinity of their mountain. Allowing the Guardians to check on them if they were in trouble.

As he examined the badge in curiosity, he was shocked to see that there were no Runes, or other means of engraving enchantments onto an object, that he could see. It was a means of creating enchanted objects that he had never seen before. But before he could ask how it was made, he was suddenly picked up gently in a pair of talons.

“Come. I believe that you are in a rush, are you not?” Invera said as the other Legendary birds looked on. “I shall bring you down to the path towards the Empire. It should only take you a couple of days before you are out of the Fjorya. Given that it has only been a couple of days, you can likely meet up with your companions before they pass through.”

Ezekiel was swiftly lifted into the air, and even though it was incredibly dark, Ezekiel found himself in awe once again as the clouds below them cleared, and the expansive mountains of the Fjorya stretched out below him.

“One day, you will have to come back to us. To repay our kindness, and to learn our ways.” Invera said, her voice carrying over the howling winds. “Your knowledge is extensive, but it does not flow with nature, as the Spirits tend to. Not entirely. We shall show you how to develop your knowledge and empower your magic beyond its current limits.”

He wasn’t certain what exactly Invera was talking about, but he knew it was important. Perhaps it was the secret behind the badge that the Guardians had given him. Regardless, he would never say no to learning more about magic. It was just unfortunate that there was no time for more. He had many questions to ask right now.

But it seemed like they were rapidly approaching the destination that Invera had in mind. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel that they had moved far faster than he had thought they were. A small light in the distance, denoting a small waypoint village, shone brightly in the darkness.

The large, smoothly carved, and well-maintained road leading into it was something that Ezekiel felt was a great sign. As it meant that this was a village with a trade route, and the chances were high that his companions would be passing through, if they hadn’t already.

Reaching the ground roughly a kilometer away from the waypoint village, Ezekiel landed with a crouch. Shine still held firmly in his hand.

“Be ready, young man, the Desolate forces have been pushing far harder than before. If possible, I would’ve liked to keep you here for a few months, at least.” Invera said. “Make sure that you survive. I hope to see you within the next few years.”

Startled from the dark premonition, Ezekiel couldn’t help turning back, hoping to ask for more information. But it seemed like Invera wasn’t willing to hang around for much longer. The large Lightning Spirit had since returned to the sky, and in a flash of lightning, disappeared back in the direction of a massive mountain peak. One that stood taller than all the others around it and was so far away that Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder just how they had made it so far, so fast.

On the ground was a shoulder bag and backpack, filled with rations and basic camping supplies. Apparently, the Guardians had been confident enough in his capability to make preparations beforehand.

He couldn’t help but lament how short his experience in the Fjorya actually was. But he knew that he couldn’t afford to remain for long. So, a part of him was happy that the Feather Peak Guardians were so accommodating regarding his situation.

“Ezekiel, we should go. It’s not safe to be out here when it’s dark like this.” Shine’s voice pulled Ezekiel out of his wandering thought process.

“Right, let’s go.” Ezekiel replied as he put on the backpack and shoulder bag. As he ran towards the short walls of the village, he couldn’t help but examine his body. Amazed at the bizarre experience he and Shine had gone through. Knowing that whatever they had gone through was ultimately the cause of their quick recovery.

Reaching the village, he showed the badge given to him from the Feather Peak tribe as a form of identification when asked. Seeing it, the guards at the gates quickly let him in, not asking too many questions, and directing him to the nearest inn.

One that he was overjoyed to see had a familiar wagon parked outside it.

Stepping inside the inn, Ezekiel looked around, not expecting to see his friends, given the time, but was pleasantly surprised to see that they were sitting at a booth. Sipping drinks and eating dinner. It seems like they must’ve just gotten there. That, or they had things they needed to do that were keeping them up. Regardless, it was great for him.

But the most surprising thing, that also made him incredibly happy, was the red-haired girl sitting next to Fiana, slowly sipping on a bowl of soup with a little lizard seated on her shoulder. Slowly, he approached the table, pulling down his hood and opening his heavy coat as he did. Coming to a stop next to his friends, they turned to look at him. Not expecting anyone to approach them.

Riley, upon seeing Ezekiel standing there, dropped her spoon in shock. Fiana gasped in surprise, and George jumped up with a shout as Marc and Cinder looked on in shock.

“Hey guys, I’m back.” Ezekiel said with a smile.

The group hug he found himself in was incredibly comforting. More so than he had expected. He could only hope that he’d receive the same greeting when they got into the Empire proper.

----------



Back at the Feather Peak Mountain, Welt and Rosen were standing before the Guardians of their tribe in a roofless chamber. Currently, Invera was still returning, but they expected that she would be back within the hour, if not sooner. Nonetheless, the elders needed to be updated, and while Welt wasn’t an official elder of the tribe anymore, as the one that had treated Ezekiel, and ensured that he was fully recovered, he was welcomed in this meeting.

“So, that’s it then? We just save him, test him, and then send him away? I thought that there was more that we were going to do with him. Young Talon spent nearly a month with us before he could leave.” Welt said in a curious tone. “What makes this child so special?”

“In a word, timing.” Spina mentally covered through her soul speech. “He only went over the details of his time in Tarquessa with you and the other elders. With us, he went over the state of the lands towards the north. They are in just as much turmoil, if not more so, as the Desolate ones from the east are pushing forward. If they succeed, then that will put us into conflict with them, as it will not be the small area of the shores that will be at risk.”

This made Welt and Rosen focus much more intently on the conversation. If there was a chance of the Desolate Lands invading their mountains, then that was a concern for all the tribes within the Fjorya. This wasn’t just a matter that they could deal with. Perhaps with the conflict to the south they could deal with things alone. But not if there were issues to the north as well.

“I will get a team of messengers gathered. Our allies will be informed within a week. Would it be possible to get your guarantee regarding this information?” Rosen asked as he turned to Spina. “It will help once we start reaching out to the other peak tribes.”

Feynari waved a wing, and a dozen small rings made of five differently colored feathers drifted towards Rosen. They floated in the air as he bowed in thanks before taking them into his Void Pouch.

“With your permission, I will be off.” Rosen stated as he mentally went over the names of the people that he would need to send out to deliver messages.

This was going to be difficult, as there was already a team gathering for the sake of returning Talon’s badge to him as well. But it seemed like one of the Guardians had plans regarding who to send.

“Send your children, Narrik and Reya. It is time that they began learning about the world beyond the Feather Peaks.” Morty conveyed. “I know you worry for their safety, ever since your wife died when they were children. But they are adults now, and they are amongst the more skilled Adepts of the tribe. It is time they took on some greater responsibilities.”

Rosen grit his teeth but knew that the Guardian had a point. His son and daughter were respectful regarding his concerns and had rarely tried to push for missions outside the tribe’s territory. But it seemed like it was time for them to venture beyond that. They had long since stopped being children, after all.

“Understood. I guess it is time for them to take a more prominent role in the tribe’s politics.” Rosen replied. With that said, he turned from the Guardians and left the room.

After he left, the Guardians and Welt turned to Morty.

“Well, it’s about time. You spent far too much time coddling that man. He should’ve been sending his children from the nest years ago.” Feynari said.

“They are his children, but the children of my bonded one. The loss we both felt when she died was devastating. It is not something that a Wild one like you would understand.” Morty said in a frustrated tone. “Rosen is also getting on in years. Even if most of his hair is grayed from stress, more than anything else. It did not feel right to tear his family away from him.”

Feynari was about to reply, but a bolt of Lightning appeared in the large roofless room.

“The boy has been returned to the path to the north. He will likely leave the mountains within a couple of days. From there, I do not know how far he will need to go to reach his destination. But the way should be mostly clear. The Desolate forces have not been seen near our borders just yet.” Invera said aloud after landing on one of the perches that line the chamber’s walls. “Where is Rosen?”

“He’s already headed out to prepare the messages for the various Peak tribes and our allies.” Callrond said. “It seems that Narrik and Reya will be setting out soon.”

“You’re quite talkative right now. Were you not opposed to speaking when the Voidling was here?” Invera asked.

“He is an outsider, and I was incredibly angry when he mentioned those blighted Cultists.” Callrond said. Invera decided to drop the subject, as she knew that it was a sore spot for him. “I do intend to check on him at some point, however. I refuse to let him die at the hands of such traitorous monsters.”

That brought surprised looks from the Guardians, as they hadn’t thought that Ezekiel’s story would have that much of an impression on their fellow Guardian.

“Pardon, Guardians, but what else is there you need for me to tell the elders?” Welt asked, causing the Legendary birds to turn back to him. Invera proceeded to tell him of all that Ezekiel had gone through. It was more in depth than what Rosen had been told, and the messages that they prepared would need to take it into account.

“Thank you, Guardians. I will convey this information to the elder council.” Welt said before he too left the chamber.

“Do you think we’ll actually see that Voidling again?” Feynari asked.

“Perhaps. He seemed like a curious young man. I think the things I hinted at were enough to keep his interest. When he has the time, I don’t doubt he will come back.” Invera said.

“If he survives the conflict with the Desolate ones.” Spina said.

Invera simply nodded her head. She knew there were no absolutes when it came to surviving conflict. But she also hoped that Ezekiel and Shine would be strong enough to survive. They may not be able to change the world on their own, but she thought that they might be able to shake things up. Given the amount of time that she had been alive, she hoped that she was right.

The two of them were too new and interesting for her to simply ignore, after all.

----------



Given the time of night, Ezekiel didn’t end up staying up with his companions for long. They were apparently staying up simply because they had arrived much later than intended. Having gotten to the village just an hour or so before he had.

Riley, who had regained consciousness the day before, had been drifting in and out of sleeping and waking states. It seemed that her soul had, for the most part, recovered enough to no longer need to be in a coma to recover. But she wasn’t anywhere near healed to be able to use her magic. Nor was Celia, though in her case it was far more severe.

In Riley’s case, she might lose her ability to use magic. For Celia, it was possible that her form would shatter, and she would simply fade away.

Given their current state, George, as their healer, was doing his best to ensure that Riley was getting at least some activity when she was awake. Regardless of the time. Same with food and water, rather than having Riley subsist of his Life magic. Something that Ezekiel was greatly appreciative of.

Riley was also greatly appreciative of this, and regularly promised George that she would repay everything he had done for her when she was healthy again. She had done the same for Fiana, Cinder, and Marc as well. But when she had seen Ezekiel again, she had almost become something of a limpet. Almost always insisting on being as close to Ezekiel as possible, now that he was here.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this? I know that Fiana and Cinder would be fine tripling up for a room with you.” Ezekiel said to Riley once again. They were currently sharing a room between the room with Fiana and Cinder, and the room with Marc and George.

Celia and Shine were also, obviously, in the room with them. Though the two Spirits were sharing a space in the corner of the room, where Shine was propped up in a sheath, and Celia was curled up around them. A soft glow emanated from Celia as a pattern of scales running along her back lit up in contentment. Shine seemed confused as to why she was doing this, but Ezekiel asked them to go with it.

“I’m sure.” Riley’s voice whispered from the other bed in the room. “Just knowing that my hero is near will help me sleep better.”

Ezekiel smiled at the slightly teasing tone that he could just make out. Riley was still incredibly weak, and there was a high chance that she had fallen to a lower Tier, but until she recovered, they wouldn’t know for certain. So, there was still concern regarding her well-being.

However, the fact that she was talking like this was good. That she was joining around was even better. Though Ezekiel did allow himself to wonder if it was just a facade to reassure him of her health. But he would allow it, for now.

“A hero would have saved you no matter what. I simply tried my best since you’re my friend. That doesn’t make me a hero.” Ezekiel ultimately replied after a moment’s thought. “But, please, tell me truthfully, how are you?”

Riley remained silent for a second, and Ezekiel could tell that she didn’t want to answer him. But after a moment, she finally did.

“My soul hurts. It hurts a lot, and I want it to stop.” She said, nearly in tears. “But I need to hold on. Until I recover. Even though I don’t think I deserve to.”

Ezekiel climbed out of bed, knowing that he had pushed a button that he shouldn’t have.

“I need to repay you. And George, and Fiana, and Cinder, and Marc... And all the people that I hurt when I was stuck inside the Cult.” Riley said as she started crying. “I also need to make them pay! For binding me in a contract. For using my parents, and me, for their evil games. I need to make them pay!”

Riley nearly screamed towards the end, and Ezekiel became concerned that she would start flaring her mana as her emotions ran wild. So, he started channeling his own mana. Releasing an aura of Nothingness that dispelled any mana that she subconsciously summoned up.

“Okay.” Ezekiel said. “I won’t tell you not to do that. I’ll tell you that you don’t need to. At least when it comes to repaying me. But if you think that fighting the Cult is something that you need to do, then okay.”

Kneeling at the side of Riley’s bed, he held out his hand for her to hold if she wanted. She immediately grabbed it. Hugging his arm to her chest as hard as she could. He felt confusion emanating across his bond from Shine, but mentally waved them away, and told them to continue resting.

“For now, however, you need to heal. There’s no point in fighting the Cult of Light if you’re just going to die as soon as you see them.” Ezekiel said. “You need to value your life, just like I do, or else what was the point in me saving you.”

Riley just continued to cry, but Ezekiel could hear her growing quieter and quieter, until finally, Riley fell asleep. Still holding his arm in a death grip. A part of him couldn’t help but sigh, as he knew that his concern for his old friend had forced her to face a demon that she wasn’t ready to fight just yet.

Shifting himself into a more comfortable position, Ezekiel did his best to sleep with his arm still being held. He was in for a rough night, but as he looked at Riley’s sleeping face, he knew that it was worth it. But he wasn’t looking forward to the teasing and taunting that he was going to get from his companions in the morning.

----------



The next morning, Ezekiel was woken up by a hand shaking his shoulder. Opening his eyes in and instant, He nearly jerked away, as he could feel his arm tightly bound by something that his sleeping mind did not comprehend.

“Wait, wait, wait!” A voice whispered quietly. He paused for a moment as he could hear the concern in the voice. “It’s me, George. Don’t move just yet.”

Ezekiel blinked the sleep out of his eyes as he processed what he was hearing. As he slowly woke up, he realized that George had come in to check up on Riley, who was sleeping silently with his arm held tightly to her chest.

George’s glowing green hand ran over Riley’s head before moving to run down her back. He quietly examined her as Ezekiel remained at the side of her bed, waiting for him to finish. The moment he did, he turned to Ezekiel with a great big smile on his face.

“Fun night?” He asked. “Heard things got a little rowdy last night. Good job!”

“Get out!” Ezekiel growled as he ordered George to leave the room. The older Scholar did as he was told, leaving with a chuckle under his breath as he did. Focusing on his senses, Ezekiel channeled his mana to reinforce himself. Just to make sure that he wasn’t being spied on by the Scholars outside.

Hearing nothing nearby, he turned to Riley, having noticed that her breathing wasn’t even.

“You know he would’ve realized that you were awake, right?” Ezekiel said in a bland tone of voice. Riley tensed up momentarily, before she relaxed and opened her eyes.

“... Sorry...” She said in a whisper.

“It’s fine. I’m the one that brought up a sore subject. But you need to tell me if something’s wrong. Okay?” Ezekiel said as he gently pulled his arm from Riley’s slackening grip.

She nodded in response.

“In that case, I’m going to get Fiana and Cinder. They’ll help you get ready for the day.” Grabbing his bag with his robes and other clothing, Ezekiel left the room, grabbing Shine and picking up Celia. He placed the little lizard on top of Riley’s chest before leaving the room. Closing the door with a sigh before heading to where he could vaguely sense Fiana and Cinder.

He knew that George’s response to his actions wasn’t going to be the end of things. But at least they were making their way to the Empire. Now he just had to get there and hope he didn’t trip in the final stretch.
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                Ezekiel and his party only spent a few hours in the small waypoint village before moving on. As they were leaving, Ezekiel looked into how long it would take to get through the rest of the Fjorya. Apparently, Invera was somewhat incorrect regarding how long it would take to finish getting through the Fjorya. The mountain clans might be able to get through in a couple of days, but the trade route went through several waypoints, so it wasn’t a direct route.

The only reason his friends had managed to get to the village they were currently at was because they had been traveling from dawn till dusk. It should’ve taken them roughly a week to get to where they were right now. But it had only taken them around five or six days. Apparently, he was unconscious for longer than he thought when he was with the Feather Peak tribe.

They were still past the halfway point, but it would be at least another three or four days before they managed to get to the border town in the Empire. Luckily, it seemed like Riley would be almost fully recovered in just over a week. To the point that she could use her mana, at least.

For now, however, he was sitting comfortably in the back of the wagon with Riley and the rest, with Marc taking a turn driving at the moment. Riley and Cinder watched as Ezekiel sat in a hunched over position with George behind him. Fiana read a book as she relaxed on the bench.

“So, you’re saying you managed to almost totally recover from your soul damage, in less than a day. When you were incapable of anything but the most basic of self-reinforcement prior to doing whatever, it was you did.” George said with an incredulous look on his face. “I want to call bullshit and proclaim you a liar for all the world to see. But I can’t deny the results that I’m seeing right now.”

George had his glowing hands placed against Ezekiel’s bare back. They hadn’t done this the previous night, but when Ezekiel had finished going through his story of what he had done in the mountains, Fiana and George insisted that he undergo an examination.

Fiana, as she was concerned, and George, since he was curious as to how Ezekiel could’ve not only recovered, but also grown by an entire Step. Something that should’ve taken quite some time, given that he hadn’t been an Adept for that long.

Riley and Cinder were both somewhat envious when they heard this. The former had shed blood, sweat, and tears on a regular basis to reach Tier three. While the latter was older than both of the Hunters and was still stuck at Tier two.

After the examination, Ezekiel explained the process that he went through. The augmentation of his bond with Shine, allowing their connection to become stronger, and the slow release of mana via their bond. As opposed to the regular transference. Allowing them to passively absorb each other’s mana at a rate that would not exacerbate their souls’ injuries. As well as using said mana to revitalize their souls.

“This is amazing. That may very well be a new means of treating souls for damage. Hell, it might be one of the secrets regarding the improved progress that Hunters have over regular Mages.” George said as he started brainstorming with himself over what new fields of study this could lead to.

“I think that I might have some insight to that already, but I can’t be certain.” Ezekiel said. Pulling George’s attention back to him. Even Fiana and Marc perked up in interest. There wasn’t an Adept Scholar that wouldn’t be. This was a potential means of progressing that didn’t rely on a Spirit, after all.

“Well, go on, spit it out!” George exclaimed. The main reason that he had wanted to become a Hunter was to reach Tier four. Becoming a Legendary Mage, a Grand Scholar, was something he wanted more than almost anything.

A bit put off by the intense interest, Ezekiel nonetheless explained his theories. He didn’t have much to go off of, but he based his theories on the magic dispersal that he could perform, but not Shine. The descriptions he gave seemed to correlate to the ‘feeling’ of magic that Hunters tended to talk about when they first Tiered up to Legendary.

It seemed that this was something that wasn’t uncommon but was never reversed like it was with Ezekiel and Shine. It was nearly unheard of for a Hunter to reach Legendary before their Spirit. Which made sense, in a way, since Spirits could progress without a bonded Mage, though much slower. Something that Mages couldn’t do once they reached Tier three.

Riley and Cinder just looked on. Lost and confused at where the conversation was now heading.

“So, you’re saying that it is the innate and instinctive understanding of magic that Spirits have that allows us to reach Tier four?” George said as he looked at his notes. “That would make sense. Since we rely on Spirits to reach Legendary, the main limiting factor is whether or not a Spirit reaches Legendary before their Hunter is piggybacked to Tier four alongside them.”

“That doesn’t explain how the rare few Legendaries that Tiered up before their Spirits did so.” Fiana said. “If they can only Tier up when their Spirit shares the innate understanding of their element, then it should be impossible for a Hunter to become Legendary first.”

This made George pause for a moment, but then he turned to Ezekiel.

“But a soul can be at a higher Tier than their mana!” He exclaimed. “That’s how Ezekiel got his enlightenment, right!?”

Ezekiel just nodded, understanding where George was going with this.

“Ezekiel’s soul is much stronger than Shine’s, who is only at Tier three at the moment. Their unique nature seems to allow them and Ezekiel to gain different enlightenments when they Tier up. Something that doesn’t usually happen with other elements but has still been recorded as happening before.” George’s voice began to grow more confident.

“These must’ve been the times when a Legendary Hunter Tiered up first. That, or both the Hunter and the Spirit’s soul reached Tier four, allowing the Spirit to begin, and succeed, in innately comprehending a concept belonging to their element. This allowed their Hunter, who was at a higher Step than them, to Tier up first.”

Although there currently wasn’t any definitive proof that these theories were correct, the information that George was working off of was all confirmed. All of it was factual events that had been recorded in the Church as they studied for new means for Mages to advance without Spirits.

George started mumbling and he mentally went over his notes and began looking through the copies of different records in the books that he had brought in his Void Pouch. Something that Ezekiel couldn’t help raising an eyebrow at. Turning to Fiana, who also had a contemplative look on her face, Ezekiel knew that he had more or less distracted the two Scholars.

He hadn’t brought up this information before, mostly because he had been injured at the time, and hadn’t thought it was important. But his time recovering in the mountains, and his experience when he healed with Shine had made him go over the things that had happened to him since he had reached Tier three, and officially become an Adept.

He was happy to see that this information had helped his Scholarly friends. But he was still slightly concerned as he saw how absorbed in their thoughts they were. Something that Riley and Cinder were somewhat amused by. He couldn’t wait to see their reactions when he brought out the enchanted badge that didn’t have Runes engraved on it.

“The reins!” Shine’s voice suddenly called out to him. Ezekiel’s head nearly snapped as he turned around at breakneck speed. Much to Riley and Cinder’s shock. Leaping through the front of the wagon, he yanked the reins from Marc’s distracted hands, pulling them back to the center of the road before they ran into a ditch along the side.

“How about I drive for a bit, while you go brainstorm with Fiana and George.” Ezekiel said in a wary tone as Marc temporarily snapped out of his daydreaming. “Thank you, Shine.”

The Void Spirit just sighed mentally. Marc looked sheepish as Ezekiel spoke but nodded his head in thanks before climbing into the back of the wagon to talk shop with Fiana and George. Leaving Cinder and Riley to look concerned as they figured out what happened.

As Ezekiel looked around at the mountains surrounding them. He couldn’t help but appreciate the calm that they currently had. When they were in the desert, there was a sense of urgency that was ever present all around them. But now, it felt like he was simply traveling. Even though he knew he was headed for a warzone, after everything he had recently been through, he couldn’t help but allow himself to relax. Just for a little bit.

----------



“To the side! Push them to the side!” Marc called out over his shoulder as Ezekiel tried to push a large Adept Tier Spirit off the back of the wagon. “Its claws are too dug in! You need to move them to the side to get them loose!”

The wagon with Ezekiel and his party was currently being attacked by a pack of Wild Spirits. Led by three Adepts, the Wild Spirits were supported by a dozen or so Apprentice Spirits that were being held off by the other Scholars and Cinder. Who was causing trouble for the Apprentice level Spirits by shifting the ground around the wagon. She was also making sure that the road was clear for them to keep going.

Marc was forced to remain at the front, ensuring that their wagon wasn’t driven off the road. Riley and Celia were also out of the fight, as they were in no condition to fight. The most they could do was brace themselves and sit in the corner so as to not get in the way.

With a grunt, Ezekiel shoved the tiger-like Glacial Spirit to the side. The Adept tried to freeze Ezekiel with its breath, but failed as he threw up a barrier. As the Spirit was moved to the side, its claws were dislodged enough for Ezekiel to maneuver it off the floor of the wagon.

Channeling his Push-and-Pull spell through his leg, he launched the Spirit out the back of the wagon with a kick. It flew back at a speed that a regular kick wouldn’t match. Even when Ezekial was enhancing his strength with his mana.

The Wild Spirit tumbled into several of its pack members as it flew backwards. Dazed, the ice that was originally acting like armor was shattered, and the wagon ran away as Marc pushed the draft horses faster. Turning back, Ezekiel saw Fiana shooting fireballs and flaming spears into the air at the eagle-like Tempest Spirit that was harrying them from above.

“Clear!” George called out from where he had used several vines grown from the wooden benches of the wagon to toss a handful of the Apprentice Tier Spirits away. “Ezekiel! Are you finished yet?”

“Just did. The back’s clear!” Ezekiel called out. “Fiana, how are you doing?”

“Not great!” Fiana yelled back. “Damn thing won’t stop moving. How’s the left side?”

CRACK!!!

A piece of the left wall of the wagon was ripped open as a clawed paw tore through it. A snarling white and blue wolf’s head shoved itself into the hole. Snapping its jaws at Riley and Celia, who were curled up not far away.

“Piss off!” Ezekiel yelled as he stabbed down into the Spirit’s eye. It wasn’t able to react as it was stuck in the wall. But the ice that was acting as armor was nearly enough to push Ezekiel back. But Shine reinforced their attack before their blade could be deflected.

“Take this!” Shine’s voice called out aloud. The Void Cutter spell that they had channeled was enough to create a small slash in the ice. This allowed Ezekiel’s attack to stay on course as he pierced through the ice. Spending most of his mana as he did so.

Shine’s blade went through the Spirit’s eye, entering its head. It took less than a second for it to go limp. Mote of blue light emanated from it as it faded away. That was one Spirit down. Now they just had to deal with the Tempest Spirit that was dive-bombing them.

Suddenly, a powerful aura weighed heavily on the people in the wagon. Shine and Ezekiel could vaguely sense a large amount of Tempest mana being channeled. Just as Fiana screamed at them to get down. But Ezekiel knew that wouldn’t be enough. So, moving to where the hole in the roof was, Ezekiel threw his hand forward, his thoughts in sync with Shine’s.

A conical barrier of Void Panes appeared above the wagon. The dense tornado that barreled down on them right after was diverted to the sides, even past the horses, to keep them safe too. The wagon continued onward, but Ezekiel knew that he couldn’t keep this up for long.

“Fiana! Channel something please!” Ezekiel called out. His voice was strained as he felt the pressure of the tornado pressing down on his barriers.

Luckily, Fiana pulled herself up quickly, forming a ball of Flames between her hands. Pulling her arms back like an archer. The small ball lengthened into a large spear, before it also began spinning. Launching the spell forward, Ezekiel briefly created a hole in his barrier that allowed the spear to pass through. He closed it immediately afterwards, as the air caught a light from the Flames that were introduced to it. All the while, the spear flew higher and higher.

Suddenly, a piercing cry broke through the air, and the wagon was able to move more freely as the tornado bearing down on it was dispersed. The Spirit that had attacked them broke off. Its wing was heavily damaged, so it glided at an angle, but there was no way to finish things off as the wagon started to turn along the road. It wasn’t long before they were out of sight of the pack of Wild Spirits.

Ezekiel slumped to the floor as he began gasping for breath. That spell had nearly drained both him and Shine of all their mana. That Spirit was well past the fifth Step, else they wouldn't have had so much trouble.

Riley, who was curled up on the floor, holding onto the bench for dear life. Looked around at her companions warily. Cinder, seeing that the battle had apparently ended, climbed off the front seat and also slumped onto a bench.

“I think I’m spent. Any idea what that was all about?” Cinder asked as she pulled out a water skin and began to drink heavily.

“No, but it can’t be a good thing. Hopefully it’s just a territory dispute between packs that has pushed them closer to the road.” Fiana said.

“The bigger question, is what made such a dispute occur? Was it a breakthrough by one of the Wild Spirits nearby, or is something happening that might be pushing the packs out of their territories?” Ezekiel said. “Regardless, we need to get to the next town as fast as possible. This Wagon won’t hold out if we go over any of the rougher patches of road. I also think we need to get some proper news regarding what’s happening in the Empire. The village was okay for a general view of things. But they didn’t know anything specific.”

“Oh, c’mon. What’s the point in worrying right now? We got out of that scuffle just fine. And it’s not like the territory disputes between Wild Spirits will affect us after we leave. Why do we need to go looking for news when we could get some drinks and discuss your theories regarding how Mages can reach Tier four?” George proposed. Compared to the rest, he looked barely even a little worse for wear.

“We need news since we’re going into a warzone, George. It wouldn’t do us any good to not know what cities are still standing or not.” Ezekiel explained. But George had already fallen into his own world once again. Writing down theories and trying to come up with different ways that they could test a Mage’s comprehension of their magic.

Fiana and Ezekiel shared an incredulous look. One that Cinder and Riley also shared. Knowing that there wasn’t much point in talking more about this now, Ezekiel just picked himself up to sit on the bench. Carefully avoiding the hole in the side of the wagon.

It would be a few hours before they reached the next town. At least according to what they’d been told when they left the village. It was a bit sooner than if they had taken a slower pace. But given the run they had just experienced, that was to be expected. Though Ezekiel did make a mental note to reward the animals when they got to town. They deserved it after what they had just gone through.

----------



After the first attack on their wagon, the group were fortunate enough to not run into another one. Though they were stopped and checked over by a team of patrol Hunters operating out of the town they were headed to.

It seemed like there were a number of Wild Spirits wandering outside their usual territories recently. The people and Guild nearby weren’t certain if there was a new Legendary making room for itself, or if the events happening in the Empire were a contributing factor.

Fortunately, it hadn’t taken long after meeting the patrol team for them to make it to the town. This one being much larger than the village they were at the previous night. Stopping at the inn, they ensured that their animals would be fed and watered. As well as being given treats, as Ezekiel had promised. Then, they got themselves ready for a, hopefully, quiet evening and night at the inn.

“Sorry, other than the fact that they’re apparently making a push to turn things around for themselves, I’m not sure what to tell you. Things have not been going well for Harkem.” The innkeeper and local gossip told Ezekiel when he asked her if there was any news from the north. “The Duke should’ve asked for help a while ago. Wouldn’t have so many problems now otherwise. But I guess pride is the weakness of men even as great as him.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but think that it wasn’t pride that had prevented Duke Harper from asking for help. Yes, the Duke was a man who held pride in his position and power. But he also cared for his city, though more so just because he didn’t like running it personally. Even so, if the Duke didn't ask for help, or worse, he hadn’t been offered help, then this wasn’t just a matter of pride. It was a matter of politics.

Shine could sense Ezekiel’s extreme distaste for politics as they could hear the vehemence in Ezekiel’s heart as he talked about it. He had hoped that he was wrong about his assumption, wanting to believe that the world would be able to prioritize the safety of the people from the Cruor. But as he shared his concerns with his group, Fiana and Cinder couldn’t help but nod in agreement with his assumptions.

“I hate to say it, but the Empire is known for being held together purely by enforced contracts held by the Imperial family. There are several nobles that are not opposed to letting others suffer and fall if it means that they’re able to get a one-up over them.” Surprisingly it was Cinder, not Fiana, that said this. “It’s not unlike the competitive business done between merchants. The only difference being that nobility has pointless pride that has nothing to do with personal accomplishments. Living off their ancestry, not their own ability.”

Fiana nodded along, as did Riley, who had been more involved in politics due to her presence within the Cult of Light. It seemed that Ezekiel was the only one that hadn’t thought the Empire would allow itself to lose to the Cruor, just for selfish gain.

“In the case of the Emperor, they are one of the few forces in the world that have more than one Mythic Hunter contracted to them. As such, there’s no way that they’ll let the Cruor’s presence remain after Harkem falls.” Fiana explained. “They’ll just come in and clear everything out in one go, before assigning the land to one of the nobles that is more in line with their views.”

“... I didn’t think it was that bad in the Empire. I mean... I had my own experiences, but I had hoped that politics wouldn’t be involved when it came to the Cruor.” Ezekiel said with a sigh. He wasn’t really surprised. Just disappointed, both in the situation, and in himself for having such expectations.

“The Cruor are, ultimately, the ones that are the enemies of Humanity, after all.” Ezekiel said. “I hope that the pardon granted by the Emperor still stands. If it doesn’t, then there might not be any reason for me to go. Not if I’m going to be arrested to push for someone else's political progress. But I guess I was still too young for such information to be made available to me. My parents never did like it when I asked about politics and other similar topics.”

“Well, the repairs should be finished by tomorrow evening. It seems like there's a caravan heading to the Empire the day after as well. So, we should be able to safely get to the edge of the Empire within a week.” Fiana said. By this point, Marc and George, who had gone off on their own business in town, had returned and sat down at their table. “You have until we reach Gates, to find out if you can proceed. Though I wouldn’t be too worried. There’d be news if the emperor had rescinded his pardons.”

Seeing Marc and George’s confused looks, Ezekiel and the rest had to explain the story behind their conversation. Marc didn’t have much to say, since he didn’t know much about the Empire and its politics. George was even less helpful, not actually caring, since he believed that he could just hold himself up in the Church and do his research.

“All you can do is keep moving forward, right? Why are you getting worried right at the finish line?” Shine asked, not understanding why Ezekiel was suddenly having doubts. “I don’t think that this is any harder than our previous adventures. Neither of us has that bad omen feeling either. So, I don’t get why you suddenly feel so unsure.”

Hearing Shine’s reassurances, something that surprised him, given the number of times they had been uncertain of Ezekiel’s decisions. So, he couldn’t help but firm his resolve. They were right, nothing had changed, and besides, he needed to introduce his Spirit to his family.

Just a couple more days. He just had to keep moving forward for a couple more days.

----------



Finally, after several more days passing through the Fjorya, Ezekiel and his party stood at the foot of the north side of the Fjorya. The city of Gates was just a couple more hours away. The road had been surprisingly clear, with only two more instances of Wild Spirits attacking. But the fact that the Fjorya Guilds had upped their patrols probably helped with that.

“There’s the finish line you’ve been waiting for. Are you ready to register, and get your pardon?” George asked as he stuck his head out the opening from the wagon to the driver’s seat. Ezekiel had moved up here, hoping to see the land of his birth as they descended the mountain.

“Yep. Though I’m curious as to what you guys will be doing. It’s not like there’s any reason for you all to join the conflict, after all.” Ezekiel said. “Will you be joining up in the Gates city Cathedral, or will you be going to one of the other cities further west?”

“Well, it’s not like we won’t be welcome, no matter what Cathedral we go to. So, I guess it depends on how much they’re willing to grant us for our genius minds.” George said with a grin as he puffed out his chest in pride. “After all, who wouldn’t want to bring the makers of the Com-Slates into their fold.”

“Just be careful. I’m sure the Cult has similar thoughts.” Ezekiel replied. “Speaking of, how’s Riley doing?”

“She’s fine right now. But it’ll be another day or so at least before she can begin using her magic in small bursts. But whatever it was you taught her seems to be smoothing out her recovery.” George explained. “I helped, obviously, but I’m still surprised to see just how quickly she’s recovering. I wonder if there’s a way for Mages to do so.”

Ezekiel ignored George as he started mumbling about possible means to increase the healing rate of a Mage’s soul. For now, as he looked down at the city of Gates, he did his best to ignore the feeling of trepidation roiling in his gut. It wasn’t the same feeling as his premonitions gave him. But it was nerve wracking either way.

In just a few more hours, he would once again be entering a war zone. This time officially. But if it meant he could see his family again, after nearly a decade in exile, then it would all be worth it.
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                As Ezekiel and his party entered the city of Gates, with the caravan they were fortunate enough to travel with, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel nostalgic as he saw the familiar architectural styles of the Empire. It had been nearly ten years, but the style of buildings that was a part of his childhood brought back memories; both good and bad.

Looking at the guards standing by the gates, Ezekiel could also see the confused looks directed his way. It was much warmer here in Gates. So, the fact that Ezekiel was still bundled up in his Feather Peak tribe coat and clothing. But, given Ezekiel’s unique appearance, he knew better than to have his snow-white hair and white and black eyes displayed for everyone to see.

“C’mon, Ezekiel, we need to get to the Cathedral. If anyone has news regarding the situation in Harkem, it would be them.” Fiana called out, pulling Ezekiel from his thoughts.

Moving to catch up, Ezekiel noticed something as he made his way through the crowds near the gates. There was a large number of people gathering, mostly for the purpose of leaving. This fact, coupled with the current situation with Harkem, caused him to worry about what he was going to find out.

Fortunately, the crowds thinned out as they got closer and closer to the center of the city. But as they got to the Cathedral, it was apparent that the Scholars of the city weren’t trying to abandon it. Instead, as Ezekiel saw the fortifications being made, it seemed like they were hunkering down for the long haul.

Walking up to the first Scholars that they saw, Fiana and the other Scholars in their group presented their documentation. They also explained the situation so that they could hopefully get an audience with a Grand Scholar more quickly. As the local Scholar read through the paperwork and listened to their introduction, he stared at Ezekiel, wide-eyed, before leading the group inside as quickly as possible. They were assured that their Wagon would be well taken care of.

Walking through the familiar architecture of a Church of Ten Cathedral, Ezekiel felt himself relax just a little bit. But, as they walked through the building, it seemed that their unfamiliar faces were enough to cause gossip to begin spreading, as the Scholars that passed by looked at them in confusion.

As they arrived at their destination, Ezekiel noticed that the office for the Grand Scholar they were going to meet was incredibly worn down. Almost like it was a recycled piece of wood. It was also made of multiple different types of wood. So, Ezekiel felt his assumption was likely correct. A sentiment Shine shared with him as the Scholar knocked on the door.

“Grand Scholar Kris, there are visitors from the Archipelago here. They have documents of referral, as well as Ezekiel Luminance accompanying them.” The Scholar said before immediately backing away from the door.

SLAM!!!

Which was apparently a smart move, as the door was thrown wide open. Showing an elderly woman with gray-black hair, and a blurry left eye. Her glasses seemed to be held together with wires that were twisted around the frames holding the glass in place. It was apparent that she also wasn’t wearing anything new. Most of her clothes seemed to be a mix of different items and fabrics.

The only item she seemed to have that wasn’t a mix of different pieces was her official Robes. The black embroidery and emblem denoting her as an Obscure Mage. Something that Ezekiel hadn’t seen before when it came to Grand Scholars. It seemed like it wasn’t an element that was particularly common among Grand Scholars.

As the Grand Scholar stared at the group, her face spread into a wide grin as she eyed Ezekiel. Given that he was the only one that wasn’t revealing his identity, it was obvious who he was when compared to his party members.

“I have many questions for you. So, get in here and answer them.” Grand Scholar Kris said to the group. “You won’t be getting your pardon by just standing around, after all.”

As Ezekiel and his group entered the Grand Scholar’s office, he couldn’t help but feel concerned. He wanted to get his pardon and get to Harkem as soon as possible, having wasted so much time in Tarquessa. But it seemed like he had reached another roadblock. One that he would hopefully get over soon. Hopefully.

----------



An hour later, in a room filled with miscellaneous items and various artifacts and dead relics, Ezekiel had answered and spoken of more Void magic theories than he ever had in such a time period before. He hadn’t expected the Grand Scholar to have such an obsession with Void Magic. But no matter how tired he grew of talking about the Void, and the magic that he could use, he knew that he couldn’t just get up and walk away.

Though that didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to ask if they could move things along. Especially when he saw the amused looks on his companion’s faces. Something that irked him more than a little bit. Fortunately, Shine was able to help him calm down, and he remained respectful when he asked for his pardon.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Ezekiel finally said, “But would it be possible to get my pardon now? I returned to the Empire for a specific reason. One that I’d like to fulfill as soon as I can.”

Kris, who had paused to write down some notes, looked up at Ezekiel with a surprised expression on her face.

“Oh right, I actually mentioned that earlier, didn’t I. One moment.” The Grand Scholar then pulled out a bundle of papers from the drawer of her desk.

Flipping through the papers, she pulled one from the stack. It was covered in official legalese that indicated that the signatory of the document was required to fulfill the terms of the contract. Reinforced by the magical nature of the runic scripture, Ezekiel knew that this was a genuine contract.

“Just sign here. You’ll be forced to go fight for your life after I let you go. Though, you could also fulfill your side of the bargain by staying here and answering my questions until the conflict is declared over.” Kris explained. “Technically, you’d have to serve the Empire for the pardon, but given the current state of things, we managed to get a few pardons for service directly to the Church.”

While somewhat interested in the reasoning behind such, Ezekiel was mostly interested in making sure that the pardon wasn’t going to screw him over. Which it didn’t. Mostly because it had a limit on how long he had to serve for the contract to release him from his service.

However, it was clear that there was skewed length of service for the Empire. It seemed that fighting in the conflict would only require six months of service directly for the Duke, or until the conflict ended. While service for the Church would require two years of affiliated Hunter services. Basically, fulfilling the Church’s orders to the letter.

There were the regular safeguards to prevent them from being enslaved entirely, but it was obvious that this wasn’t something that would grant him any freedom. Given that he wasn’t here to serve beyond the limit that he needed to, he didn’t feel like serving the Church at the moment. He would rather serve the Duke for a few months as a Hunter than spend two more years away from his family, serving the Gates Cathedral for two years.

Set on signing for the Empire, Ezekiel was about to complete the contract, but as he reached the bottom of the page, he realized that the contract only seemed to have space for the Church services. The space for the Empire apparently needed the approval of a City ruler.

“Who do I need to speak to in order to get this approved for service under Duke Harkem?” Ezekiel asked. But as he looked up at Kris, he saw the disappointed look on her face. It was obvious that she wasn’t interested in allowing him to join the conflict directly.

“I know I only said it in passing, but why on earth would you not wish to serve the Church? The amount that you could contribute to the world is so much more than just fighting in a conflict with the Cruor for a while. Not only that, but even though we’re close to Harkem, we aren’t in any real danger.” Kris said with an insistent tone. “The Emperor has already begun moving his forces to ensure that the Cruor are kicked out of the Empire should Harkem fall. So, there’s really no reason for a mind as bright as yours to join the conflict. If you’re interested in getting a pardon, then just sit in the Church for a couple of years.”

Ezekiel could somewhat understand where Kris was coming from, but there was no way that he was going to waste two years of his life serving the Church. Yes, he might be able to make some progress, but after over five years of freedom to progress as he liked, he wasn’t going to simply go back to being under someone’s thumb once again.

He would much rather go to Harkem and get his pardon as soon as possible. That, and he would hopefully get to see his parents again. Maybe even his sisters, if they hadn’t been evacuated just yet.

“I’m sorry, but I won’t be tied down so easily. What will it take for you to get me an audience and pardon from the ruler of the city?” Ezekiel asked. He could immediately tell that Kris was utterly opposed to him entering the conflict once again. So, he knew he needed to give her something that she would consider worth the potential loss that his death would lead to.

“Nothing.” Kris stated with finality. “You may think that you’ll survive the conflict, but you won't. There are no guarantees that the Emperor’s Mythics will survive. Not if the rumors of a new Broodlord among the Winged ones are true. I know from experience, just how deadly the Broodlords really are.”

Her hand thoughtlessly drifted to her face, where she briefly covered the scarred eye in melancholy. It was obvious that she had lost her eye, and likely her Spirit, in a battle with the Cruor. This didn’t surprise Ezekiel too much. He knew full well how likely it was that he was going to die. But he had made his decision. Not even Shine was opposed to it at this point.

“I’m sorry, but I have faith in the power of the Mythics of this world. I don’t doubt that they could at least match the might of the Broodlords if they actually come to battle it out.” Ezekiel said. “Besides, I doubt that the number of Legendary Cruor that are there will outnumber ours in this instance. Nor is it likely that they would send a bunch of Adepts into any such battle fields.”

“Perhaps. But you don’t know that, and you don’t know the full extent of the Cruor’s power, nor the extent of a Mythic Hunter’s power either.” Kris said. “I was a Mythic Hunter, once upon a time. But when my Spirit died, taking out one of the Broodlords, nearly sixty years ago, I fell to the Legendary Tier. All the while, I also saw one of the Peerage members of the fallen Broodlord retreat. Only for knowledge of a new Broodlord rising to power a month later.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously as Kris berated him. He hadn’t known that she was a Mythic Hunter. The fact that, without a Spirit, Mythic Hunters apparently fell to the Legendary Rank was something that wasn’t common knowledge. In fact, he wasn’t sure it was known even in the upper Tiers. It was likely that this was something that wasn’t known outside personal connections. The fear that one could fall with the loss of their Spirit at the higher Tier was utterly terrifying.

“It has been a long time since a new Winged Broodlord arose. But the fact that one has means that they won’t stand to lose them anytime soon. As such, even if we manage to push them back, which I doubt will happen without the Emperor. The loss of a certain amount of territory is all but guaranteed.” Kris informed him. “The Emperor and the other Mythics know this. It is the fact that we are far enough away as to be out of the direct line of fire, that Gates will be protected. As well as the fact that we opened the Empire up to the eastern coast of Tarquessa.”

Seeing Kris so adamant that there was nothing that he could do to gain his pardon from the city ruler, he knew that he needed to take more extensive measures. So, he looked over to George, who looked surprised to see any attention being forwarded towards him.

“George, could you pass me the copy of the notes that you’ve been working on so far?” Ezekiel asked. George looked scandalized at what Ezekiel was asking of him, but before he could refuse, Fiana and Marc, both elbowed him in the side. So, after wincing in pain, he pulled out the books filled with extensive notes taken from questioning Ezekiel.

For her part, Kris looked somewhat interested. But it didn’t seem like she was likely to change her mind anytime soon. But as she read the heading in the first book Ezekiel gave her, her interest peaked, and she was soon absorbed in the notes that were presented to her.

But before she could delve too far into it, Ezekiel pulled the book back into his grasp. Holding the books on his lap, he glared at her as he spoke.

“No more games. Get me my city pardon, not the Church one, or these notes are destroyed, and you’ll have to restart from scratch. Without my help.” Ezekiel’s tone had no room for negotiation, and he could see Kris become hesitant regarding the situation.

It wasn’t that they couldn’t remake the notes from scratch. But without Ezekiel’s insight, as one of the only Hunters to have advanced beyond his Spirit, it was unlikely that they would make any progress within the year. Worse yet, given the state of the conflict that was still ongoing, it was likely that they wouldn’t be able to make any attempts to make progress until after the conflict had ended. Which would probably take months, even after the Cruor were pushed out. Harkem and its surrounding lands would take time to return to a more livable condition, after all.

So, with a glare on her face, one matched by George, she reluctantly called for a messenger to get her into contact with the city ruler. It seemed that, against her wishes, Ezekiel would be going off to fight the Cruor quite soon.

----------



Walking out of the Cathedral with his contract of pardon tucked in his new Void Pouch, Ezekiel no longer hides beneath his tribal clothes and coat. Though he did wear a hat and hood to hide his hair. At least for now. Unlike when he entered the Cathedral, however, he was alone.

The three Scholars were, due to their documents, needed to act in service to the Cathedral. Given the state of the conflict, it was all hands-on deck when it came to the Scholars and their duties. As such, it was time to say goodbye. At least for now.

Cinder and Riley were also forced to remain behind, as the former was officially accepted as Fiana’s new apprentice. So, she was receiving tutelage regarding her new duties. The latter was still too injured from her previous possession.

It was actually revealed by the examination of a Death Mage that Riley’s soul had likely fallen at least a Step or two in level. So, not only would she be unable to use magic for at least another week, she wouldn’t be in any condition to follow Ezekiel into battle for at least a month or more, as she would need to accustom herself to the smaller amounts of mana available to her. She would also need time to ensure that any lingering wounds wouldn’t reopen if she pushed herself.

“So, how long will it take to get to Harkem from here?” Shine asked as they headed towards the Guild district of the city. “I don’t really want to spend weeks on the road again. Not now that we’ve somewhat settled into the city. Especially since we're heading into another warzone.”

“No worries there. We won’t be traveling on the road this time around.” Ezekiel replied. “Not by foot at least. Apparently, the Guilds have been working on keeping Harkem’s supply lines open. Though there have been some attacks by the Winged ones.”

Ezekiel had been given a rundown regarding how he would be shipping out with the most recent group of reinforcements later that evening. Apparently, this was a regular occurrence, with reinforcements and supplies being sent out every other day. Duke Harkem had made several deals with Gates and other southern Imperial cities to ensure that his city would last just a little bit longer.

“We’ll be riding in a caravan with a bunch of other Hunters, both unaffiliated and Guild members. So, we’ll have plenty of time to rest along the road as we travel.” Ezekiel explained. “I just hope that the Guild Leader that we’re assigned to will be willing to not ask too many questions about us. I’d rather not have to explain your existence as my Spirit. Not that I don’t want to show you off, but I know that they likely won’t believe me right away.”

“Do we know who our guiding Guild Leader will be?” Shine asked. “Maybe we can find out a bit about them before we get to the meeting point.”

“Unfortunately, not. It seems like they’re from Harkem, though. Supposedly the number of Legendaries that they want with this caravan requires a joint effort between both the Harkem and the Gates cities’ Guilds.” Ezekiel explained. “Hopefully, if they find out who we are specifically, they won’t be opposed to our presence.”

“Because of those Ruins you blew up?” Shine asked.

“More or less.” Ezekiel said. “For now, we have a little while before we need to be at the meeting point. Let’s grab something to eat on the way there.”

Shine voiced their agreement, suggesting a few different places to get some food as they walked through the city. No one was any more interested in him than they were anyone else in the street. Ezekiel couldn’t help but enjoy himself as he walked through the city of Gates. It was something he had missed over the last few months. But as he eventually got to the meeting place, he realized that there were other things he had missed as well.

----------



Standing at the back of the gathered group of Hunters, both unaffiliated and Guild members, Ezekiel couldn’t help but stare in shock at the Guild Leader that was assigned to his group. It was a familiar face that he had known from Harkem, and it wasn’t a shock to find out he was fighting in the conflict. What was surprising was that they were Legendary.

“Alright folks, listen up!” Garrad Mountloch called out over the assembled Hunters. “We’ll be heading out in a few minutes, so make sure your gear is all ready to go. While the Cruor haven’t been pushing too hard in the areas south of Harkem that doesn’t mean that we won’t run into them. So, I want you all prepared and ready to fight at a moment’s notice during the entire trip.”

Garrad had more scars than Ezekiel remembered, but that wasn’t too surprising. He wouldn’t have been able to reach Tier four if he hadn’t grown his soul through adversity. The fact that he was fighting in a conflict with the Cruor was also a likely cause for the scarring.

Behind the large man was an enormous bear, one that was also covered in scars. Though it was harder to see as their fur covered most of them. It seemed that Brucey had also been through the ringer more than once over the years.

However, as surprised and happy as he was to see a familiar face, Ezekiel ultimately had mixed feelings about Garrad. He knew that he and Gerome were in conflict between helping him and going along with the inquisition’s inquiries, but it would’ve been nice if they could’ve done something to help him. Even if it was just giving support regarding his character to the various people that were at the trial.

Garrad continued to describe the likely scenarios regarding what was going to happen during their journey. They had scheduled shifts with the fastest Spirits available to pull the various transports. So, it was expected that they’d enter Harkem’s territory quite soon. Possibly by the end of the next day.

Given the speeds that they were planning to travel at. It was assumed that they would reach Harkem within two days. A trip that might take a week if they had been traveling at a regular pace. The Hunters were also divided up into teams according to their Elements and their Spirits. For the sake of synergy in battle should things come to it. This was information that was required when a Hunter signed up for their pardon, or if they wanted to join in general.

As Garrad directed the assembled Hunters to the areas for their orders, in accordance to their element, Ezekiel noticed that there wasn’t any indication as to where he, as a Void Mage, should go. So, as much as he was apprehensive to do so, he approached Garrad at the head of the assembly.

Reaching the platform where Gerome was standing, he cleared his throat to get the attention of the Guild Leader. Who turned to him from where he was discussing something with one of the Adepts that was working nearby.

“What’s wrong? Why haven’t you gone to your element’s designated area?” Garrad asked in a frustrated tone. “We don’t have time to deal with pointless questions right now.”

Ezekiel could understand the man's frustration, but that didn’t mean that he enjoyed the treatment he was receiving. He was here to help, just the same as everyone else that was there.

“Well, you didn’t tell me where to go. I’m assuming it’s because you didn’t designate an area for my element, but I figured I’d check with you to be sure.” Ezekiel said. “Or are Void Mages not welcome here? Cause that’ll be a problem, given I’ve already signed my contract with the city ruler.”

As he said this, Ezekiel pulled his hood and hat off, showing off his pure white hair that seemed to shine ever so slightly, even in the darkening light of the evening. As he did, Garrad and the other Hunters nearby looked at him in shock. Garrad, because he seemed to realize who Ezekiel was, and the others, since they hadn’t thought that it was possible for a Void Mage to become an Adept Mage. Let alone an Adept Hunter, since there was no proof of Void Spirits existing.

“Ezekiel? But... How? Garrad asked. While he hadn’t known Ezekiel for long, there was no way that the boy he had known eight years ago hadn’t made an impression. He had single-handedly faced the rot and survived, as well as been there with him at ground zero when the Ruins of Senera were destroyed. But to see that child reach Tier three in eight years was something he had never expected.

“Life in the Archipelago was eventful. Though my run-ins with that damn Cult in Tarquessa were more so. Else I would’ve been here sooner.” Ezekiel said. “Regardless, where do you want me?”

For a second Garrad didn’t reply, but Ezekiel could clearly see that he was thinking of how best to use Ezekiel. Given that they likely hadn’t expected to have a Void Mage in their teams. Something that threw the rest of the Adepts for a loop as well. It was clear that no one had actually read the list of Hunters, or at least, they hadn’t believed him when he wrote down that he was a Void Mage.

“Wait, how are you even a Hunter? You need a Spirit to be one.” One of the Adepts suddenly asked. “General Adept Mages are allowed to fight as well, but they’re supposed to indicate that they aren’t Hunters on their contracts.”

The rest of the Adepts looked relieved, as this meant that they could probably get Ezekiel in trouble, or at least pass the buck to another group. But Garrad knew that that wasn’t the case, as the contract required that the Mage be truthful, so Ezekiel couldn’t be here unless he had a Spirit.

“You’ll be part of my team.” Garrad said. “Show me your Spirit. I’ll need to figure out how to incorporate you into my team.”

The other Adepts looked shocked, and almost appeared to want to protest it. But they understood that Garrad wouldn’t be saying this if he didn’t expect Ezekiel to be able to prove something. So, they all turned to Ezekiel to see his Spirit.

Slowly pulling Shine from their sheath, he stabbed them into the ground before stepping away. He was somewhat frustrated that he was having to go through with this, but he knew that the Empire was stricter when it came to contracts and regulations of Hunters and Mages.

So, he left the show to Shine, and as the Adepts looked at the sword that Ezekiel stabbed into the ground, they were shocked to see what looked like glass panes form a somewhat humanoid shape. Trapping light inside as it began to glow. Then, much to their shock, a voice called out to them.

“Hello! My name is Shine. I am Ezekiel’s bonded Void Spirit.” Shine said with enthusiasm. Surprisingly happy to be the center of attention. “Is this enough to prove that he has a Spirit?”

The Adepts and Garrad all looked to their own Spirits, who simply nodded in confirmation. It was strange, and they had never seen or sensed a Spirit like this before, but they could tell that Shine was a Spirit. Not a single one of them had any doubts about that.

So, after figuring out how to integrate Ezekiel into their team, Garrad accompanied him away from the assembly area. It wasn’t long before they headed out. Quickly making their way north to Harkem.

All the while, Ezekiel never gave a second thought to the fact that he had revealed Shine’s existence. He knew that it had been a long time coming, and while not the ideal situation, both he and Shine couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief as the secret was finally out.

Unfortunately, not everyone who found out about this was going to be as relieved as they were.
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                Not long after Ezekiel had left the city of Gates, within the city of Harkem, a gathering of Guild Leaders and other Legendaries was taking place. Each and every one of them looked tired, with more than a few having been brought back from the retreating front lines at an earlier time due to the injuries they’d sustained. The number of injured had grown to the point where the Life Mages couldn’t keep up. Hence the bandages, splints, and casts being used to aid in recovery as best they could.

Luckily for them, things didn’t seem to be getting any worse than they already were. They had just received news that the forces they had sent west were now making their way back to the city. If things worked out well, then they would arrive at the city just as the Cruor made their push to take Harkem.

This would make the timing of the reinforcements arrival all the more important. If they failed to make it in time, then there was a chance that the Cruor would break out to the south. But it looked like there weren’t any movements from the Deep, so it was looking like the chances of success were high.

The city itself was basically empty, with only the Guilds still occupying it. Fortunately, they didn’t need much more than that in order to operate the city’s defenses.

“How are our supplies faring?” Duke Harkem asked. “I know we’re only waiting for a few more days, but still, best to keep everyone’s bellies full for the battle.”

“We’ve got enough to last us a week, longer if we ration. So, we should be fine for the battle. We also have reinforcements coming with resupplies. So, there shouldn’t be any worry about that.” One of the Duke’s advisors said.

“Good. Are there any reports regarding the Cruor’s forces?” The Duke asked. “Specifically, regarding the new Broodlord.”

All the assembled Legendaries, even the Grand Scholars, shifted nervously in their seats. None of them wanted the Broodlord to participate in the battle. One of the Empire’s Mythics was ready in a nearby city, outside Harkem’s territory, just in case the Broodlord entered the battle, but everyone knew that it would be better if the Mythics didn’t fight.

“Outside of the initial push, and the territory that they are maintaining to the north, there has been no word regarding the Broodlord’s movements.” One of the Guild leaders said. “At the moment, they’ve simply got too many forces in the north for us to get close enough to scout properly. We’ll simply have to assume that no news is good news. At least for now.”

The Duke couldn’t help but grimace as he heard the Guild Leader’s report. A look that appeared on several other faces. The borders to the north had shifted, and it was expected that they had lost a large portion of the Empire’s northeastern territories. That was land that they weren’t likely to get back. Not so long as the new Broodlord was roosting there.

Most people outside of the Harkem territories assumed that all the lands taken by the Cruor would be taken back. Either after Harkem won, or by the Empire’s Mythics, should Harkem lose. These people either weren’t aware that there was a new Broodlord, or they misunderstood what the Empire was willing to do for their lost territory.

As it was, the territory directly north of Harkem, leading all the way up to the Frozen Fjords, was unlikely to be reclaimed by the Empire anytime soon. Not unless they managed to kill the Broodlord. But there was a chance that the Empire would lose one of their Mythics, which made it purely a last resort.

Fortunately, that area of the Empire was mostly uninhabited. So, the loss of life was not as bad as it would’ve been if they had taken Harkem right from the start. But it was also considered to be a part of the territory under Duke Harkem’s supervision. This was partially due to politics, and partially due to the power that Duke Harkem had displayed.

It was expected that he would’ve risen to Mythic Tier within the decade, and this was nearly eight years ago, but it seemed like the work he needed to do thanks to his brother’s actions had delayed his advancement. The amount of time it would take for him to break through at this point was time he just couldn’t take at the moment. Else he might’ve reached Tier five by now. Then, they wouldn’t need to worry as much about the Broodlord that had invaded.

“We can’t rely on the hope that the Cruor won’t have their Broodlord enter the battle at a moment’s notice. Much like how we have our own Mythical being just outside our borders, they too, may be waiting until the opportune moment to enter the fray.” Duke Harkem said. “I agree that there is no point in worrying for now, but we need to be aware of the possibilities nonetheless.”

From there the gathered Guild Leaders finalized their plans to draw in the Cruor and ensure that they would be able to fight to their greatest ability. At this time, it was basically do or die. If they didn’t manage to get a win with this battle, then not only would Duke Harkem most certainly lose his position, and be forced to give up his lands, but the various Guilds would also need to relocate.

The countdown had begun for them. Soon, the final battle of this conflict would begin. It would be the turning point to decide if this would grow into a full-on war, or if it would end with a shift in borders.

----------



Elsewhere, in the middle of the Willowbrush Empire, within a large throne room, there were three figures currently residing within, and a fourth kneeling before the primary throne. Three additional thrones, smaller than the main one, but elevated to higher areas in the room, nestled behind the main throne were also there. Two of them were currently occupied by Hunters and their Spirits.

While their powers were restrained, it was obvious that they were incredibly powerful. Far more so than the two Hunters on the lower level. These were the Emperor, his Mythic Guardians, and one other. A messenger that had risen in the ranks over the past eight years.

“I see. Your diligence regarding this matter is admirable. Tell me, Erkan Grand, what are your thoughts on the conflict occurring in the Harkem territory?” The Emperor asked from his regal seat. “Your words have brought prosperity to many of the Territories under Our command. So, it would please me to hear what you think of Harkem.”

Erkan, still kneeling with his head facing the ground, couldn’t help but smirk slightly in pride. He had been serving the Emperor as a scribe and noble for many years. He had finally risen to an advisory position several years ago. Granting him more influence in the Imperial Court than he would have previously imagined. Something that would’ve been impossible to achieve on his own.

“I believe that having Exalt Harras stationed outside the Harkem territories is a good plan. Though I am doubtful that it will be needed. The Cruor, while abominable and wasteful in nature, consuming all in their path, are not entirely stupid.” Erkan said. “They are not incapable of making plans of attack. Else we would not be in this situation, and I believe that the new Broodlord will be content to remain in its new nest. As such, I believe that it would be more suitable for you to establish a reason to revoke the Duke’s title as city ruler. Allowing him to keep his title is reasonable, if he can defeat the Cruor and keep hold of his city and directly controlled lands. But he should still be punished for being pushed back this far. If not for his failure, then at least for his shortsightedness in not requesting aid.”

The Emperor hummed in thought. A shift from behind him signified that one of the Exalted Mythic Hunters wished to speak. Raising a hand to signify that they could do so, the Emperor waited before making a final judgment. Unseen by all, Erkan couldn’t help but frown.

“Your majesty, I believe that Advisor Erkan is being too harsh. This Cruor incursion occurred purely due to the elevation of a new Broodlord. If not for that, it would not have gotten to this point.” The Mythic Hunter declared. “I believe that allowing him to retain his territories, if he succeeds without Harras’ intervention, would be fair. The loss of reputation and the shrinking of his territory, even if only on paper, will be a humiliation that will be inescapable once he reaches the Mythic Tier. Especially once he comes to the capital.”

Unseen by all, the other Mythic Hunter nodded in agreement. Something that only the Emperor was aware of, thanks to his Spirit observing and passing on information. This frustrated the Emperor quite a bit. He agreed more so with Erkan, who had been giving him advice that had elevated the Emperor’s coffers and control by leaps and bounds. But he knew that he couldn’t just ignore the Empire’s Exalts.

Regardless of the contracts that bound them to the Empire, they were still powerful enough to have influence that could cause untold damage to the royal family. As such, he had no choice but to either come up with an idea of his own or take the more lenient approach to keep the Exalts happy.

Waving his hand to silence the room, the Emperor closed his eyes in thought. He stayed this way for several minutes, weighing the pros and cons of each decision. Finally, he opened his eyes and glared down at Erkan’s kneeling form.

My decree is thus. Should Harper Harkem succeed in pushing back the Cruor from his directly controlled territory, we will forgive the loss of the northern territories, as they were only tangentially under his control.” The Emperor said. “However, we cannot forgive his poor decision in not accepting aid from Our armies. Thus, a permanent presence will be established in his territories, to ensure that We will not be caught off guard by this again. We will also send a missive, indicating that it would be greatly appreciated if he could focus his efforts moving forward on breaking through to the next Tier.”

The Exalts behind him nodded their heads, while Erkan grit his teeth in frustration. It seemed that the Emperor had decided on taking the lenient path. At least if Duke Harkem won the conflict. However, what he said next made it apparent how little he actually cared for Duke Harkem.

“However, should Duke Harkem fail to defend his territory, and Exalt Harras is forced to step in, not only will he have his title renounced but he will also be summoned to the capital to serve Out house directly.” The Emperor declared. “In such a case, he will be required to break through to the next Tier within a decade, at which point his lands and title will be returned to him. Failure to do this will result in the permanent loss of his title, and continued service, for the rest of his life. Regardless of whether or not he breaks through.”

Erkan couldn’t stop the grin from forming on his face. This was what he had been hoping for. This would allow him to subtly install people back into Harkem that were more in line with his and his companion’s goals.

In their seats behind the emperor, the Exalts frowned as they heard this declaration. They agreed that Duke Harkem needed to be punished if he lost, but the sheer amount of freedom and reputation that would be lost by this was basically unrecoverable. Even if Harper Harkem did reach Tier five, it was unlikely that his name would recover from the disgrace of essentially becoming a slave to the Emperor.

But before they could raise any points, the Emperor finalized his decree, and called an end to the meeting. Erkan left the throne room with a happy smile on his face. While the Emperor glared at the two Mythic Hunters before he too left the room. As the two Exalts sat atop their thrones, comforted by their Spirits, they couldn’t help but sigh in unison.

“That boy... He is nothing like his father.” the Exalt who spoke up before said. A brown and rust colored wolf sat by his side. “It’s such a shame. The Emperor should care about their people, and the well-being of their Empire. Not increasing their coffers and making the nobles happy.”

“I can only somewhat agree to that, as I myself am one of those nobles. But you’re right, Narok, the Emperor has not been making good decisions as of late.” The other Exalt said. She had a green snake Spirit wrapped around her shoulders. “What I don’t like is who he’s been listening to so often recently. It’s clear that that advisor, Erkan, does not have good intentions towards us, or the citizens of the Empire.”

“Perhaps you are right, Talia. It’s just a shame that nothing we say can get him to send that damned advisor away. I don’t suppose you’ve managed to find any dirt on him that we could use to get rid of him?” Narok asked.

Talia simply shook her head. The two of them sighed once more. As much as they wanted to bring the Emperor back to the more noble path of taking care of the Empire, their contracts bound them too harshly to allow such a thing to happen.

For now, they could only wait and see how events would play out in the Harkem territory. All of the Exalts had hoped to have a new peer within the next few years. They just hoped that, if he did manage to make it to the Mythic Tier, he wouldn’t hold too many grudges against the Emperor. The Empire was already too divided to have an opposing force join their ranks.

The Cruor and Cult of Light were already too many issues for them to deal with.

----------



Elsewhere, still within the confines of the city of Trillious, capital of the Willowbrush Empire, Erkan was settling himself into the comfort of his home. At least, the image of him created by a Relic gifted to him by the Cult of Light was settling in comfortably. Erkan’s true body was currently descending into a magically secured room beneath his personal manor. Entering the room, he and his lizard Spirit took a seat at a table with a mirror in front of it. This was a different Relic than the one Marco had used but served the same purpose.

As the lights within the room dimmed, Erkan was bathed in an orange Light as six other Lights appeared around him. The Lights of Radiance had been called forth for a meeting once again.

“Erkan, you are late. Did something happen during your meeting with the Emperor?” Typhos asked with a mild hint of curiosity in his voice.

“Indeed. I have good news and bad news, regarding the Emperor’s stance on the Harkem situation.” Erkan said. He then proceeded to explain the situation, and the decisions that the Emperor had decided to take.

“So, he is going to go with an extreme for either result. It seems like your influence is growing.” The Speaker said. “Typhos, do we know how the other nobles in the surrounding areas are likely to react to this?”

Typhos took a moment to think before replying. But when he did, Erkan didn’t like the response that was provided.

“They are likely to feel that the decision is fair. Mostly because the older nobility doesn’t like the fact that there’s the possibility of two up and coming ‘new nobles’ joining the ranks of the Exalted Mythic Hunters.” Typhos said. “They will not be able to do anything if Harkem manages to push the Cruor back on his own, so they will quietly fade into the background. At least for a while. But if he fails, they will be more than happy to jump onto the situation and tear him apart like the wretched scavengers they truly are.”

This was something that Typhos and Erkan often disagreed on when it came to managing their forces in the Empire. Erkan sought to use the nobility to acquire power and influence in court. Manipulating the Emperor by using the reputation that the nobles provided him through the aid he provided in solving problems the Emperor faced. Potentially turning the nobles to their side later on.

Typhos was of the opinion that the nobles were only good so long as they were useful, and that they were worthless in the long run. So, it would be better to use them and get rid of them as quickly as possible. Placing their own members into the ranks of the nobility to directly control things. That way loyalty could be assured. He believed that the nobles would turn on them, the moment they realized that the Cult was behind them, as it would be a threat to their supposed authority and power.

“Lord Speaker, I would advise sending forces, or at least alerting our forces that are hidden there, to sabotage Duke Harkem’s efforts.” Erkan proposed. “It would be in our best interests to ensure that the man is bound as tightly as possible by whatever contracts we can get him tied to. Letting a potential Mythic figure roam freely, especially one that is antagonistic towards us, would not be a good idea.”

Unfortunately, the support he expected from his companions was not present. It was apparent that none of the other Lights were particularly interested in sabotaging Duke Harkem at this time. While the Cult was certainly supportive of pushing forward their agenda, they were utterly opposed to anything that supported the Cruor. Harkem failing to win this conflict could be considered as aiding the Cruor.

Surprisingly enough, it was actually Typhos that looked like he was contemplating Erkan’s proposal. But before anyone else could speak up, The Speaker intervened.

“Whilst unfortunate, it would be best if we were to let things play out. You have done well to integrate yourself into the Emperor’s good graces. But it would be unacceptable to interfere with the Harkem conflict. We cannot take actions that would aid the Cruor, nor can we risk being discovered by the Empire if we do interfere.” The Speaker declared. Then he turned to Typhos. “I am surprised, Typhos, I would’ve thought you’d be the most opposed to this.”

Typhos didn’t say anything for a moment but seemed to slump in his seat before replying. His words immediately drew the attention and focus of his peers.

“The Anathema is alive.” He said. “Worse yet, it seems like the rumors of there being a free Void Spirit are true. Not a Remnant, but an actual Spirit.”

Shock and outrage were felt by all the Lights within the room. The fact that Marco had died for nothing was bad enough, but to know that the Anathema was alive and well was even worse. But for him to have a Void Spirit, and be an actual Hunter was utterly unacceptable.

“How do you know this!?” The Speaker nearly shouted. “What is the source of this information?”

Typhos turned to face the Speaker directly before replying.

“As you know, my agents have been subtly looking for information and influential figures in the outer regions of the Empire, whilst Erkan works on the inner regions and capital.” Typhos explained. “One of my agents was operating in the city of Gates, the entry city to the Fjorya Mountains. He is a member of one of the Guild in the city. Just an Apprentice, working with logistics, but he was there when the reinforcements shipped out earlier this evening. There was some debate regarding the validity of their being a Void Hunter, but the Anathema proved it in front of a whole crowd of people.”

“Wait. You said they were shipping out this evening? But I thought that the attack wasn’t expected until two days from now?” Amelia asked. “Doesn’t this mean that the reinforcements are going to arrive too soon for Harkem’s plan to come to fruition?”

“They’ll probably stop in one of the towns closer to Harkem’s border and wait.” Typhos said. “If they left directly from Gates, then they’d be too far away to be of any use in the fight. I don’t think all the Hunters are aware of this, however, since it wasn’t mentioned in the brief overview that was provided.”

The Lights all paused to think. They couldn’t interfere with the battle with the Cruor, as that would be supporting their ultimate enemy. One that was only matched by the Anathema. But they couldn’t just let the Anathema walk away either. Not without at least attempting to stop him and take his life. They had left him alone for five years prior to his journey through Tarquessa, and he had grown by leaps and bounds. They couldn’t allow him the chance to grow even more.

“What are the chances that we can get him before he enters Harkem territory?” The Violet Light asked. “If we can get him before he gets to Harkem, then it shouldn’t have an effect on the battle itself. He’s just one boy after all.”

“Unlikely. Other than a few advisory Hunters that are in Harkem itself, I pulled out all my agents from the surrounding areas. It felt better to get them out than lose them in a conflict we will likely win regardless.” Typhos said. “Given the situation, it would take nearly a week for me to move anyone close enough to do something. Even my agents in Harkem have had to cut contact over the last couple of days, simply due to the increased security measures being taken to prepare for Harkem’s grand plan.”

This didn’t make any of the Lights happy with the situation. It seemed like the only thing they could do right now was sit and wait. Something that they felt they had done enough of already. They were stuck, though. Interfering with the battle would support the Cruor. Something that also had the possibility to come back and bite them, if their interference was discovered. But leaving the Anathema alone was as good as supporting him at this point.

The Lights all fell into a contemplative silence as they pondered over what to do about the situation. However, it seemed like the stars had aligned in the Anathema’s favor. It was going to be impossible for them to stop him. Unless they were willing to take a risk, and once again have to push back their plans for the Empire.

“I think that you are all forgetting something that would influence your decisions.” Erkan suddenly said with a grimacing smile on his face. “Void Mages can be turned into Cruor. Specifically, they are the ones that can become Broodlords. At Tier zero. Imagine what would happen if they turned an Adept?”

A sudden chill ran down the spines of all the Lights. They had been so focused on killing the Anathema for being a Void Mage, and thorn in their side, that they had forgotten the reason that Void Mages were so despised by them.

If the Anathema became a Cruor, he would most certainly become the most powerful Broodlord in existence. If not a vessel for a Brood to descend on this world in full. Something far worse than remaining as a Void Mage and growing in power.

“We still don’t have any forces that can get to him before the final battle breaks out.” Typhos said. “Not unless we’re willing to risk everything that we have in the Empire to do this.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do. We can’t risk the Anathema turning to the Cruor.” The Speaker said. “I thank you, Erkan, for opening our eyes to the truth of the matter. I was so blinded by the Anathema that I had forgotten the unfortunate possibility that you brought up.”

To everyone’s surprise, the Speaker then bowed his head towards Erkan in thanks. No one had ever received such a gesture from the Speaker before. The Speaker commanded, and the Followers of Radiance obeyed. He did not thank others for their efforts. Not beyond just words, at least. To do so would be to imply that their efforts were not expected.

Erkan was momentarily flabbergasted, but quickly regained his composure. He felt an enormous sense of pride well up within his chest. This was what he lived for. The vindication of knowing that he knew better than anyone else.

“For now, we will send our fastest members who are closest to the border that the reinforcements from Gates will be headed for. Do not care for subtlety. Simply kill him before he can get to Harkem.” The Speaker declared. “Typhos, can you get there to join them?”

Typhos grimaced. “No. I am currently dealing with a border dispute between one of the noble families and one of the Morathi Alliance’s clans. There’s no way I can make it there within a month.”

“Unfortunate. We will have to deal with what is available then. For now, I am ending this meeting, unless anyone else has news that they need to share?” The Speaker looked at the Lights around him and saw that no one was speaking up. “Then, Typhos, you know what you need to do. Ensure your agents move to kill him. Within the next three days. I will pray to the Radiant Lord for luck and see if there is anything we can do to ensure that this doesn’t end too badly for us, and the Empire.”

The Lights all nodded in agreement and understanding. One-by-one they blinked out of existence. Except for the Speaker. He remained. Bathed in the Golden glow of the Light that had been granted to him by the Radiant Lord, he prayed for luck, and for success in their attempt to kill the Anathema. He felt his Lord’s attention, for just a moment, but then, just like the others, his light also disappeared.

----------



To the north of Harkem, it is the territory that now belonged to the freshly crowned Winged Broodlord. Several hundred people were bound and wrapped up in cocoons. They were submerged in oily liquid that slowly seeped into their bodies. The flesh that made up their forms was twisting, and growing new appendages, making them less and less human in appearance.

Within the large chamber that these cocoons were suspended in was a throne. There sat a man with six pairs of silvery wings sprouting from his back. His hair was the same silvery color, with feathers lining it here and there, and his eyes were silver as well. In fact, other than the wings, he looked almost entirely human. This was the new Broodlord of the Winged Cruor.

Kneeling in front of him was a large seven-winged monstrous creature that looked like a cross between a lion and a dog. It too had feathers growing in patches here and there. The Broodlord had a hand on its head, with his eyes closed as he seemed to see something that no one else could.

Removing his hand from the Umbral Beasts head, he leaned back on his throne. He let out a deep and frustrated sigh as he reviewed the memories he had just extracted from the Umbral Beast. Ignoring how the beast leaned over, falling to the side dead as ichor ran from its ears and eyes.

“Such a shame. It seems like I will need to get involved after all.” The Broodlord declared to himself. “It would be a shame for me to miss my meeting with my son. It’s been almost thirteen years, after all.”

With that said, he stood up from his throne, taking to the sky with a flap of his wings. As he rose into the air, the sound of a maelstrom greeted him. The winds around him howled in sadistic glee as he climbed higher and higher. Looking around himself, he saw thousands of Cruor gathering around him, flying like a swarm as they gathered together.

“For the Broods.” The Broodlord quietly whispered. Unheard over the howling winds.

Lower down, Umbral Beasts also gathered. Up until this point, there hadn’t been a gathering of Cruor this large since the beginning of the Age of Despair. But once again, the Cruor were out to conquer the lands of humanity. To feast on their mana and consume their Spirits. Like an unending tide of Ichor, they would drown the Mages and Hunters in battle, and bring Desolation to their world.

            

    
        CH 134 (Book 3 Ch 24): Dealing with Problems

    
    
    
    
                By the time the caravan had reached their first destination Ezekiel had already figured out that something different from the original plan they were told was in place.

For one thing, although they appeared to be in a rush, they had stopped multiple times to ‘clear out’ different areas of Umbral Beasts. For another, it was apparent that the Hunters from the Wandering Titan Guild were far too relaxed to be in as much of a rush as they implied that they would be.

When they rolled up at one of the towns just inside the border of the Harkem territory, Ezekiel was certain that there was a more practical plan in place than to simply hold out in Harkem city and fight defensively. As confusion spread throughout the leisurely set up camp, rather than continuing onwards to Harkem, Garrad once again called the Hunters together for a debrief regarding the situation.

“Alright! So, I’m sure many of you are wondering why we’re setting up camp here for the night, rather than continuing on to Harkem. Quite simply, Harkem is playing bait so that we can do a pincer maneuver that will hopefully kill off enough of the Cruor that we’ll be able to push them back and out of Harkem territory.” Garrad stated, not bothering with sugar coating and getting straight to the point.

There were mutterings and mumblings throughout the assembled Hunters. It seemed like they weren’t too appreciative of the fact that they had been lied to up until this point. But at the same time, it was apparent that many were somewhat relieved that they weren’t going to be entering into a fight right away.

Garrad went on to explain the plan. In order to draw in the forces of the Cruor, they were going to wait until at least a couple of days had passed. With all the reinforcements taking steps to ensure that they were at full capacity when scouting their surroundings.

Currently, only the reinforcements from Gates city were waiting at the border. The rest of the reinforcements were with the Harkem forces that had been seemingly retreating to the west. Thus, the city of Harkem was open, and ripe for the pickings.

Once Garrad received word that the Cruor had begun their attack, they would move out, and hopefully break through the Cruor from the side. Then, once the western forces returned, they would hopefully finish the battle in one fell swoop.

Given that this was a better plan than simply fighting over and over again, until one side overcame the other, the assembled unaffiliated Hunters seemed to fall in line much more easily than before. Though there was still some discontent that was brought up after Garrad finished speaking.

“What are we to do if the Cruor break off their forces and try to attack us here? They have winged ones, so they could easily be spying on us as we speak!” One of the Hunters called out.

“That’s why we’re having our flying Hunters hold rotating shifts for scouting. Even as we speak, nearly a dozen fliers are currently patrolling the area.” Garrad explained. “If any one of them fails to call in within certain time frames, we will immediately go on alert, and prepare the town defenses for an assault. Though we have doubts that they will be able to spy on us. They won’t be able to get any information regardless, since we’ve taken steps to ensure that they believe that we’re resting to recoup ourselves from rushing so quickly and taking out Umbral beasts on the way.”

“What about our time in service?” Another voice called out. “It was six months we had to serve, right? How will that work if the Cruor get pushed out tomorrow?”

“You’ll be reorganized into a militia that will operate inside the Harkem territory. Just because we’ll be pushing the Cruor out if this works, doesn’t mean that they won’t keep trying to come back afterwards. Though hopefully they’ll either stop, or at least lessen their attempts, by the time your contracts are completed.” Garrad said. “And for those of you wondering. Even if we lose, your contracts will still hold you as a militia force that will be stationed along the Harkem border. Alongside the Imperial army, when they show up to kick the Cruor out later on. Any other questions?”

This went on for a little while, with Garrad being clear and concise when addressing all the questions he was asked. Finally, after several minutes of questions and answers, there was silence, for the most part, and it seemed like most of the concerns had been addressed. Then, a question was raised that made Ezekiel’s blood boil.

“Oy, one more question over here. Since everyone else is too chicken shit to ask it!” A rude voice called out from the crowd. Garrad and Ezekiel turned towards this voice, as did most of the Hunters.

“What’s the little Void Mage doing here? I thought this was a force of Hunters, not a trash heap!” The man called out.

Taking a look, Ezekiel saw that the man had gray hair. A Tempest Mage, which was supported by the large silver dragonfly that was wrapped around his right arm. This was surprising, as it was rare that a Spirit took on the form of an insect. Though the thing that surprised Ezekiel the most was the fact that it seemed like everyone that heard his question turned to look at him, instead of the questioner.

It seemed like Garrad was about to speak, hopefully to either berate the man rather than placate him. But Ezekiel wasn’t sure if he wanted that. It was obvious that the Hunters here were aware that he was also a Hunter. He wasn’t exactly subtle when he presented Shine to Garrad, after all.

He couldn't help but glare at the people around him. While he wasn’t the highest Step when it came to Adepts, he was certain that he could take the majority of them on in a one-on-one fight. Taking a closer look at the man that called him out, he noticed that the man was at least two Steps above himself.

This would make things difficult, if it came to a fight, but Ezekiel was almost certain that he could win. The man’s posture was cocky and had barely any discipline in his stance.

Usually, in a place where everyone was preparing for a battle with the Cruor, you would expect a certain degree of professionalism. So, it was likely that this man wasn’t as skilled as Ezekiel. That didn’t mean that he would take the man lightly, but it did mean that he wasn’t too concerned.

“First of all, you’re the one trying to cause trouble, calling everyone here a piece of trash, because what else would be in a trash heap.” Garrad said, causing the man to turn red at the insult as everyone turned to glare at him. “Secondly, that Void Mage has done more than you as a Hunter in the last two months, than you have in the last two years.”

“Bullshit!” The man called out. “Ain’t no way that some stupid Void Mage is better than me!”

“That Void Mage went on his first expedition when he was ten years old. His second when he was twelve, and just recently had to fight his way through the civil war in Tarquessa to get here.” Garrad said. “While you, on the other hand, had to be dragged from the Gates city drunk tank, and were forced to join up or be exiled for being such a shoddy citizen, who isn’t even worth licking the dirt off my boots!”

Most of the Hunters looked at the man with disgust. Many of them were proud of being Hunters that had gotten this far without the aid of a Guild. It was rare that a Hunter could make it like this, and many of them were very interested in the rewards, and gratitude, that they would get for helping Harkem.

There were few who had been forced to join up for the fight. So, the knowledge that one such person was calling out someone who had joined up willingly, for his home city, was just disgraceful in their eyes. Even if he was a Void Mage, and they weren’t sure just what, exactly, he could do.

“How the hell would you know that!” The man yelled, embarrassed by the fact that he had been called out for his drinking and reason for being there.

“I was there when you got arrested, you dumbass. But given how drunk you were it doesn’t surprise me you don’t remember. Though, honestly, I’m not surprised that a disgrace from the Reaching Spires Guild would act like that.” Garrad called out, much to the man’s continuing shock. “Don’t look so surprised. You were ranting about how you once belonged to that Guild when you were wasted. It’s why I was against you being forced to join up. I didn't want one of the men who tried to destroy Harkem coming with us as we’re trying to save it.”

By this point, the man had turned a pale white as the blood rushed from his face. Now, everyone around him was glaring at him, and pressure began to build as many of them looked like they wanted a pound of flesh. The man had officially become a target of distrust, as there were few who knew of Harkem that hadn’t heard of the disgraced Reaching Spires Guild.

Ezekiel found himself in a similar position. He still remembered the Reaching Spires Guild, as well as how they had tried to strong arm his family into giving him away to them. The look on their faces when they had tried to kill him. The fact that they had teamed up with the Cult of Light, and the fact that they had nearly destroyed his home. All in some stupid belief that they were better than everyone else.

“Well, what about him! He’s the little bastard that blew up and entire Ruin! One with a Temple of the Void at that!” The man screamed in a desperate attempt to take attention off of him. One that, much to Ezekiel’s annoyance, actually worked.

“It was the Remnant of the Ancient Void that blew up the Ruins. Not me. Which was a good thing, or a group of wild Rot would’ve been let free.” Ezekiel said in a dead monotone voice. “Though, considering you lot were the ones that thought breaking the defenses that were keeping them sealed away was a good thing, I can see how you would think passing the coin to frame another would be a good idea.”

“There’s no way that’s true! If it was, then you’d never have been exiled in the first place!” The man yelled.

“I was exiled because the Inquisition wanted to have a pet Void Mage that they could use and abuse to milk for Void Magic. I did create the only known workable meditation technique for Void Mages to accumulate mana, after all.” Ezekiel explained. “The fact that I invented the Com-Slates and other artifacts now distributed and supplied by the Church of Ten during my time as a Scholar, also goes to show why the Inquisition would try to get me on trumped up charges. I’m sure I’m not alone in this.”

Several Hunters nodded their heads. Exile was a common punishment for those that opposed the Empire’s nobility. As well as the Inquisition that they funded. Though, it wasn’t always the direct punishment, as it had been for Ezekiel.

Usually, it was something they were forced to do to escape the death penalty, or other horrible consequences that some stupid noble with no sense of morality came up with. If anything, the argument between the disgraced Hunter and Ezekiel was slowly turning in Ezekiel’s favor. Something that they man began to notice.

“So, what!? You mean to tell me that a worthless Void Mage, who can’t even use magic, is going to be of help in this battle? You’ll probably be one of the first to die! If not, then whoever’s teamed up with you certainly will!” The man accused. “Compared to you, I’m still more valuable than-”

FLICK!!!

The man was cut off as he went tumbling backwards. An invisible impact had thrown his head back with a force that nearly snapped his neck. He flipped onto his rear, causing his Spirit, that had been resting until this point, to unravel from his arm, and began buzzing furiously at Ezekiel. The man blearily looked towards Ezekiel in confusion, not understanding what had happened.

On Ezekiel’s part, he had a hand held out with a finger pointed at the man in front of him. In front of everyone here, though almost too fast for them to see, Ezekiel had thrown out his hand, and flicked his finger in the man’s direction. Reinforcing his hand and using a slightly altered Void slash to instead throw the force of his finger forward, to cause the impact on the man’s head.

Everyone else was also staring back and forth between the two. No one here was aware of just what Void Magic could do, beyond the reinforcement that the few Void Mages that had reached Tier one over the last few years had demonstrated.

Just then, glass-like armor seemed to appear around Ezekiel’s arm as he withdrew his sword. A blank white silhouette was reflected in it. This was a trick that Ezekiel and Shine had come up with to show off their status as a Hunter, since Shine was otherwise stuck in a sword.

“If you want to talk about value as a Hunter, draw your blade. I’ll show you my worth on the battlefield, as a Hunter is meant to.” Ezekiel declared.

Furious and embarrassed, the man accepted without issue, and the assembled Hunters moved out of the way to make room. Off to the side, Garrad could only sigh in helplessness, knowing that if he stopped this, tensions and concerns would only continue to rise. Helping Ezekiel now would just show favoritism in the eyes of the Hunters. It was better for Ezekiel to prove his worth.

“No killing, or I’ll kill the killer afterwards.” Garrad declared as he gave a final warning to the two duelists. He then walked away with the others to make room.

As Ezekiel and the man stood face-to-face, just a few dozen feet apart, the onlookers were expecting one of two things, either a one-sided beatdown, with Ezekiel losing, or a relatively good fight where Ezekiel came out on top after struggling for a bit. This was mainly believed since they didn’t know what tricks Ezekiel might bring to bear.

They were surprised to see the former assumption was correct, but not in a way they expected.

As Ezekiel and the man began to fight, it seemed like Ezekiel’s assumptions about the man’s fighting ability were correct. It was obvious that the man was powerful, in his own right, but was clearly either out of practice, or was taking things too easily.

So, Ezekiel decided not to bother holding back. He jumped behind the man and swung the flat of his sword across the man’s head as hard as he could without splattering his skull like a watermelon. He hit the floor like a sack of bricks, and Ezekiel had to dodge out of the way of his Spirit’s angry assault.

But Ezekiel just jumped again, and this time hit the Spirit with his Disruption Spell, which caused the Spirit to scream in pain before it also collapsed into a twitching heap. Turning from his downed opponents, Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in Garrad’s direction, while everyone else just looked on in shock.

“Are you sure you want this man to fight with us?” Ezekiel asked.

Garrad just looked on in silence as well. Not expecting the boy that he had had to defend eight years ago to have gotten so strong. As the disgraced Reaching Spires Hunter was taken from the field with his Spirit, and brought to the healers, Garrad couldn’t help but feel concerned at what was likely to happen in the next few days.

At the same time, as he was walking away towards the evacuated town, Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver as a familiar bad feeling spread through his body. Glancing at Shine, who was now in their sheath, he received confirmation. It seemed like something bad was coming for them. Something that meant staying in this town for any longer than necessary would be fairly bad for their wellbeing.

----------



Regardless of his bad feelings regarding the situation, Ezekiel knew that he couldn’t actually do much about it right now. If he simply ran away, his bond with Shine would be severed. So, he knew that he would need to figure out how to protect himself while he remained with the reinforcements.

Something that was slightly easier due to his relationship with Garrad. Though there was some discontent from the Captains that were brought in. Ezekiel may have proven himself to the Hunters thanks to his bizarre fighting prowess. But regardless, it didn’t mean that he was going to be believed when he mentioned something bad was going to happen.

“What exactly do you want me to do right now?” Garrad ultimately asked when he was approached by Ezekiel. “It’s not as if we can leave right now. We still have at least one more day before the plan is meant to begin. If we head out now, then it would potentially give the Cruor a chance to retaliate and prepare themselves for our arrival. That’s also only if I can convince the other Guild Leaders to go with it, along with the various Captains that are also leading teams, and you heard their disbelief when you spoke to me earlier. Even if they don’t spread the word, they certainly won’t support you.”

“I understand.” Ezekiel said. “I’m not asking you to head out early. But I am asking if you can get me out of the city until we have to head out. Maybe form a Vanguard team and make me a part of it. I have stealth capabilities, so you could send me out as a regular scout.”

Garrad paused when he heard that Ezekiel had stealth capabilities. Even if all they did was prevent him from being seen, it would be a great boon to the scout teams. The Winged Cruor scouted from the sky, so that means that they mostly operated with their vision.

“Show me.” Garrad said, and Ezekiel lifted Garrad’s tea from the table. His eyes widened as Ezekiel’s presence seemed to disappear from the room. But the teacup stayed floating in the air. Garrad immediately spread his senses through the ground, and only relaxed when he could feel Ezekiel’s weight on the ground. “Interesting...”

The Guild Leader trailed off in thought, but it seemed like he was still concerned. Suddenly sending one of their non-fliers out of the town for scouting was a change in the plan that was discussed between the various Guild Leaders. But at the same time, he knew that Ezekiel wasn’t the kind of person to ask something like this without a good reason.

“Come here.” Garrad said, standing up and moving to the other side of the desk he was seated at. As Ezekiel approached, he held out a hand and placed it on Ezekiel’s neck. “Tell me, exactly, why you think you need to leave the town. Leave nothing out and tell the truth.”

So, Ezekiel did just that. He explained every previous time that he’d had this feeling before. The times that he had predicted a catastrophe before. How he had run into the Cult of Light when he had ignored it last. As well as the fact that the feeling seemed to fade, ever so slightly, when he started making attempts to leave the town.

Throughout it all, Garrad’s face was stone, but he knew that Ezekiel was telling the truth. Both about the previous times this feeling had come up, and the fact that his premonitions in this case were directing him to leave the city.

Coming to a decision, he pulled out a sheet of paper with Runic inscriptions that Ezekiel recognized as the bindings for a contract. But this one was blank. Garrad began filling it out, and Ezekiel knew that he was being given a chance. Though, depending on the conditions, he still might not take it.

“One more question. Will this affect our position as reinforcements?” Garrad asked. “This is not an attempt to simply run away while all of us are left to die, is it?”

“...I don’t know. All I know is that whatever this danger is, it’s after me. So, if anything, the chances are higher that you can avoid the problem if I’m not here.” Ezekiel said. “I can’t guarantee anything, however. Not even whether or not I’m going to survive, even with this.”

“If anything does come here, looking for you, I am pointing them in your direction.” Garrad said. “That said, so long as you either ensure you aren’t caught, or at least ensure that you die if you do get caught, I guess that I can send you early.” Garrad said. “To make up for how we failed you eight years ago.”

With this, the two men shared a look of guilt. Garrad, as he remembered the young boy he had watched be exiled, when he was supposed to protect him. Ezekiel, for bringing up such memories, and because he knew that there was nothing that Garrad and Gerome could do at that time. The nobility and Inquisition just weren’t forces that they could defy.

“Thank you. But please understand that I know it wasn’t your fault, or your Guild’s.” Ezekiel said. Taking the contract that Garrad had written up, he knew that there wasn’t anything on it that would guarantee his death. There was even an escape clause that would allow him to deviate his path from Harkem if external forces did indeed come after him. “I’ll see you at Harkem. But prepare yourselves. Whatever is after me will be here before night falls.”

As soon as he signed the contract, Ezekiel felt another binding on his soul. Turning to Garrad, he nodded in thanks before Jumping across the town. Turning on his Shroud, Ezekiel ran as fast as he could, avoiding the Hunters and Mages that were reinforcing the area as he did.

He needed to move, and move fast, if he wanted to get to Harkem before the battle began. But he’d gone farther on foot than this before. Though he did hope that the reinforcements weren’t troubled by whatever was coming. If he was right, then it was likely that whatever it was that he was sensing would be there within the next few hours.

----------



A couple of hours after Ezekiel had left, Garrad was standing vigilant at the walls of the town, facing towards the west. While Ezekiel couldn’t tell where the danger was coming from, the eastern and northern walls of the city were already heavily reinforced. This was because those were the directions that faced the Cruor’s most direct presence.

Also, Ezekiel had mentioned that most of the dangerous omens he had gotten resulted in attacks by the Cult of Light. Thus, it was likely that, if it was the Cult, the danger would be coming from the west. So, he, and the few captains that trusted him utterly, as well as one other Guild Leader that owed him a favor, were stationed as part of the skeleton crews that were stationed on the western walls.

“Are you sure we can trust this source of yours?” The other Guild Leader asked. She was a woman with green hair and eyes. A Life Mage with a grass mouse Spirit that was sitting in her hair. “We’ve received no reports, and no updates from our contacts. Not that standing guard is such a big pain in the ass, but it does mean that I’m not going to bed as early as I’d like tonight.”

Garrad sighed as he listened to the complaints. She wasn’t the only one that had come to him with their concerns regarding this. But none of them had experienced what he had when it came to Ezekiel. So, for right now, he was willing to deal with the complaints.

Though he would be having words with Ezekiel if there turned out to be nothing. Getting compensation for that contract would also be something he would be asking for.

“The source is someone I trust, Nonette. Though I’ll admit that their proof was lacking.” Garrad explained. “It’s not like it’s costing us that much. We’re Legends. We could stay awake for several days, if we wanted.”

“I’m still surprised you went along with this. Contracts like that might not be too expensive for a Legendary Hunter, but it’s not like they’re cheap.” Nonette said. “But at least you took steps to ensure that our plans won’t be in jeopardy. The other Hunters can’t even complain, since there’s very few people that have whatever abilities that kid has. Even in other elemental forms.”

“Indeed. Though, I can’t say I did it all for logical reasons.” Garrad said. “A weight has been lifted from my shoulders, though, so hopefully, after whatever shows up leaves, I’ll be able to sleep at least a little bit easier.”

Nonette didn’t reply. Instead, she just frowned. She never liked seeing her friend like this. Even if they were from different Guilds. A part of her hoped that Garrad’s trust wasn’t misplaced, but she couldn’t hold back her doubts. The fact that she didn’t want trouble coming for them at such a precarious time was also a factor that made her hope that Garrad’s information was wrong.

Unfortunately for her, it seemed like whatever danger had been predicted, was in fact true.

“Guild Leader! Incoming from the west! Six figures. I-I can’t-they’re so fast!” One of the captains that was with them called out in shock.

Garrad immediately fell into a defensive stance, as did Nonette, with both donning their Spirit Armor. He could already tell, if there were six figures that one of his Adepts couldn’t follow, that meant that there were six Legendaries that were coming towards them. That was as many Legendaries as were present with the reinforcements right now.

If it came down to a fight, the reinforcements might win, just from sheer numbers, but it was possible that they’d kill Garrad and Nonette before the rest could be called up to help.

Suddenly, six flashes of light appeared in front of Garrad, Nonette, and the assembled Adepts. Two were clad in golden armor, while the rest were clad in silver, blue, orange-brown, and red. These weren’t numbers that they could face right now.

For a moment, they had a standoff. The presence of the six new Legendaries pressed down on the Guild members on the wall, but it seemed like the Cultists were more curious than furious right now.

“Where is the Anathema?” One of the golden clad Hunters asked. “And how did you know we would be here?”

Garrad swallowed nervously. He could tell, if Ezekiel was here right now, he would have no choice but to hand him over. There would be no chance of them having a fight for one random Adept. Not when the Cruor were currently invading. Though this would be certain to land a blow to the Cult of Light’s reputation. Potentially even lowering whatever influence they still had in the Empire.

“Ezekiel isn’t here. He left for Harkem several hours ago. But only after, he came to me with a warning of an approaching danger. One that was coming directly for him. Hence why I am here.” Garrad said to the apparent leader of the Cultists. “If you are looking for him, I would suggest you go now. Our forces are needed to fight the Cruor. Unless you wish to fight us and aid the Cruor in the process.”

“You dare-!” The Flame Hunter yelled but was cut off by a hand to the back of his head.

“Enough! Move out, to the north. We need to kill the Anathema before it reaches Harkem.” The golden clad Hunter said. “Keep low. We can’t alert the Cruor of our presence. It would affect the plans to push the Cruor out of the Empire.”

The grumbling Flame Hunter moved with the rest of the Cultists. They flew off in beams of light, and as Nonette and Garrad forced themselves to calm down, the rest of the Guild Leaders arrived. Along with several dozen Adepts.

As Garrad and Nonette were grilled on the details of what had happened, Garrad once again felt guilty for what he had done. Once more Ezekiel was being pushed in front of a carriage. All for the sake of his Guild. Only this time, he was the one who pushed.

Looking to the north, Garrad could only pray that Ezekiel was strong enough to survive. He truly wanted to make it up to him.
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                Not long after Ezekiel left the town where the Hunters had gathered, he deviated from his course ever so slightly. He was still headed to Harkem, but the wording of his contract allowed him to take longer than necessary, so long as his destination was still Harkem, and he was headed north. Northeast was still north, and it would take him into territory that was too hazardous for most Hunters to move around alone.

But Ezekiel had experience in traveling through the Desolate Lands, and the current Harkem territory hadn’t been subsumed by the Desolate Lands just yet. So, it wasn’t too hard for him to make his way through the area that he was certain the Cult would try to avoid.

Given his current pace, there was no chance that he would make it to the city before whatever was after him caught up. So, it was best that he find another means of reaching the city. Given the current timing, if he went in a more curved route, he’d have the chance to break to replenish his mana before making the final stretch, right before the estimated time of the Cruor’s attack.

Said breakpoint was going to be a small lake that was nestled southeast of Harkem. Given that it was a man-made lake, and wasn’t connected to the ocean in any way, it was unlikely that the Cruor would set up a significant presence there.

Until they established a proper hold on the area, the Deep Cruor wouldn’t be sent to occupy it, and the Winged, Fanged, and Bone Cruor had no reason to set up a camp there. Perhaps a small stopping place for a drink when patrolling, but given the likelihood of an attack, he figured that most of their forces would be closer to Harkem, and not spread out as far as the lake was.

“Are you sure that we’ll be able to hide? Legendary Hunters would easily be able to cover the area that we’re just barely going to be traveling.” Shine inquired. “I mean, we don’t know if it’s Legendary Hunters, but still. They’ll catch up soon.”

“Yeah... but only a suicidal fool would head straight into Cruor controlled territory. Especially as an Adept, but we did it when we were Apprentices. So, it’s not likely they’ll expect this course of action.” Ezekiel explained. “That’s assuming it’s the Cult. If it’s something else, then we’re screwed. But it’s better than heading directly towards where we told Garrad we were going.”

Shine just mentally hummed in agreement. They had become much more in sync with each other ever since their trial at Feather Mountain. While they were still lacking when it came to supplementary artifacts, their increased skills and ease of mana use made up for quite a bit.

“Besides, if we don’t take a break at the lake, we won’t have enough mana to get to Harkem. As it is, we’ll be cutting it fairly close already.” Ezekiel said. “We don’t have carts, and while we can move faster without them, we can’t do that for long. We’ll be lucky if we get there before the reinforcements do.”

That was enough to silence any of Shine’s complaints. They were already out here, so it wasn’t like there was much they could do anyways. They realized it was better to think about what to do next.

Regardless, as they moved, they bounced ideas back and forth between one another to figure out what the next best course of action would be once they got to the lake. Ezekiel remembered from some of the maps he’d seen that there were cliffs built into large stone hills that were pulled up by Legendaries in years past. They might be a good place to carve out a little hiding hole.

For the entirety of the journey, they avoided several groups of Umbral Beasts that were roaming aimlessly. Their freshly mutated forms retained some of their previous traits. It was easy to tell that most of these beasts were once livestock of some sort.

Cows with multiple wings, chicken’s the size of horses with fangs and claws, and pigs covered in bone plates that were spiked and covered their eyes. These were but a few of the monstrous sights that Ezekiel and Shine witnessed as they traveled. The sight was almost made worse since he could see them quite clearly. Unlike in the actual desolate lands where visibility was incredibly low. It was almost enough to make Ezekiel feel sick.

Fortunately, after just a couple of hours, they had successfully made it to the lake. Finding an area in the nearby hills, Ezekiel and Shine carved out an area that was somewhat suitable for them. Then, using some of the stones that were nearby, Ezekiel created a temporary formation. Something that he had picked up after the expedition in Morncrest.

It would create a basic camouflage ward that would prevent the major senses from perceiving their camp. Such things were rare, and an Apprentice wouldn’t have much use for it, since it usually took a massive amount of mana to power for even a few hours. Hence why he hadn’t bothered to use it in Tarquessa. Though, the few supplies he picked up in Gates were also used up in the process.

Luckily, now that they were Adepts, Ezekiel and Shine still had enough combined mana, even after moving as quickly as they had, to power it for long enough for them to both regenerate their mana before moving out once again. Given the time, the two quickly entered into a meditative state. Not making moves to gather mana, but just preparing themselves, and resting their minds for the fighting to come.

----------



A group of six Hunters was flying low, the light that their mana emitted had disappeared. Their plans had deviated from the original. They had thought that they would be fighting the reinforcements until they had killed the Anathema. Perhaps, with their numbers, they would’ve convinced the reinforcements to simply hand him over.

Yes, their actions would result in a loss of reputation for the Cult of Light. Especially if they didn’t participate in the fight with the Cruor now that they had revealed their presence. However, before they could join the fight, they had a more important job to finish.

“Has anyone sensed anything yet?” The apparent leader, a Radiant Hunter clad in golden armor, called out as they continued flying towards Harkem. The silence that answered him spoke volumes. “I see.”

The leader came to a stop in mid-air. There was little point in flying any faster at this point. Too much further and they would be within the sensory range of Harkem. They couldn’t show themselves just yet. Not before they killed the Anathema.

Fortunately, they knew that the Anathema would be heading to Harkem. He would have no choice. Not after signing the contracts provided to those who were trying to obtain forgiveness for past crimes. But for now, it was time to spread out.

“From here we will be moving on foot. It is time to expand our search. Any one of us is capable of destroying the Anathema on our own.” The leader said. “The only reason he survived in the past was due to sheer luck and support from others. Of which he has neither right now.”

“What about the Cruor? If we spread too thin, it’s possible that we will become a target. Given how close Harkem is to enacting his plan, revealing our presence has the chance of changing things in a negative manner.” The blue clad Hunter asked.

“Our ultimate goal is to kill the Anathema. The loss of Harkem will be great, but acceptable. In the long run, killing the Anathema now will ensure that our plans don’t have anything interfering with them.” The other golden clad Hunter said. Her voice was dull and bored.

“Indeed.” The male Radiant Hunter said. “Move out and destroy the Anathema. Now!”

With that, the six Legendaries spread out, avoiding Harkem, as well as the direction of the Cruor, at least for now. Unfortunately, they would run out of time well before either the reinforcements, or Ezekiel, would reach Harkem.

----------



Several hours had passed, and luck was not on the Cult of Light’s side as they failed to find any traces of Ezekiel. Finally, after regrouping, they made the decision to head east, in an attempt to search for him. But while they were doing this, Ezekiel had long since moved on.

Dawn was arriving soon, and it was likely that the battle with the Cruor was going to begin quite soon. As such, Ezekiel and Shine were moving as fast as they could and hoped to get to Harkem within an hour or so of sunrise.

“I’m surprised that things have gone well so far.” Shine said as they moved through the hills and forests that surrounded Harkem.

“So am I, but that doesn’t mean we should jinx things by bragging about it.” Ezekiel said. “How’s your mana right now?”

“I still have well over half. I’m not moving, and you’re the one reinforcing yourself to run faster.” Shine replied. “Hopefully we reach Tier four soon. I can’t wait until we can fly almost effortlessly.”

“Most would pray that they could see even the edge of Tier four. But here you are expecting to become a Legendary figure like it’s guaranteed.” Ezekiel said. “You’re getting cocky.”

“I am not! We’re just awesome!” Shine said with an indignant tone. They held it for a couple seconds but broke into nervous laughter fairly quickly.

Ezekiel tried to smile, but he was just as nervous and wary of what they were running into as Shine was. They had been fortunate enough to not run into many Umbral Beasts so far, but the lack of Beasts and Cruor wasn’t a good thing. If anything, it meant that they were grouping up for a final push. If the reinforcements were even a little bit late, then Harkem would fall with little to no resistance.

“I see something!” Shine exclaimed. Ezekiel had been focused almost entirely on moving towards the city. So, his awareness was somewhat tunneled, and he left it to shine to remain aware of their expanded surroundings.

Ezekiel immediately ducked behind a small grouping of trees. His movements halted, and he reinforced his Shroud, taking some of the burden from Shine. He hoped that this was just one of the patrol teams from Harkem. But even then, he knew he had to be careful.

He wasn’t exactly a beloved man when it came to most Harkem citizens. Even the Guilds would’ve likely heard less than flattering things about him.

“What did you see?” Ezekiel asked. He had begun expanding his senses to try and find what Shine had seen. “Was it the Cruor, or was it a Hunter?”

“I’m not sure. I just saw the shadows moving strangely.” Shine explained. “But that means we can rule out the Cult, right? Since they don’t approve of Death and Obscure Mages, right?”

“We never actually confirmed that, I don’t think. But the startling lack of Mages with those elements says a lot.” Ezekiel said. “It could also have been shadows cast by a Winged Cruor or Umbral Beast. For now, it would be best to keep your senses as alert as possible.”

Shine conveyed a feeling of agreement, and Ezekiel felt his senses expand and sharpen as Shine started supporting him more directly. He replied in kind, and the two felt their mana begin to strengthen. But as they remained still, standing under the cover of several trees, nothing happened. This went on for several minutes, but as time went on, they knew they needed to move.

They couldn’t just stay here and continue waiting. Sooner or later, their contract would force them to start moving. The chance that the Cult would eventually catch up was also something they couldn’t afford to wait for.

“Let’s start moving again. We can’t keep waiting. But we’ll jump first. In three, two, one!” Ezekiel and Shine Jumped, moving a couple hundred meters to the direct north. Not a moment later, the area they had vacated was filled with a mountain of spiked shadows. Were they still there, they would’ve been pierced through several times over.

But the fact that they had avoided one fatal attack didn’t mean they were out of the woods just yet. The moment they had touched down on the ground of their landing zone, Ezekiel and Shine were forced to Jump again as their senses screamed at them to move.

A hundred swords of light stabbed down into the area that he was just standing in. Unaware of the Shadows that had struck just a few hundred meters south, Ezekiel immediately thought that the Cult had caught up to him. But as he landed, this time to the west, he realized that he had failed to take into account his surroundings.

Landing on an uneven surface, Ezekiel was unable to catch himself as he landed at the edge of a pitfall trap that was lined with hardened stone spikes. Up until this point, they hadn’t run into any traps of this sort, but as they thought about it, it made sense that they would create traps closer and closer to the city. Throwing up a barrier, Ezekiel landed roughly in the pit, fortunately uninjured.

But as he regained his bearing, he realized that his Shroud had come undone. Just as he had put it back up, he found himself hanging in the air above the pit. A sense of vertigo from the sudden movement and a blinding light in front of his face disoriented him enough to prevent another sudden Jump. The fact that Shine didn’t immediately take over and get them out of there meant that they were either being suppressed or didn’t think they could get away.

“Ezekiel!” Shine called out in concern. But as Ezekiel heard their voice, he thought it sounded further away. Blindly reaching for his hip, he realized that Shine wasn’t on his belt anymore.

“Stay there!” Ezekiel exclaimed. “The Cult would’ve just killed me. They’re likely from Harkem!”

Shine calmed down at Ezekiel’s words. They realized that it was true. The Cult would’ve just killed him, not bothering with restraining him like this. As a shadow extended across the ground, holding Ezekiel in place in addition to the light that restrained him, their assumptions that this wasn’t the Cult were solidified. Hopefully, they would be able to talk themselves out of this.

As the light in front of Ezekiel’s eyes dimmed, he had to blink the spots out of his eyes as a pair of Legendaries approached him. Unable to move, he focused on recovering as best he could, and resisting the pressure that was bearing down on him.

“Who are you! What the hell is an Adept doing this far in Harkem’s territory? All the Adepts tied to the city are waiting for the counterattack. Either within Harkem’s wall, or at towns along the border.” The Radiant Hunter asked. He was clad in golden armor with a lion’s roaring face engraved on his chest plate.

“And how did you move like that? I’ve never seen magic like that before. You managed to avoid my shadow spears like they weren’t even there.” The woman, a Huntress clad in black armor, also with a feline figure engraved on her chest piece. “Also, don’t bother trying it again. We’ll simply catch up to you when you run out of mana.”

For a moment, Ezekiel was silent. His disbelieving eyes widened as he heard the Hunter’s voices. Shine, sensing his confusion and disbelief, tried to call out to him. But Ezekiel’s words spilled out of his mouth before they could see if he was alright.

“Dad? Mom?” Ezekiel’s words caused the two Hunters to freeze in place, and Ezekiel felt the light and shadows restraining him tighten up. But before it could get too much more uncomfortable, Ezekiel felt the hood and other coverings over his face be torn off.

Seeing Ezekiel’s pure white hair, The two Hunters looked on in confusion for a second, before the connection between the color and the Void element was made in their minds. Their helmets immediately opened up, and the faces of Warren and Evelyn Luminance stared at their son in open mouthed shock.

Letting their spells drop, Ezekiel was released from his restraints, only to drop roughly a dozen feet to the ground. Landing with a grunt of surprise, Ezekiel looked up at his parents. Realizing who they had just attacked and held in restraints, his parents dove down and began checking over him.

They could discuss things later on. Both regarding Ezekiel’s presence, and their reactions to him. But for now, Ezekiel was just happy to see his family again for the first time in eight years. Something that Shine was also happy for, as they watched from the side.

It was just a shame. Even though they had both avoided whatever was coming after them, and had been reunited with Ezekiel’s family, the ill omen that they were feeling in their souls was starting to grow stronger. It seemed like this conflict was going to escalate much sooner than expected.

----------



As shocking and joyous as their reunion was, The three Luminances knew that they couldn’t stay where they were. They were currently in contested territory, and given the likelihood of an attack, they knew that they needed to return to the city. Fortunately, it seemed that Warren and Evelyn were wrapping up their final patrol before the city hunkered down in full defensive mode.

Thus, the family returned to the city, not running into anything else on their way. Something that didn’t help Ezekiel’s feeling of ill omen. As they traveled, the mood began to turn more subdued as Ezekiel caught his parents up on what he had been up to over the past eight years.

They were overjoyed to hear about Ezekiel’s exploits as a Scholar in the Church of Ten. Even if he had only remained with them for a few years before he was expelled for being a Hunter. But the fact that he had been behind the creation of an artifact as groundbreaking as the Com-Slates was something that Ezekiel’s parents were incredibly proud of.

The two were less than pleased to hear that the Cult of Light had taken steps to kill him, even after his exile. But were somewhat placated when they found out that the Cult’s forces had been wiped out. The fact that he had five years to develop and grow stronger was even better. But there was a nagging feeling in their hearts as they realized that they had missed so much of their son’s childhood.

Things lightened up when Ezekiel introduced them to Shine. It seemed that they were quite excited to see Ezekiel’s Spirit. Not only was Shine the first of their kind, but also the bonded companion of their son. Someone that had been with Ezekiel through thick and thin for the past eight years.

It wasn’t all about Ezekiel either. Warren and Evelyn had been through a fair bit over the years as well. But mostly it was just missions for the Church. They had mostly paid off the debt that they had taken for Ezekiel’s life. That didn’t mean that things were perfectly fine, but it did mean that they were officially pardoned once the conflict between Harkem and the Cruor had broken out.

They still had to remain for the battle until things settled down properly. But they would only be forced to remain there until the end of the unaffiliated Hunters’ contracts were completed. At the moment, that meant that they would be free from their contract in the next six months or so. Same as Ezekiel.

When Ezekiel brought up Wendy and Ellen, his parents grew quiet. They explained how they had done their best to prevent them from hating Ezekiel and falling in line with other people’s thoughts. But his reputation was not good in Harkem. While the Cult had been officially removed, the fact of the matter was, they could only get such a foothold due to the deep prejudice towards Void Mages.

There had been more than one occasion where the twins had gotten into trouble because they retaliated to insults against them. Almost entirely due to their relationship with Ezekiel. Shari, Yennifrey, and Drew had been helpful in watching over them. But there were problems on that front as well.

Once Ezekiel had sent his letter regarding his trip to Morncrest, Drew had thrown himself into training far more than before. It had gotten to the point of obsession, and it was apparent that Drew wasn’t going to stop until he got strong enough to hunt in the Desolate Lands by himself.

Of course, all of his friends had gotten stronger over the years. Shari had reached peak Tier two and would likely break through to the Adept level within a year. Yennifrey had also reached top Tier two but wasn’t at the peak just yet. But she mainly focused on her enchanting, rather than direct combat magic and fighting alongside her Spirit.

Both of them had evacuated the city with the other citizens. They had also taken Ellen and Wendy with them, and they would meet up at Tollren after their contracts were up. Only Guild members remained at this point. Though that included Tier twos as well as Adepts and higher.

“What about Drew?” Ezekiel eventually asked. Not missing how they had glossed over his only male friend from Harkem. It was apparent that something had happened to him, and their relationship had likely deteriorated.

“... He... he didn’t take your stories well. He called you a liar, and refused to believe that you, at Tier two, could go into the Desolate Lands alone, and survive.” Warren finally said. They were reaching the city now. It wouldn’t be more than a few minutes before they had to check in.

“It’s unfortunate, but he eventually broke ties with us. Even though his mother never did.” Warren continued. “Once he reached the peak of Tier two, he joined one of the Tier three Guilds. Having decided that the Tier four Guilds weren’t worth his time. Not even when he was offered a place in the Wandering Titans. Since then, he used his position to get as many resources as possible and rushed to Tier three. He has his own team that he’s been leading in this conflict. Mostly attacking the Cruor directly, diving as far into the territory that they took as he possibly can.”

Ezekiel didn’t know what to say to that. He recalled how he insisted that Drew shouldn’t go into the Desolate Lands until he was at least Tier three, else he was certain to die. But he had never thought that his own contradictory actions would result in something like this.

For now, he could only hope that things were still salvageable. That he would be able to smooth things over once he got to Harkem. Though, given the situation he knew that he needed to prioritize things. At the moment, fighting the Cruor was the main thing.

Looking into the distance, Ezekiel could see that they had arrived at Harkem. The defenses were running at full power. Several teams of Hunters were patrolling as they scoured the nearby areas. Everyone was on high alert, and they were all prepared for battle.

Landing not far away from the entrance to the city, Ezekiel could feel the contract that he had signed with Garrad disappear. The conditions had been fulfilled. It would likely be a few hours before the reinforcements arrived. But given they were expecting an attack within that time, things were currently looking up.

Of course, it was just as they had passed through the gates, and the defenses were sealed once again, that Ezekiel’s bad feeling reared its ugly head. Nearly throwing him to the ground, Ezekiel’s insides churned as he felt a pressure that was stronger than any Legendary figure he had ever sensed.

His parents turned to him in shock and fear, but he just looked up, ignoring them as he stared into the sky. Unable to look away from the enormous wings that had suddenly appeared and cast the city in a darkness reminiscent of the Desolate Lands.

----------



A few seconds ago, high above the city of Harkem, a twelve-winged figure was surrounded by countless creatures, all warped and mutated beyond recognition. Above him, hidden by his unfolded wings, thousands of winged figures had gathered. All of them awaited their master’s command.

Reaching out a hand, the Broodlord of the Winged Cruor plucked a single feather from one of his wings. Holding the feather in his hand, he increased the flow of the Ichor running through his veins. With a flex of his wings the small amount of clouds covering the sky disappeared, only to be replaced with a mist that emanated from his wings.

This mist accumulated into a massive set of his own silver wings, casting the city below in total darkness. Even as the sun began to rise on the horizon, as the mist began to spread, and his began to grow, the light of dawn did not shine on Harkem.

“Let the war begin in full.” The Broodlord declared. Swinging his hand down at the city, he released the feather held between his fingers. It flew like a comet, faster than sound, but as silent as a grave. Piercing the defenses surrounding the city, the sound of shattered glass echoed outwards as the defensive formations were destroyed.

A loud boom followed afterwards as the feather impacted the ground, and the resulting explosion of energy leveled a large portion of the inner areas of the city.

“Attack. You know which one to leave alive. Everyone else can be dealt with as you please. Eat to your heart’s content.” The Broodlord declared.

The sky was filled with countless shrieks of maddening joy. Without further ado, the swarm of winged beasts descended on the city of Harkem. All the while, the Broodlord that commanded them looked on from above. Though his attention turned to the west in anticipation.
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                The impact of the attack by a true Mythical Being was something that Ezekiel never wanted to experience. The sheer devastation caused by the attack was enough to not only crack open the defensive formations on one of the more fortified cities in the Empire, but enough to level nearly half the city itself.

Worse yet, it didn’t seem like the pressure from the Broodlord had lessened either. Meaning that it’s power must’ve been higher than a Step one Mythical Hunter. Ezekiel just couldn’t imagine that the amount of Ichor used in that attack could’ve been anything less than a full Mythic Step of power.

It was significantly different than Meryn, who had forcibly broken through to Tier five using external means. Clearly, even though he had been stronger than a group of Legendaries, there was simply no comparison between a phony and the real thing.

Fortunately, Ezekiel, his parents, and their Spirits didn’t directly suffer from the impact of the Broodlord’s attack. The moment he saw the wings appear in the sky, he forced himself to reach forward, grabbing his parents by their shoulders. He then expended basically all of his mana to Jump as far away from the city as possible.

Having just under half his mana left, a full Step of Adept level mana was used in this jump. Which was reflexively strengthened by Shine, who had felt a tug on their mana from Ezekiel. This resulted in their Jump taking them nearly two kilometers outside the city. The results were a lessened blast from the impact of the Broodlord’s attack, as not only had the distance increased, but they also had high walls that were able to lessen the shockwave.

Now, neither Ezekiel nor Shine had jumped with more than one passenger before, technically two if you include Celia. But at the time, Riley and her Spirit had been brainwashed and forcibly focused on trying to kill him. So, it was clear that they weren’t in a proper state of mind when the Jump had occurred.

Ezekiel’s parents were fully in their right mind when the Jump occurred and were therefore forced to experience the full brunt of the effects of Ezekiel’s spell. Something that he was immune to and hadn’t been expecting. So, it was much to his surprise that his parents immediately began throwing up as they nearly collapsed to the ground from dizziness and nausea.

“Mom! Dad!” Ezekiel said as he knelt down to try and help them. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do besides wait for them to settle themselves. Luckily, the constitution of a Legendary Mage, who was also wearing their Spirit armor, was far tougher than an Adept’s. So, it didn’t take long for them to settle themselves and stand up straight once again.

“Do... you... go... though that... every time?” Warren asked once he regained his balance. “That was horrible. Like I was being squeezed and pulled in every direction at the same time all at once.”

Evelyn didn’t say anything, just weakly nodding her head in agreement. Her experience had been much the same. This threw Ezekiel for a loop, as it wasn’t something he had known about.

“No. I’ve never felt anything other than having to focus on where I am after a Jump, but I can prepare for that beforehand.” Ezekiel explained. “Shine, have you ever felt anything weird from Jumping?”

“No, but we’re Void users. Maybe we have an immunity like how Flame users have better fire resistance.” Shine suggested. “But that’s not important right now! Look at the city! Also, get ready. We’re under attack!”

Ezekiel snapped out of his concerned mindset as he realized that there was a small group of Cruor headed straight for them. They seemed to have at least a few Legendaries with them, but mostly had a number of Adept level Cruor. All of them were Winged Cruor, which would make things difficult for him if they attacked from above. Of course, he was nearly out of mana, so it wasn’t like that mattered too much.

Suddenly, the Adept Cruor were filled with holes as spears of Light pierced their bodies. Warren had a hand held out, with several more spears that had formed around him, clearly as a result of his attack. Suddenly, a bright flash revealed the spears that had attacked had returned to Warren’s side.

Ezekiel could vaguely recall this as something that his father explained to him as a means of overcoming Mana loss in battle. Something that Ezekiel hadn’t been able to perfect just yet. By retaining the form of a construct, but moving it with your will, a Hunter or a Mage would be able to save mana by reusing the mana within the construct they had made.

The technique itself was incredibly difficult to use. It required a level of control over one’s mana that simply wasn’t reachable by most Mages and Hunters. Not even the older Legendaries were guaranteed to be able to use this skill. That was just how hard it was.

It was something that many Hunters and Mages failed to do, however, since it was more difficult to control a construct the further away it was from your body. Also, Ezekiel didn't have many construct creation spells. He was limited to his Void Panes. Said two-dimensional constructs were incredibly costly, and that cost simply grew the more Panes he made.

Regardless, it was amazing for him to see his father in action. Sure, Ezekiel had, technically, dueled Theo back when he was tested for his first Expedition, but that had been when his father was an Adept, and it hadn’t been like Theo was fighting for real. Ezekiel also hadn’t seen his parents fight in the battle for Harkem eight years ago. He’d only heard stories told by his friends and the Scholars.

Immediately after the Adept Cruor were killed, Ezekiel witnessed the remaining Legendary Cruor attempt to defend themselves. There were three Legendaries in total. Warren began fighting with two of them, while the third was pulled to the ground by a shadowy tendril that pulled it down as it tried to attack Warren from behind.

Up in the air, Warren had reabsorbed the mana used to create his light spears. Instead, he now had two double bladed swords in his hands. Usually, Ezekiel would’ve thought that such weapons would be cumbersome and impractical, but it was clear that his Earth life mentality was wrong when faced with this magic his father was using to fight.

Warren was a whirling flash of light as he spun around like a tornado. It was apparent that Warren wasn’t just spinning either. He was striking at different angles, and his blades were moving up and down, as well as spinning at their own pace, separate from his body. Clearly there was more to these constructs than Ezekiel was currently aware of.

The Cruor attempted to defend themselves, but it was apparent that they were simply too slow. While it wasn’t possible for a Radiant Mage to actually reach the speed of light, they were still amongst the fastest magic users for a reason. Ezekiel found himself transfixed as he witnessed his father cut through two Legendary Cruor like they were steaks on a cutting board. Their wounds were also cauterized as the light that made up Warren’s blades also burned them.

While the deaths of the Cruor weren’t instant, it was still surprising just how fast they had died. Ezekiel had expected his father to be somewhat tired as he drifted back to the ground. But it seemed that Warren had mastered his magic to such an extent that he had barely broken a sweat in that battle.

A gurgling cough attracted Ezekiel’s attention, and he turned to see his mother finishing off the last Cruor. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened. As focused as he was on his father’s battle, he had seen nothing of his mother’s.

“Here. Let me see your dad’s fight.” Shine said as they shared their memories with Ezekiel.

Suddenly, Ezekiel’s vision was momentarily filled with another battle as Shine shared their memories of Evelyn’s fight. While this happened, Ezekiel absentmindedly shared his memories of Warren’s fight in exchange. The exchange of memories happened in an instant, but the battle had obviously not.

As Ezekiel absorbed Shine’s memories, he saw the Cruor that was pulled to the ground. It landed with a crash as it tried to cut the tendril. But it only managed to partially cut through it before another shadow had grown from the tendril and wrapped up its talons. This prevented it from having enough momentum and leverage to cut through all the way.

From there, it tried to get up and charge at Evelyn and Ezekiel, but as the tendril slipped towards the ground, Evelyn and the Cruor’s shadows became connected. In an instant, more tendrils reached out and wrapped around the Legendary Cruor. But as the tendrils slithered over its body, it was apparent that the Cruor’s immense strength wasn’t helpful in this situation.

As it tried to rip itself free, the tendrils simply shifted away from its talons. When it tried to rip itself free by pulling, the tendrils would suddenly go slack, causing it to overbalance and fall over, just as it managed to get up. This occurred over and over again, and the tendrils continued to grow, until eventually they had encompassed the Cruor entirely.

Ezekiel wondered why his mother hadn’t simply pierced its body with her shadow spikes. But as he saw the tendrils had difficulty directly forcing the Cruor’s body to move in certain ways, even with better leverage, he assumed it was because the power in the spikes wouldn’t be enough to pierce the Cruor’s feathers and hide. A difference from his father’s fighting style that he made a note of.

Suddenly, the Cruor opened its mouth, likely to scream and launch some sort of Tempest-like attack. It probably would’ve been deafening, if not for the fact that Evelyn was able to react in time. A black mask covered the Cruor’s mouth, and two tendrils lead to its ears. The partially feather Cruor screamed, but no noise was made. The vibrations were, instead, contained and directed towards its own ears, rupturing the Cruor’s eardrums and causing it to stop almost as soon as it started.

The Cruor pitched forward, disorientated, and Evelyn had a moment to focus. She created a stronger construct, this time she aimed directly for its eyes. Stomping her feet as she did this, she focused more mana into her spell. The spikes she had made began to spin like drills and pierced the Cruor’s clouded eyes. The strengthened spell was now so powerful that it successfully pierced through the Cruor’s skull as well. It’s brain was basically mulched as Evelyn’s spell tore through its head.

Once the Cruor fell over, reflexively choking and making noises as Evelyn’s spell was reabsorbed into her mana pool, Ezekiel noticed that she too didn’t appear to be that tired.

“Hey, Ezekiel… “ Shine breathlessly called out in his mind. “Your parents are kind of scary. Did you know that?”

Thinking about it, Ezekiel realized that, no, he did not know his parents were so scary. He knew they were powerful, but not this scary. Clearly, they had not been sitting idly as they had been working for the Church to pay the fine that had been placed on Ezekiel. It was obvious that they were much higher than mere Step one, or even Step two or three, Legendaries.

“No. I didn’t know they were this scary. But that’s a good thing, right? It means that we have a higher chance of getting out of this alive.” Ezekiel said to Shine.

Suddenly, another massive impact happened in the sky, where yet another heavy presence impacted against the Broodlord. Who had, for some reason, not taken part in the battle that occurred after his initial attack. Ezekiel and his parent’s flinched from the noise but were able to witness a set of violet silver wings behind the figure that had attacked the Broodlord.

It seemed like the Exalt from the Empire had arrived. Only somewhat surprising, given that even a Legendary figure would require at least a couple hours to make it to Harkem from the border. Clearly the Empire’s Mythical Hunters were a cut above the rest when it came to ability. Though the fact that they were clearly a Lightning Hunter would’ve contributed to their speed.

At that moment, howls and shrieks filled the air behind the Luminance family. Looking back, a massive horde of Umbral Beasts of the Fang and Bone Broods could be seen rushing towards Harkem. They must’ve been signaled by the Winged Cruor and were likely gathered and directed by whatever Peerage members were leading them.

Ezekiel knew that they were in a bad position, but it seemed like the battle wasn’t going to end anytime soon, as elemental attacks rained from the sky. Fire, ice, lightning, stone, light, and every other elemental effect that Ezekiel could imagine were thrown from a distance.

It seemed like the vanguards of the reinforcements had arrived slightly earlier than expected. A good thing, considering the current situation. The war machines and Legendaries leading the army of Guilds and unaffiliated Hunters immediately evened out the battle. At least for now. The sudden tears and craters appearing in the ground as the two Mythic Beings fought high above them were more than enough to turn the tide at any moment.

Of course, just as he was about to regroup with his parents, to make their way to the closest gathering of Hunters, Ezekiel felt his ankle be wrapped up in shadow, and thrown to the side by his mother. Causing him to narrowly avoid being skewered by several stone spikes that had shot up from the ground where he had been standing.

----------



Several hours prior to the destruction of Harkem, Yarrik was not having a good time. He had been chosen to act as the leader of a group of volatile Hunters as they searched for, and put down, the greatest threat to the Followers of Light that wasn’t a Cruor. Worse yet, the Anathema had become a Hunter. Meaning that there was a Void Spirit in the world. This could not be allowed. The Beginning had long since passed. The End could not come to be.

“Oy! Are we going to stay standing around like a bunch of headless chickens or are we gonna keep hunting for the Anathema?!” The Hunter that was clad in bright red Spirit armor asked.

Yarrik gave him a sidelong glance. He didn’t actually know the names of any of these Hunters. His fellow followers were all from different cities. Given they were going to be splitting up again after they had killed the Anathema, it was obvious to him that there was no point in learning their names.

“There is little point in continuing our search at this time. We might as well head to the city. Wait around their outskirts and avoid detection by their Hunters.” Yarrik said. “It is likely that the Anathema diverted his course towards the Cruor’s territory. If that is the case, then he almost certainly would’ve run into a patrol from the city. If they didn’t kill him themselves, then they likely would’ve brought him back to Harkem. No point in sending away another blade to use against the Cruor.”

He received a series of nods from the other four Hunters. Though the Flame Hunter clearly didn’t like the fact that he was being told what to do.

“So, you’re saying we wasted all that time when we could’ve just went straight to the city instead?” The Flame Hunter asked. “Why the hell are you the leader again?”

Yarrik decided not to mince words, or actions, and sent a spear of light through the Flame Hunter's shoulder. Ignoring his scream of pain, Yarrik retracted the spear, and a golden light covered the wound, healing it for the most part. Though his face was covered, it was clear the Flame Hunter was glaring at Yarrik with a burning hatred.

“I am better than you. That’s why.” Yarrik declared. “Now let’s go. We’re not too far away, but it’ll still take us a while to get to Harkem. Half speed, near the ground. Move.”

The Hunters responded to his orders by doing as they were told. They stayed just a few meters off the ground as they flew towards Harkem. All of them had either flying or otherwise high-speed-movement Spirits. So, they could’ve moved far faster and flown much higher. But they were trying to avoid getting too much attention at the moment.

Of course, once they got within viewing range of Harkem, and the massive pairs of wings appeared in the sky, their plans were forced to change once more. The mixed responses to this change in the situation made Yarrik want to rip his hair out.

“We need to get to the city and provide whatever aid we can to the Guilds and other Hunters.” Yarrik declared. “We need to help them hold out until the reinforcements at the border cities arrive. Exalt Harras should be here in moments, but that doesn’t change the--”

“I’ve found him!” The Tempest Hunter in their group suddenly spoke up. “I’ve found the Anathema. They are roughly a kilometer in that direction. He is accompanied by two Legendary Hunters. A Radiant and an Obscure Hunter. From what I can tell, the Anathema is exhausted. There is also a group of Winged Cruor headed straight for them.”

Yarrik closed his eyes for a moment to express his frustration. He didn’t need this right now, but understood that they had orders, even if there were other things that he thought they needed to focus on right now. As he opened his eyes, he saw that the Hunters were all looking at him. Some, accusatorially.

“You four, go kill the Anathema.” Yarrik said. “You, with me. We’re going to help the city hold out until the reinforcements arrive. Which hopefully won’t be too long.”

The Glacier Hunter nodded in reply, and drifted over to his side, as the other four looked at him with disgust. He ignored that, however, as he knew that their presence in this conflict was already going to paint them in a bad light. It was better that they were seen at least attempting to help, rather than just killing a young man and then leaving Harkem to fend for itself.

Perhaps the Lights of Radiance had clearer vision than himself and could see the outcome of their choices better than he could. But for now, this was the path he believed was right. Given the chaos that was breaking out, there was a chance that the Anathema would die regardless of their actions. So, at least for now, Yarrik decided that he needed to help against the Cruor.

“Flame Hunter, you’re in charge, like you wanted to be. If you fail to kill the Anathema when you outnumber his protectors by two-to-one, then that’s on you. Go.” Yarrik declared before turning away.

“My name is--!” Yarrik didn’t bother waiting for the Flame Hunter to tell him his name. He didn’t care, and as far as he was concerned, there wasn’t any time to be wasted with useless people saying their names.

He idly diverted his attention to the other group as they landed. Sighing internally to himself when he noticed that the attack made by the Cavern Hunter failed to kill the Anathema. The Obscure Hunter yanked him out of the way just in time. He was hopeful when he saw the area be filled with red hot flames, but he squashed that down in an instant.

This was not the time for hope. It was a time for focus and fighting. Nothing else.

----------



Ezekiel stared at the spikes shooting up from the ground in shock and dread. He was nearly out of mana, as was Shine. It would be impossible for him to make a Jump that was bigger than a couple dozen meters at this point. Nowhere near enough to get out of the blast zone of the conflict that was about to occur.

Worse yet, so long as he was there, his parents would be concerned with his well-being, rather than fighting to their best ability. If he weren’t completely tapped out, he would at least be able to run while his parents held them off, but now he was just dead weight.

Suddenly, a bright searing hand grabbed the back of his neck. His father threw him out of the way as the area they were in was engulfed in flames. While it was painful, it got him out of the way fast enough to avoid being set on fire and turning into a charcoal silhouette.

A sudden ‘twang’ rang out as Ezekiel felt an impact behind him. Turning back, he saw his father had just severed a number of whips composed of light that were aiming for him. At the same time, he felt the wind begin to pick up, and Jumped two meters to the left, barely avoiding a sword that stabbed down from the sky. The Tempest Hunter above them then had to move as a swarm of needles made of light flew at his position.

Ezekiel could tell that his parents were doing their best to conserve their mana, as his father didn’t usually use such small constructs when attacking. They worked, but only in distracting the Mage from making another attack right away.

“We need to get out of here!” Shine screamed inside Ezekiel’s mind. He agreed, obviously, but it was kind of hard to do so when he was in such a bad position. They were currently outnumbered, and he was basically just a target. One that was causing his parents to quickly lose ground as they tried to protect him.

They would need a miracle to happen if he wanted to get out of there right now.

Of course, just as that thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind, he noticed that there were several more Cruor headed their way. More Legendaries, as well as a mix of Adept and lower Cruor that were likely there to act as fodder or were chasing after scraps.

A plan formed in Ezekiel’s mind as he looked over his current circumstances. His parents weren’t doing well, and he was holding them back. He needed to give them a reason to get out of there. As well as take away the reason for the Cult being there.

“Shroud and Float! It’ll give us a few minutes!” Ezekiel said to Shine as he got an idea. He then called out to his parents. “I’m leaving! You should too!”

He then disappeared, Shrouded by Shine’s mana, and began floating a few feet off the ground. Turning his attention to the city. He Jumped a few meters once more, now with barely any mana left, but hopeful enough to hold out for now.

Seeing the looks of shock on the Hunter’s faces as they failed to sense his whereabouts, the Hunters from the Cult of Light began screaming at Evelyn and Warren. They demanded that they tell them where Ezekiel had gone. But Ezekiel’s parents stayed silent, and instead they made a mad dash towards the city of Harkem, avoiding the Cruor that were barreling down on their position.

Ezekiel didn’t miss the look of worry on their faces as they fled from the battle. It was obvious that they were concerned about Ezekiel. They knew he was almost out of mana, so it would’ve been impossible for him to have gotten too far away.

The Cultists, seeing this, moved to chase as well, though not before the Tempest and Flame Hunters performed a combination spell that formed a flaming typhoon that leveled the area. Ezekiel had a moment’s notice to surround himself in barriers, but even then, the lack of gravity holding him down threw him away from the battlefield.

The barriers just barely held, however, so he was safe from the flames, for the most part. He knew that, if the attack had actually been focused and directed, rather than the Cultists just passively beating the bushes, there was no way his barriers would’ve held. Not even moving with the momentum of the spell would’ve saved him.

That didn’t mean he was out of the woods yet though. He still had to deal with the fact that he was blown sky high and was nearly out of mana. He’d be lucky to survive the fall at this point. But the Cultists had cleared out the area, so at least he only had to deal with Cruor that were enraged, rather than Cultists that were focused on him, specifically.

“This isn't good. Is it?” Shine weakly muttered in Ezekiel’s mind. The Shroud that they had thrown up was flickering, and finally disappeared after a few more seconds. They were barely holding up with the gravity manipulation, and even that had lessened, to prevent them from flying any higher.

Looking at the Cruor charging in from the East, the city still too far away to reach in the West, and the Cruor descending from the sky, Ezekiel couldn’t deny it. Things were not good for them right now. Even with the Reinforcements coming from the south, it was unlikely that help would reach them anytime soon. If they even survived the landing from this height.

“No. This isn’t good, and I’ve got no ideas for getting us out of it either.” Ezekiel replied. His plan had almost worked. He had managed to bluff the Cultists into running after his parents and getting closer to the city and away from him. But it seemed like his luck was finally running out.

Looking at the city of Harkem in the distance, Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh. He had been so close but had stumbled at the finish line. Thanks, in no small part, to the interference of what was essentially a demigod attacking from the sky.

As the last few remnants of mana faded from both himself and Shine, he felt gravity fully exert itself on him. Flashes near the city showed that his parents had made it, and were getting help fighting against the Cultists.

The ground was coming closer now. He could hear the screeching and howling of the Cruor as he got closer to the ground. It came from both above and below him. Spreading his limbs out, he tried to increase his air resistance to slow his fall, just a little bit.

Suddenly, just as he was a couple dozen feet from the ground, his body now limp, to hopefully disperse some of the impact, a sharp pain dug into his arms. Talons the length of forearms dug into him, tearing his flesh as he found himself pulled back into the sky.

Nearly panicking from the thought of being caught by the Cruor, Ezekiel tightened his grip on Shine as best he could. Turning to look up, however, he saw that the creature that had caught him wasn’t a Winged Cruor. It was a Spirit. A sleek and shiny silver Tempest bird Spirit. One with a vaguely familiar man standing on top of it.

“Drew?” Ezekiel asked after a moment of thinking. There were some features that he could recognize, but it was clear that Drew had been through a lot. The scars that ran up and down most of his body were more than enough to prove such. But it was the indifferent glare on his face that nearly threw Ezekiel off.

Before Drew could say anything, he turned his attention to the sky. As Ezekiel followed his gaze, he saw that several hundred flying Hunters had entered the fray. It seemed like, as he was falling, the Hunters from the city, as well as the southern reinforcements, had been flying towards them. Likely to intercept the Cruor before they could get much closer.

A sudden jerking sensation pulled Ezekiel to the side. Drew seemed to be against leaving the battlefield, but had turned towards Harkem, nonetheless. Even without the defenses, the amount of cover that the city would grant the Hunters was enough to make it a safer resting point than the open fields around them.

Beyond the city, to the north, Ezekiel could see massive flashes of Lightning, as well as tears and rents that ripped up the landscape. It was obvious that the Tier five beings that were the ultimate determining factors in this battle, were holding nothing back. It was also clear that whoever won that battle, would be the winner of this conflict.

Looking back at the city, Ezekiel shut down those thoughts as best he could. There was no point in worrying about the outcome of that battle. Not when he had just survived one battle and needed to recover to enter another one as soon as possible.
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                The short trip to the city was silent, and it was only due to the fact that there were so many Hunters nearby that they managed to get past the fighting Cultists. Temporary defenses were set up as the Scholars that had remained had diverted the mana flows from the broken defensive formation to several smaller formations that supported the still standing walls.

This didn’t stop the Winged Cruor from flying down from above, of course, but as the Fang and Bone Cruor reached the city’s walls, the smaller formations were indispensable. Touching down on the top of the wall with Drew, Ezekiel also noticed several additions to the walls that he had never seen before. Several enchanted ballista that were firing into the air were taking down as many Cruor and Umbral Beasts from the sky as possible.

Unfortunately, things were still not going well. The number of Hunters inside the city, and reinforcing the efforts outside the city were still far fewer than the number of Cruor and Umbral Beasts bearing down on the city. While this was expected, the fact that the Broodlord had descended from the north and destroyed the primary arrays was not something they had been able to prepare for.

They had considered the possibility, but dismissed it as there hadn’t been any movements for the last few weeks. Given the silence to the north, it was expected that the Broodlord had decided to consolidate their power and control over the northern area they had taken over.

“Here. don’t go out to fight until your mana regenerates.Other than that, stay out of the Hunter’s way.” Drew said as they landed. 

Several Scholars rapidly approached to check on them. Ezekiel turned to look at Drew, moving to call out to him, but a sudden gust of wind pushed him back and forced him to cover his face. By the time he had put his hands down, Drew and Jesse had already ascended once more, and were headed back into the fray.

“I don’t think your friend was happy to see you.” Shine said. “We’ll have to try and find him again later. I think there’s other things we need to focus on.”

As the stonework beneath Ezekiel’s feet suddenly shook, Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. So, as the Scholars approached, Ezekiel found himself following them to the temporary district headquarters that had been set up after the main headquarters had fallen.

As he entered, he saw a familiar face leading the Scholars. Grand Scholar Naeri was leading the efforts in the base. He had only managed to get a brief glimpse of her before he was rushed towards one of the resting areas. He was quickly checked over before being shuffled out to a lower priority room where those who had been physically healed were left to recover.

This room had several minor mana gathering arrays set up to slowly increase the amount of mana that was gathered in the area. There were several Hunters and Scholars that were in the room meditating. Though the Scholars clearly outnumbered the Hunters. It was likely that they had expended the majority of their mana to set up the new formations.

Knowing that he would be useless before he regenerated his mana, Ezekiel sat down in a small corner of the room. Somewhat confident that he wouldn’t be attacked here. Simply because the forces that knew and targeted him were currently preoccupied.

Closing his eyes, he felt Shine also fall into a trance as they entered a meditative state alongside him. Opening their awareness to the mana around them, they were bombarded by the multicolored motes of mana that surrounded them.

Given that there were several other Hunters and Scholars also gathering mana in the area, it was obvious that this would take some time. So, knowing that he needed to get started as soon as possible, he and Shine began pulling in as much mana as possible. Doing their best to not disturb the magic and healing that was happening nearby.

----------



Outside the city, Warren and Evelyn had been given time to breathe as several Hunters from the city moved to help them in fending off against the Cultists that were attacking them. As it was, they had retreated to the walls of the city and had cleared out a swath of Umbral Beasts before getting over the wall. Behind them, the enraged screams of the Cultists were pushed to the back of their minds. They had other things to worry about.

“Warren, we need to find him.” Evelyn said as they dashed through the city to one of the recovery areas. “It’s bad enough we left him alone out there. We just got him back! We need to go help him!”

“How? We don’t know where he is, and we don’t even know if he’s alive.” Warren said. His voice was tight and it was clear that he was holding back his frustration and anger at the situation. “The best thing we can do right now is fight. We need to survive as well, or else we won’t ever be able to find him.”

A crack echoed out from nearby, and the two dashed back towards a different section of the wall they were near. Several massive stones had been shifted, and it was clear that something large had impacted against the wall. A dozen Scholars were reinforcing it as best they could. But it was clear from the shattered stones with Runic engravings on them, that the enchanted arrays in this area had been broken.

CRACK!!!

The sound of the wall breaking open was enough for Warren and Evelyn to dash to the wall. The crack in the wall was still too small for a human body to fit through. But it was big enough for Warren to stab his sword through as he formed a condensed construct through the wall. Releasing the mana, only on the other side, he could hear the cries of the Umbral Beasts as the light from his stab burned through their bodies.

“Remake the Arrays!” Warren yelled. Evelyn was using her shadows to help the Scholars to speed up the process of remaking the arrays that reinforced the wall. It only took a few minutes, but by the time the array was completed, Warren was forced to pull back as his mana was running out.

“Let’s move. We need to keep going.” Warren said as he looked at the Scholars. They nodded in thanks, but didn’t try to hold them back. They knew that, so long as the array held, the presence of a Legendary wasn’t needed right now.

“Let’s check the recovery tents nearby first. That way we can take a brief break before continuing.” Evelyn said as they moved through the city.

“That’ll also allow us to see if Ezekiel has gotten back as well.” WArren said. “Good thinking.”

Evelyn looked away in embarrassment. She knew that she wasn’t exactly hiding her intentions, or her focus as it was clear that her main concern was Ezekiel. But she hadn’t expected her husband to just call out her intentions like that. 

Shaking her head to refocus, Evelyn followed Warren through the city toward the nearest recovery area. There would be time to get back at Warren later. For now, she needed to find her son.

----------



Cutting the wings off another Cruor, Drew and Jesse flew through the skies, avoiding the more powerful Cruor, and sticking with cutting down the Adept Cruor and below. Nearby, there were several Legendaries battling, and it was making it difficult for Drew to maneuver around the area. 

While the Adepts and below were dropping like flies, it was clear that the Legendary battles were much tougher. While some of the Legendary Cruor were also dying quickly, the majority were in a deadlock with the Legendary Hunters they were fighting. Some Hunters were even fighting against two or more Cruor, or Umbral Beasts. 

The difference in power between a bonded Hunter and Spirit was usually enough to equalize the difference between Mages and Cruor of the same level, but the sheer number of the Cruor were wearing down on them. Only half of their reinforcements had arrived. If the rest didn’t get here soon, the battle might take a turn for the worse.

“Not that things can get too much worse than they already are.” Drew muttered under his breath as he took a moment to glance into the distance to the north. The sheer devastation was creating shockwaves that were felt even here, on the opposite side of the city, nearly a hundred kilometers away.

A shift in the wind made Drew and Jesse drop several feet to avoid the swipe of a large wing from a Cruor that had tried to strike him from behind. Swinging his weapon, a spear that he had gotten quite accustomed to using over the years, he attempted to cut off its wings like he had the previous Cruor.

“Driftmark...” The Cruor whispered with a snarl. Drew faltered slightly as he failed to follow through with his attack. The Cruor managed to back away with just a large gash on their back. Their wings were still fully intact.

“... How do you know who I am?” Drew asked as he increased his focus as best he could. He couldn’t allow himself to fall to another sneak attack. Especially if he was being targeted.

“We all know who you are. We came here for you, after all.” The Cruor said. “Now, will you come with me quietly, or will I need to bring in reinforcements to bring you with us forcefully?”

Drew didn’t say anything, he just tightened his grip on his spear, focusing his mana to continue fighting. He would not allow himself to be taken by the Cruor. Seeing Drews response, the Cruor just smiled before letting out a shriek. Immediately, the closest Cruor that were still Adepts moved to surround Drew. Several Hunters noticed this, and moved to support him. But it was obvious that this fight was going to be unfair for the Hunters.

----------



Getting back into the fray, Ezekiel had barely rested for more than a hour, but he had replenished the majority of his mana. As had Shine, and the two of them had gone out to do battle once more as they cut through the Cruor and Umbral Beasts at the lower tiers as they flooded through the city.

It wasn’t long before they realized that the weaker Cruor and Umbrals were thinning out. It was apparent that they would be fighting more Adept level Cruor soon. Something that he had been hoping to avoid, since there weren’t any established teams to work with right now. 

Any and all attempts to create an organized defense had been destroyed alongside most of the leadership when the Broodlord had attacked. If it wasn’t for the rapid response of the reinforcements, it was likely that the city would’ve been fully overrun by now. 

But given the fact that the battle above the city seemed to be dying down, it was likely that the Hunters that could fly were still being pushed back. The increase in Winged ones seemed to confirm this, as Ezekiel dove behind a building to avoid a spray of razor sharp feathers that were thrown at him from a block away.

“Should we Jump?” Shine asked, not certain whether or not they needed to get out of there or keep fighting. “I think we’re pinned down. There’s another Cruor coming from over there!”

Ezekiel looked to where Shine was mentally pointing at, and he saw that there were several Tier two Cruor charging towards him. They were each riding Tier two Umbral Beasts. Bone types, so they wouldn’t be easy to cut down due to their defenses.

“Jump as soon as that winged one shoots its feathers at us. Get us behind it so we can cut it down. Then get ready to run. The Jumps take too much mana to move properly at this time.” Ezekiel told Shine. “Get ready!”

Ezekiel dove out of his cover, avoiding the Bone Cruor that was charging towards him. But as soon as he did, the Adept Winged Cruor flapped its wings at him, shooting dozens of sharpened steel-like feathers directly towards him. A sudden shift in his perspective brought him to the back of the Cruor. 

Stabbing forward with Shine, he pierced through the undefended back of the Winged Cruor with relative ease. Pulling the blade up and out, he nearly bisected it at the shoulder. It fell forward, dead before it his the ground. But Ezekiel didn’t remain to see this happen. He leapt backwards, taking cover under the rooftops of several alleyways and back streets as he fled the area. 

Making his way to one of the larger cross streets, he realized that he was in the market area. Better yet, not too far away, he could see that there was a small defensive line that had been set up to act like a chokepoint into another section of the city. 

As he looked around, Ezekiel realized that this was one of the roads that would lead to the main street leading to the Cathedral. Gazing into the distance, he saw the pristine Cathedral had taken a massive hit from the Broodlord. Much of the massive structure had been damaged, and it was apparent that the defenses around the building were barely holding on. It must’ve taken the combined power of several Legendary Hunters to reform the defensive array around the Cathedral.

Ignoring his feelings towards the situation regarding the Cathedral, Ezekiel charged forward, taking out several Fang and Bone Umbral Beasts as he did. But it was apparent that he needed to join up with the defensive line if he wanted to take out any of the Adept Cruor that were attacking.

As the defenders saw Ezekiel making his way towards them, they shifted, ever so slightly, to try and make a hole for him to get to them. As he cut his way through, he decided to risk another Jump once he saw that a Cruor was making its way through as well.

His sudden appearance in front of the Fanged Cruor gave it no time to avoid the sword that was directly aimed at its eye. Using its own momentum, the Cruor pierced itself on Shine’s blade as it ran forward. Ezekiel was pushed back several feet as the body of the Cruor was thrown on his sword. Yanking Shine free from the Cruor’s body, he pulled back to the defensive line. The small opening closed behind him as he looked for the man who was incharge of the area. 

A woman with blue hair and eyes, with a blue ferret curled around her neck was directing the defenders as best she could from the back line. Ezekiel momentarily wondered why an Adept like her wasn’t fighting at the front, or healing further back. Then, as he looked down, he noticed her lack of left leg. The fresh and bloodied bandages told him that the injury was recent. She had likely either just returned from, or didn’t go to, the nearby recovery tents.

“You! Get to the east side! They need another sword for close quarters! Long range won’t help you over there, now get going!” The Woman ordered as she saw Ezekiel looking at her. Ezekiel dashed to the area that she directed him to. Seeing the increasing number of Bone and Fang Cruor, he realized why they needed more melee fighters over here.

The relatively enclosed area, created by the alleyways that were funneling the Cruor towards them, meant that ranged attacks weren’t going to be useful. Too much cover to duck behind. At the same time, they needed more ranged fighters in the previous area, since it was much more open, and they could gun down the Cruor from a larger distance.

Leaping straight into the fray, Ezekiel stabbed an Adept Fanged Cruor through the back of its neck as it was held in a deadlock with a Cavern Hunter that had caught its arms. Ezekiel and the other Hunter broke off, nodding to each other before they moved to provide aid with a few of the other fights nearby.

Suddenly, the building at the end of the alley collapsed, and a much larger Adept Bone Umbral Beast came barreling towards them. The Cavern Hunters all broke off from their battles, as did the Glacial Hunters, and they attempted to create barriers to stop the charging Bone Cruor from advancing. But nothing seemed to work to stop it as it merely slowed down as it continued forward.

Ezekiel also saw that there were several more Cruor that were riding it, and knew that they couldn’t let it through or the defensive line would certainly break. But as a Hunter that tried to stop the charging Umbral beast was cut down, Ezekiel wasn’t sure how he could help. As he jumped backwards, away from the swing of the Cruor he had suddenly found himself fighting, he knew that he was in trouble.

He couldn’t risk Jumping at the moment, as there wasn’t enough space to make use of a sudden Jump behind the Cruor. The fact that it seemed like the Cruor were bunching together also made it difficult to try that again, as it would put him in a dangerous spot to be stabbed from multiple directions at once.

Taking a cut to his arm when he couldn’t block in time, Ezekiel grimaced in pain. The Umbral Beast was getting closer to the line. As he ran through the spells he had in his mind, an idea came to him that he hoped would work. Stabbing towards the Umbral Beast, Ezekiel then stabbed at several of the Cruor that were nearby. Not making contact with any of them, but still hitting them with his spell nonetheless.

Shine, knowing what he was trying to do, focused on directing the spell and empowering it for now. As Ezekiel continued to stab at more and more Cruor from a distance. Then, as all the Cruor and Umbral Beasts behind the massive Bone Beast were marked, as well as the largest pieces of rubble that he could see, Ezekiel activated his spell.

Push-and-pull was a spell that, surprisingly, didn’t have as high a mana cost as his other spells. Though it also had a much more stringent requirement for use, as well as not too many uses in combat. So, it wasn’t a spell he used all that often.

However, in the case where you wanted to make something stop moving, or rather, to anchor something in place, it was actually fairly good. So, as the attractive force he infused in those who were marked came into effect, the massive Bone beast tripped, and ground to a halt, as all the Cruor in the area were thrown off their feet as the mass of the Bone Beast, and it momentum, yanked them to the side, backwards, or even forwards onto the weapons of the Hunters they were fighting.

The sudden even caused the Hunters to freak out for a moment as well, but Ezekiel’s cry of, “KiLL THEM!!!” snapped them out of it before the Cruor could recover. All the Cruor that were on the ground were cut down almost instantly. 

The Bone Cruor took several more hits before they fell, but the Umbral Beasts were almost all annihilated. Even the large Bone Umbral Beast had had its mouth forced open as it was dazed, and spells were fired into its body, where the bone plating that defended it could do nothing.

Shifting the bodies to the side, Ezekiel and the Hunters in this area made several makeshift barricades with the Cruor and Umbral Beast Bodies. Ichor ran like rivers through the streets, and several Hunters had to be hosed down by the nearby Glacial Hunters, else the drain on their mana would take them out of the fight that much sooner. But they all received a brief reprieve as the majority of their enemies were cleared. At least for the moment.

As a bellowing roar echoed down the alley once again, Ezekiel stood from where he had been trying to regather as much mana as he could in the little time he had. He was extremely careful so as to not touch any ichor as he did this. Making sure not to gather any of it within himself by mistake. Seeing that his mana had barely recovered, he sighed before getting ready to fight once more.

----------



The sound of a collapsing building could be heard over the din of battle. As Warren and Evelyn continued to destroy whatever Cruor forces that were nearby, they had found themselves caught up in a much more prolonged battle as a trio of more powerful Cruor had managed to ambush them.

Evelyn was holding onto her arm, with long, criss-crossing, strands of shadows wrapping around it. Bone could be seen peeking out from a massive gash that ran down the length of her upper arm. The bleeding had only been stopped thanks to the pressure the shadows were providing.

Behind her, Warren was bleeding from his head, where a blow had broken his helmet and had yet to recover. In the back of his mind, Theo was growling in pain at the sensation of part of their body being broken. A dull glow was emitting from Warren’s eyes as he passively focused enough mana to keep himself healthy enough to not fall unconscious.

Surrounding them were two Winged Cruor and one Bone Cruor. The Winged Cruor were facing down Evelyn, and the larger, male Cruor, was the one that had torn up her arm. While the Bone Cruor across from Warren had spiked fists that were covered in plates, as was the rest of his body.

Each of the Cruor were covered in cuts and burns. The Winged Cruor also had their wings torn up. Even with the strange effects of their Ichor, without their wings they were currently grounded. But they were still able to put up a fight for the tired Hunter duo. While at the same time, many of the plates covering the Bone Cruor were burnt and cracked in several areas, and Ichor had stained its entire body in greasy, oily, streaks.

“Are you good?”Warren asked. His words were slightly slurred, and he was doing his best to keep his eyes on the enemy in front of him.

“Yeah... I think so...” Evelyn gasped as she replied. The blood loss was getting to her, and she wasn’t too confident in her words. But she knew that running wasn’t an option right now. The Cruor were in just as bad shape as them, but the likelihood of them running into more Cruor that would support the ones they were facing right now were higher if they left the area.

Suddenly, the Bone Cruor tensed up, crouching low as Warren readied himself. The Bone Cruor shot forward like a cannonball. Reinforced stonework cracked beneath its feet as it launched itself. Over a dozen octagonal light-screen constructs appeared in front of him. Curved like oversized buckler shields, the defensive constructs initially shattered as the Bone Cruor crashed into them.

It managed to break through over half of the shields in front of Warren. Usually he would’ve simply moved out of the way, but even though it was her arm that was injured, Evelyn’s mobility had been greatly reduced thanks to other lingering injuries and blood loss. She wouldn’t have been able to dodge in time if Warren had moved out of the way.

Fortunately, the Cruor didn’t break through the final shields that he had thrown up, and Warren was able to jab forward with another construct as he re-absorbed some of the mana from the broken light-shields. Jabbing forward, the Bone Cruor felt a brief spike of pain lance through its head as the lance that Warren had formed pierced into its eye and through its brain.

It was obvious that the Bone Cruor had been running on fumes, as that attack had been very much a last ditch effort. There had been a very clear opening as it ground to a halt in front of Warren’s shield. But just as Warren was turning to support his wife, he realized that the Bone Cruor’s attack had been taken advantage of by the Winged ones.

While Warren had been defending himself against the Bone Cruor, Evelyn had been forced to defend against a joint attack by the two Winged Cruor. As they charged towards her, Evelyn raised a line of spikes that were poised to run them both through. Her hope was to split the Cruor up in order to divide their attacks into something more manageable.

She didn’t expect that, instead of separating and avoiding her attack, the male Cruor would’ve thrown itself in front of the female one. As his body fell onto the Spikes, his body acted like a shield that the female Cruor used as a stepping stone. It was obvious that the Cruor were more interested in killing Legendaries than they were getting out alive.

As Evelyn tried to defend against the now arial Winged Cruor, a sharp pain ran through her side as several feathers, thrown from the skewered Cruor wing pierced her side. Its broken wing crumpled as the force of its swing shattered the rest of its bones.The rictus grin on the now dead Cruor sent chills through her spine, but she did her best to throw up more shadow constructs to deflect or defend against the incoming attack.

Unfortunately, she was too slow, and the attack from the Cruor was quick enough to make its way through the hastily constructed defenses. Throwing herself to the side, her limp arm trailed behind her, and with a cry of pain the talons of the Cruor cut through the opening in her Spirit armor. Slicing through the remaining bone and flesh, severing her arm entirely.

As Warren turned around, he heard this cry of pain, and his vision burned red as he saw his wife’s arm be severed. Blood flew through the air as the arm fell to the ground with a dull thump. Not even thinking about his remaining mana, he launched a series of javelins towards the Cruor. She barely managed to choke on her own blood as she fell to the ground with several holes running through her.

Of course, Warren fell to the ground right after, his mana fully spent, and Theo forcefully separated from him, as he was unable to maintain his Spirit Armor form. Taking several deep breaths as his vision began to spin from dizziness and blood loss, he barely managed to limp over to Evelyn, who was turning pale as she spent the rest of her mana to maintain a seal over her bleeding stump.

Taking a moment to steady herself, Evelyn looked to her husband, realizing that he was tapped out, while she still had some mana left. Forcing herself to stand, she grabbed her severed arm and handed it to Theo, who had shrunken down to a more manageable size.

“C’mon... We need to get out of here before more show up.” Evelyn grit out as she steadied her husband over her remaining arm. Her body was screaming at her to just stay down. But she knew she couldn’t. Not when she was the only one that still had enough magic to fight.

As Theo jumped onto his partner’s back, Evelyn began dragging Warren to the closest recovery area. She knew that there was one nearby. They had been heading to it to check and see if Ezekiel was there when they had been ambushed. But now it seemed like they were the ones that needed the assistance.

“I’m sorry... I shouldn’t be holding you back like this.” Warren quietly whispered as he held onto his wife. It had been a long time since he’d been in such rough shape, and his wife was even worse off than him. Physically, at least.

Just as she was making it around the corner of a building a few blocks away, an ear shattering shriek rolled over the city. In response, the Cruor in the city let out shrieks of their own. Following which, Evelyn and Warren stared in shock as the Winged Cruor still in the city rose into the sky, headed north to where their Lord had called from. The Fang and Bone Cruor seemed to be moving out as well, knowing that they wouldn’t be able to win the remaining fight if they remained while the Winged Cruor retreated.

Sharing a look, Evelyn and Warren silently agreed, while the reprieve from battle was nice, whatever caused the Cruor to retreat couldn’t be good for them. Not so long as their Broodlord was still alive.

----------



Far to the north, a group of Winged Cruor were carrying two bodies, a man and a Spirit, that were covered in cuts and bruises. They were so bloodied that the only proof that they were alive were the weak breaths taken by the man, and the fact that the Spirit hadn’t faded away just yet.

As the Winged Cruor, led by a Legendary Cruor, flew to the north, the Adept Cruor diverted their route to the side while the Legendary continued onward. Reaching the edge of the battlefield, where flashes of lighting as wide as houses, and feathers harder than the strongest metals known in the world, cut through the air as the two Mythic Beings did battle.

The sheer devastation tore the ground asunder. No trees, no water, and no life could be found within the area. It had been turned into a charred and glassy wasteland. Two figures, both bloodied and bruised, charred and scarred, were locked in battle. The Mythic Hunter waving a massive spear that crackled with electricity. While the Mythic Cruor wielded two massive saber shaped feathers.

The Legendary Cruor let out a cry, as loud as it could, but was still barely heard over the crashing conflict. He was heard all the same, as he became the center of attention for the two Mythic Beings. The Broodlord gave a bloody smile as it broke off from the battle. At the same time, the Hunter raised his guard, ready to fight yet another enemy if that's what he needed to do.

“Enough. Let’s end this here for today.” The Broodlord said. “I have achieved my goal for today. So, I’ll let you off, this time.”

“You wretched--” The Hunter’s words were cut off as the Broodlord released a rain of feathers in his direction. As he was forced to deflect the attack, he lost sight of the Broodlord as he had fled from the battle with the Legendary Cruor that had arrived.

Letting out a roar of frustration, the Mythic Hunter flew back to Harkem, swinging his spear and letting out streaks of lighting that annihilated every Cruor and Umbral beast that dared to stand even vaguely in his path.

In the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but feel worried about what the Cruor were planning. But he knew he couldn’t chase after them. Going after the Cruor in their own territory without the proper preparations was just suicide. Better to clean things up and regroup later.

Regardless of the reprimanding he would receive from the Emperor later on.

            

    
        CH 138 (Book 3 Ch 28): Walking Through the Ruins

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was still in the midst of fighting off a group of Cruor and Umbral Beasts when the roar that signaled their retreat echoed through the city. The barricade he had joined up with was holding out fairly well, but it was obvious that it would only take a few more minutes before they were overrun.

Initially, when the call for retreat rang out, it was only the Winged Cruor that attempted to flee. But as the rest noticed that a large number of their forces were retreating, the rest also began to flee. They knew that, with the Human Reinforcements on the way, it would be too difficult to continue holding the city. Especially since the only reason the Broodlord would call for a retreat was if he too was retreating.

The fact that the Broodlord was retreating, rather than wiping out the city, greatly implied that the Legendary Hunter was still alive, and would be in a better position to wipe out the Cruor within the city. This silent implication brought great relief to the Hunters that were still defending the city. To the point where many Adepts fell to the ground in tears as they knew that they were going to survive.

Of course, that didn’t mean that the Umbral Beasts were also retreating. Many that were used as mounts by the Cruor did retreat, but the ones that were used as fodder and swarm troops remained in the city. Their instincts drive them to kill and feast on the mana rich blood of the Hunters and Spirits. Hence why Ezekiel was still fighting, though with a much easier time than before.

“Get down!” A voice called out to Ezekiel, who immediately ducked as a rain of stone and ice arrows cut through the large canid Fang Beast that he was fending off.

While he had been careful to not expend too much mana, it was obvious that, as time passed, and the battle continued, he would start running low. He had been relying solely on his physical might for the last several minutes. Luckily, as a Void Mage, his physique was significantly stronger than the average Mage of the same tier.

“Thank you!” Ezekiel called back to the Hunters who had helped him. 

He passed the favor forward when he realized there were no Umbral Beasts near him. Throwing Shine at one of the beasts that was about to pounce on a downed Obscure Hunter who was covering their injured Spirit, another Umbral Beast fell to the ground without a head. This one being a Bone Cruor that had a defense that couldn’t be pierced by the other Hunters at the moment.

Suddenly, just as it looked like the area was cleared, the city lit up with a flash of violet light. The crack of thunder rolling and repeating like a chaingun echoed through Ezekiel’s ears. The zigzagging lines of lightning that appeared around him turned the remaining Umbral Beasts to ash and dust. Yet not a single Hunter or Spirit was harmed in the process. 

Even as he felt the lightning pass by, raising the hairs on his arms from the static, he felt none of the heat, or mind numbing pain, that would usually come from being hit by electricity. Instead, the lightning wove itself around every human and Spirit in the city. Ensuring that the defenders weren’t harmed in the process.

“Amazing...” Shine muttered as they flew back to Ezekiel’s hand. “Is this the might of a true Mythic Tier powerhouse? The sheer control over his element... He must have a Soul Sense that covers the entire city, or more, to be able to keep himself from simply turning everything to ash.”

Ezekiel silently agreed, because he knew full well how difficult it was to control one’s spells. Even now he still couldn’t control how deep or far his Void Cuts went. He could roughly control the distance of his Jumps, but that was thanks to the innate nature of the spell itself. 

Even his telekinesis was difficult to use in finer details. Shine could use it to create vibrations to speak, but Ezekiel knew that that was mostly due to the innate information of the spell that Shine had acquired when they had gotten it.

“One day...” Ezekiel whispered to himself as he stared at the remains of the Umbral Beasts that had been nearby. “One day, we will also reach that height.”

Shine merely conveyed a sense of appreciation and agreement. They knew that Ezekiel had a goal much greater than Legendary. Not even Mythic would be enough to get what he wanted. But no matter how difficult, or impossible it may seem to others, Shine still felt that Ezekiel would be the one to reach those heights.

As the lightning from the Mythic Hunter moved east, wiping out the stragglers of the Cruor and Umbral Beasts, Shine and Ezekiel turned to the rest of the barricade defenders. There was still work to do, even if the enemies were dead, clean up waited for no man.

Though, as Ezekiel and Shine moved to help the survivors of the battle, a familiar feeling settled in their souls. This wasn’t the end. Not by a long shot.

----------



Roughly a kilometer away, standing on top of a ruined multistoried home, Yarrik stared into the distance. Bereft of his Spirit armor, he stood stoically in enchanted half-plate armor. Next to him, laying sprawled out on its back, was a golden finch that was obviously his Spirit.

Behind him, also bereft of her Spirit Armor, stood the Glacial Hunter that had joined him. She too had her Spirit laying next to her. A dark blue dove that attempted to look regal as it perched on a broken wall. But the red gashes that marred its feathers made that difficult.

“Are we going to strike him now?” The Glacial Hunter asked. Yarrik didn’t turn from where he was staring at Ezekiel.

“No... Neither of us are in a good enough condition to do so. While I am willing to die for the Radiant Lord to kill him, I will not destroy our efforts in this Empire. Not when we’re so close to our goals.” Yarrik replied. 

“When we return to the Light, I shall accept my punishment for not following through. But if it was revealed that the Followers of Radiance only came here to kill a Void Hunter, the first of his kind, who has also provided great contributions to the Church of Ten, and the World, we will be hunted down like dogs and put down.” The Glacier hunter grimaced at the consequences that Yarrik was bringing up.

“Shall we report to one of the remaining command centers? Show our full support for helping the city?” The Glacial Hunter asked. “Also, what about the other four? From what I understand, they fought with Legendaries that had come to support the Anathema’s parents. How do we deal with the fallout from that?” 

Yarrik finally turned to the Glacial Hunter and addressed her directly.

“I was unaware that there were other Followers that had come here. Obviously, we came here to aid the city, as any illuminated Hunter would. Only fools, or fakers, would dare to obstruct the duty of all Hunters, in destroying the Cruor.” Yarrik said. 

The Glacier Hunter nodded in understanding. They were going to pretend to not know each other. Yarrik hadn’t bothered giving his name when introductions were initially made. Nor did he bother remembering the other’s names either. It wouldn’t be hard to pretend they didn’t know the others.

“From now on, your name is Tina, while I am Bruce.” Yarrik said as he withdrew several documents from his Void Pouch. The Glacial Hunter raised an eyebrow, but accepted the document all the same, imprinting her mana into it to activate the dormant runic scriptures. “If anyone asks, yes, we’re Followers of Radiance, but we had no idea that there were any fellow Followers that were here that might have caused trouble. We came here to help the city, since we both had friends and family that were evacuated earlier, understood?”

“Understood.” The Glacial Hunter said. “Do you even know my real name?”

“No, and I don’t need it. After we’re done here it’s unlikely that we’ll be meeting again.” Yarrik said. “Now let’s go. I don’t think these identities will hold up for more than a couple of days, while they’re too focused on rebuilding the city. We’ll need to officially leave as soon as possible. Running away will just cause more problems. Not that we even could in this instance.”

Looking over the half healed injuries and exhausted Spirits, Yarrik and the Glacial Hunter both sighed in frustration. The two Spirits looked apologetic, but it was obvious that they would need to spend several hours recuperating before they could leave. Too long to get by without being noticed, and questioned.

“I believe there was a recovery tent not too far from here. Let’s go there first, and hope that we won’t be asked too many questions.” Yarrik said. Turning towards the closest city wall, he began marching off. The Glacial Hunter followed behind him.

Neither one was happy with their current circumstances, but they knew full well that there was nothing they could do right now. Better to cut their losses and leave, rather than die a needless death while failing to kill the Anathema. Besides, they’d likely get more chances in the future.

----------



It was several hours later that Ezekiel and the defenders at the barricade he was at finished cleaning up the area. From what he could tell, it was apparent that there were also preparations being made to improve the defenses if another attack occurred. He hoped that it wouldn’t happen anytime soon, but he also knew that it was unlikely that they’d be able to make suitable defenses anytime soon.

Looking at the walls in the distance, he could see the stop gaps that were made to fill the holes created by the Cruor and Umbral Beasts. Several dozens of Scholars were also gathering to lay down their enchantments to do what they could in preparation.

Turning towards the Cathedral, Ezekiel felt horrible to see just how heavily damaged it was. It was clear that the defensive enchantments were barely hanging on after they had been shattered by the Broodlord’s attack. The place that was a third home for him when he was young was unlikely to be repaired beyond its defensive capabilities anytime soon.

“It’s bigger than the Cathedral in Sanafalls.” Shine said as they also looked upon the broken Cathedral. “The defenses are also pretty cool. I didn’t think they would have survived at all from what we saw before. But I guess that’s what the combined might of the smartest Mages in the world can make.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. He hoped that the Cathedral would be rebuilt in the future. But depending on how long it took to run the Cruor out of Harkem’s territory, it wasn’t likely to happen soon. Though the defenses might be enhanced, given that the Harkem territory was now neighbors to a Broodlord.

“Let’s get to one of the recovery zones. It’d be better to get treated there than try to get into the Cathedral right now.” Ezekiel said. “I’m honestly surprised that we’re not much worse off than we are.”

“Agreed. But I guess that, when you actually have helpers, it’s not as bad when you’re fighting like this. It’s not like we were facing off against any Legendaries, or multiple Adepts, on our own this time.” Shine said. “Let’s not go that way, though. I’m getting a bad feeling from that direction.”

Ezekiel glanced in the direction that Shine was directing him to look at. It was somewhat to the southeast. Roughly the direction of the area where he saw the Cultists fighting against the Guilds’ Hunters. He was getting the same bad feeling from that direction.

“Yeah... I think there’s another tent that way. Maybe we can get a cot to lay down in, or something.” Ezekiel said as he moved towards what he hoped was a recovery area.

Looking around as he wandered the street, he vaguely realized that he was near the Guild District of the city. He could roughly recall visiting this place with his friends and family when he was younger. Walking through the ruins of Harkem, he was disturbed to see just how many similarities his hometown had to the Ruins that he’d explored over the years. He desperately hoped that they’d be able to recover from this. He didn’t want Harkem to become another Ruin for future Hunters to explore.

Groups of Hunters passed him by, most with Guild insignias on sashes worn somewhere on the bodies. Spirits were also much more abundant due to the sheer number of Hunters that were out and about. Most were helping clear debris or rebuild what they could for defensive constructs and formations, but others were also scavenging equipment from bodies, and refinable parts from Cruor. 

A part of Ezekiel was disgusted by the scavengers, but another part understood that it was necessary for everyone to use whatever they could to survive the current situation. Including getting what valuables and supportive items, like weapons and armor, that they could. The dead had no need of such things, after all. But that didn’t mean that he would stay to watch or participate.

Several minutes later, he arrived at a recovery zone that was entirely swamped with injured Hunters, and busy Mages healing them as best they could. The were so many injured Hunters that there weren’t enough beds for everyone to lie on. Several blankets had been laid out, with soft leaves and other cushions of varying sorts that people were lying on.

Sighing in exhaustion, Ezekiel makes his way to an out of the way corner of the recovery area. Giving himself a quick once over with his mana, he confirmed that he wasn’t in need of any immediate treatment. So he sat down, making himself as comfortable as possible. Taking Shine off his waist, he placed the Void Spirit’s blade flat on his lap.

He briefly thought of his parents, a spike of worry lancing through him as he wondered if they had managed to survive the fighting. But his exhaustion from fighting on fumes for hours on end was finally taking its toll. The adrenaline had run out, and he fell into a deep sleep while sitting.

----------



It was well into the night when Ezekiel had woken up. Seeing the darkened sky, and with the Cruor still on his mind, he nearly panicked as he thought that he was in the Desolate Lands, but he realized that there were still patches of light shining in the sky here and there. 

The dark clouds that blocked out all light hadn’t consumed the area just yet. Merely a normal, but heavy, cloud covering, for the most part. Though it was clear from the lines of light flying through the air that there were numerous scouts watching, even now, for anything that might be coming for them at this time. The thought comforted him, slightly, but his thoughts trailed back to his last moments before sleep.

“Shine, did anyone approach while I was out?” Ezekiel mentally asked as he looked over the sleeping patients in the area he was in. “Best get a head start on things if we can. We need to either meet up with my parents or Garrad. We’re relatively directionless otherwise.”

“A couple medics checked you over, but left once they realized you were out of the way and weren’t injured. I think most assumed you were a Hunter who lost their Spirit, but they seemed confused.” Shine explained. “I know a few looked at you funny because of your hair, but no one did anything.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel somewhat relieved to hear that. It meant that he was still safe from the cult and imperial forces for now. None of the Guilds had any reason to look for him, so he knew that if anyone did then they were likely to have less than good intentions for him.

Pushing himself up from the ground, he moved to leave the recovery area. Several medics saw him, and a couple moved over to address him and his situation. They weren’t pushy about it, but it seemed like they still had a few questions for him. Ezekiel was fine with this, as he had slept for long enough that his mana had fully regenerated.

“Greetings. I’m sorry for your loss, but we need to ask you a few questions before you head out. Though I’m not sure where, exactly, you’re headed to.” One medic said. “If you don’t mind, we need your name and affiliation for our report. Exalt Harras returned a few hours ago, and wants a full report of all available forces as soon as possible.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. It was obvious that the Mythic Hunter from the capital wasn’t going to just sit around on the defensive now that he was here. Given that he had come with his own small army of Hunters from the Empire, the Exalt was likely to try and push the Cruor to get as much of the Harkem territory back as he could.

“Ezekiel Luminance. Void Hunter, and affiliate of the Wandering Titan’s Guild as part of my conscripted service in exchange for all past crimes being pardoned.” Ezekiel said in a short and curt tone of voice. “I came here from the barricade not far from here. The one leading to the Cathedral and the Spirit Lands. I didn’t stick around for long after the Cruor retreated, but I can give you the leader of the defenses in that area if you need confirmation.”

Ezekiel held out his contract for the medic to look over and confirm. The medic just looked at him in shock as Ezekiel provided that information. A part of him clearly didn’t believe what Ezekiel was saying, but Shine stepped up and formed their small barrier avatar, along with floating out of their sheath. The medic stared in open mouthed shock, as did the others who were nearby and watching.

“Oh! I-I see. Wait, you said the nearest barricade leading to the Cathedral, correct?” The medic asked. Ezekiel nodded. “Then why didn’t you head to the southeast recovery area? It wasn’t much closer, but it would’ve been a clearer path from where you were.”

“Well... I’m a Void Hunter, and I found out that there were Cultists in that area.” Ezekiel explained. He hoped that it would be enough for the medic to get what he was implying, and it was. The medic had a look of realization on his face as he seemed to grow angry at what Ezekiel was saying.

“I see. That’s understandable then. But given your situation, I think you need to report to one of the higher ups as soon as possible. You said you were part of the reinforcements that came with the Wandering Titans from the south?” The medic asked. Ezekiel nodded again.

“We were separated due to unfortunate circumstances, but I held to my contract, and fought with all I had.” Ezekiel said to the medic.

“Well, you should be able to meet up with them if you head to the central wall near the castle district. They’ve been set up as the primary last line defenders. Though, they’re mostly just construction workers right now.” The medic explained. “The sun only set a little while ago, so most of the Legendaries should still be up and about.”

“Alright, I’ll head over now. Question for you, though.” Ezekiel suddenly said. “I don’t suppose you guys get information from the other recovery areas? I’m looking for a Legendary Hunter duo. Radiant and Obscure elements, who are both partnered with feline Spirits. They’re family, and I was hoping to find out what happened to them.”

The medic just shook his head. Other than notices for support and incoming wounded, they hadn’t been given such specific information. But apparently, since the more skilled and powerful healers were redirected to the inner city areas, it was likely that they’d be at one of the recovery areas in the castle district. Most Legendaries had been sent there for recovery.

“Thank you. I’ll be off then. You guys try to get some rest if you can. You won’t be saving anyone if you’re dead on your feet.” Ezekiel nodded his head to the medics and strode out of the large recovery area’s tent. Looking over the city, he once again got chills as he saw just how similar it was to the Desolate Lands it was.

“Let’s get going.” Ezekiel muttered to himself and Shine as he jumped into the air. Since his mana was full, and he didn’t currently sense any danger, Ezekiel decided that he would make haste, and get to the castle district as soon as possible.

The sooner he got there, the sooner he could find out about his parent’s condition. As well as find out what his next steps would be in this war.

----------



Leaping over piles of debris and rubble, Ezekiel quickly made his way to the castle district, which was basically a large crater in the center of the city. Only a few of the larger and more reinforced areas were still standing after the Broodlord’s attack. Even then, it was only the areas outside the walls that remained standing.

In fact, much of the Cathedral area that was broken was due to the shockwave that traveled from the destruction of this area. As well as massive pieces of debris that flew towards it when the attack weakened the defenses. Seeing the sheer size of the hole in the city, Ezekiel wondered if anyone had actually managed to survive being in, or near, the castle district when it was attacked.

Looking around the half standing walls of the district, Ezekiel made his way to one of the reconstructed towers. Lights were shining from within, so he assumed that there must be some people that he could speak with.

Landing a hundred meters or so from the tower, he began walking up to it slowly. There was no good reason to risk spooking or otherwise startling the people inside after all. Something that he was thankful for when he got closer, as he was approached before he could get within fifty feet of the tower.

Two Hunters approached from the tower. One from above, as she descended on a fiery bird, and another from within, as he leapt from a window on the back of a large green gorilla. Both were Adepts, and the sashes around their arms indicated they were members of the Wandering Titans.

“Halt! Name and battlegroup before you get any closer.” The woman on the bird called out.

“Ezekiel Luminance. Wandering Titan’s southern pardoner conscript reinforcements. I was separated from the battlegroup before arriving at the city, though I technically got here before they did.” Ezekiel said. “I have two contracts, one signed by the Ruler of Gates, as my pardon contract, and one signed by Garrad Mountloch, granting me permission to move ahead of the reinforcements to the city due to extenuating circumstances. Ones that I was not supposed to talk about outside of his supervision.”

The two Adepts looked surprised that he was technically part of their battlegroup, even if it was a part of the reinforcement division. Even more so when he explained why he wasn’t with them during the main battle earlier that day.

“Hand over your contracts so we may confirm.” The woman called out. Ezekiel slowly reached into his Void Pouch, showing the documents before handing them over. The Adepts looked at his contracts for a moment before taking another look at him. Specifically at his white hair, which they had only glanced at before.

“Guild Leader Garrad has been looking for you. Take this. It’s a badge of entry for the temporary command center. You’ll find him and the other commanders discussing what we’ll be doing next. We were ordered to tell you to report to them as soon as you got here.” The woman explained. “Most of us wondered why we weren’t meant to go looking for you. But Garrad said he trusted you to come on your own. I’m glad his trust was not misplaced.”

As he took the badge that was handed to him, Ezekiel felt somewhat warm inside at the faith that Garrad had placed in him.

“I’m happy to be worthy of such trust. If I may, when you say all the commanders, does that include the Exalted Mythic Hunter as well?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. The Adept’s faces darkened briefly, but both nodded in confirmation. They relaxed when Ezekiel simply paled and sighed before heading towards the direction of the command center. “I see. Thank you for the heads up. I’ll be on my way then.”

“... He seemed like a fairly polite young man...” The man riding the green gorilla said. “Nothing at all like the rumors that were spread about him.”

The Adepts watched as Ezekiel made haste to the command center. The both of them were locals, so they had known about the events leading up to Ezekiel’s banishment eight years ago. They had both actually been a part of the Wandering Titans when it had happened. They had mostly been on the fence about the situation, but given the rumors that were being spread about Ezekiel, it was hard to not believe them due to the sheer number.

“Indeed. Maybe he’ll actually get out of this alive.” The woman said. “Of course, it’s no skin off our backs either way.”

The two then went into the watchtower once again. Their shifts weren’t over yet, and while the Exalt had destroyed almost every Cruor and Umbral beast that was in the city, that didn’t stop the less than honorable Hunters and conscripts from doing as they liked, when they thought they weren’t being watched.

----------



As Ezekiel showed the badge of entry to get into the command center, he was swiftly directed to the main conference room, where Garrad was apparently discussing matters with several other commanders and Guild Leaders.

Up until this point, Ezekiel had been feeling pretty confident. The sinking feeling in his gut that preceded most dangerous situations had been absent since he had woken up, so he believed that he was safe. At least for now.

But as he opened the door to the meeting room after being called in, his stomach immediately sank to the floor as he stared face to face with a person whose sheer appearance weighed as heavily on him as the intentional pressure of a Legendary Hunter.

“So, you’re the Void Hunter.” The Exalt said to him. “Get in here. We need to talk.”

Absent-mindedly he followed the orders given to him. Ignoring the looks he got from the Guild Leaders that were around him. He had been expecting to be directed to a smaller meeting area, where there were Guild Leaders, at best, discussing their specific battle group's actions. Not directly speaking to one of the strongest Beings on the planet.
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                Ezekiel sat silently as he watched the Guild Leaders and the Exalt discuss their plans. It was obvious that there were those that didn’t want to see him there. But it was just as clear that no one wanted to kick him out after he had been called in by the Exalt. He was ultimately in the same boat, and didn’t want to be there either.

Glancing around the room, he saw Garrad give him a brief look from another spot in the room. Neither of them made any indication that they had seen each other. Nor did they show any relief at seeing each other after the battle from earlier. It wouldn’t be good to have anyone see and bring attention to them.

So, as Ezekiel redirected his gaze, he started examining the occupants of the room to see if there was anything he could glean from the various Guild Leaders. He failed but did notice something that Shine also caught onto while they looked around the room.

“There’s not enough of them...” Shine trailed off as they made this observation. “There’s nowhere near as many Legendaries here as there should be. They’re also all Guild members... Where’s the Noble Legendaries? Where’s Duke Harkem?”

That last one was the most glaring detail that Ezekiel noticed. He had only ever seen Duke Harkem once before, but the situation at the time had been dire enough for him to remember all of the Legendaries that had been there at the time. The fact that every Legendary there also had a sash to indicate their Guild affiliation meant that none of them directly belonged to the Empire.

“I see you’ve noticed.” Exalt Harras said, his voice cutting through the murmurs and the chatter of the assembled Legendaries. But to Ezekiel’s surprise, none of the Legendaries turned to look at either of them. It seemed like the Exalt was speaking in a manner that the others couldn’t hear.

“I heard that too.” Shine said in a grave tone of voice. Ezekiel’s thoughts stalled for a moment. He knew something was wrong with that statement but couldn’t figure out what. “I heard it myself. In my soul...”

A chill ran down Ezekiel’s spine. He wasn’t certain of what that meant. Both regarding his safety, and the Exalt’s abilities, but he knew that he didn’t like it. Not when he knew nothing of what was happening. Something the Exalt seemed to notice.

“I’m not reading your mind. If that’s what you’re wondering.” Exalt Harras said. “I’m simply conveying my own thoughts to you via my soul. This can be done, even by those at your Tier, by expanding your Soul Sense. Difficult to do, and the range is extremely limited before you become Legendary. But indispensable if you wish for a private conversation.”

The words that Ezekiel was hearing in his head were very different from the words that Exalt Harras was vocalizing. But given he wasn’t bothering to listen in to the conversations going on around him, it didn’t seem to matter that much. The explanation also gave him some relief. Though the fact that Ezekiel was currently within the boundaries of Exalt Harras’ Soul Sense was disconcerting. As it also meant that he could be struck by lightning at a moment’s notice.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why I called you in here. Quite simply, Guild Leader Garrad explained some of your situation when he gave his report. I found the fact that the Cultists that were captured were only here for you to be very useful. It will ensure that we can prevent some of the reforms that they are not so subtly pushing for via their puppets in court.” Exalt Harras said. “Of course, we only managed to capture two of the four that went after your parents. The other two that accompanied them prior to their arrival at Harkem have yet to be found. But that is of little consequence right now. Though you should be wary of knives in the dark all the same. They are Glacial and Radiant Hunters, by the way.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but swallow nervously as he listened to Exalt Harras’ words. He knew that things weren’t likely to end when it came to the Cult of Light. But that didn’t mean that he wasn’t hoping that the Cultists would’ve died in the battle. Worse yet, there were two more that were unaccounted for.

It was fortunate that the Empire would be able to impose sanctions and other restrictions on the Cult for their current actions, but that didn’t help him right now.

“Other than that, I want you to take part in the mission that we will be undertaking in the next few days.” Exalt Harras said. “For the moment, we will simply be cleaning up the surrounding areas of lingering Umbral Beasts and Cruor. We should have the Harkem territory fully under control within the next month, if things work out.”

“After that, the might of the Willowbrush army will be ready for the push into the north. So, as long as there are no delays, we should be able to clear out the lands that were taken before they are fully converted to Desolate Lands.” Exalt Harras stopped his mental conversation, vocally expressing his intentions to push into the Cruor’s new territory.

Ezekiel hadn’t been following the verbal conversation prior to that statement. But he could tell that whatever was being discussed before that was something that disturbed the Legendaries in the room.

“Reconstruction of the city will be a priority for all those not clearing out the Harkem territory. Other than that, steps will be taken to refill outranks. Your Guilds have all been given their orders and areas where they will be clearing out. Guild Leader Garrad!” Garrad turned to Exalt Harras upon being called. “The Void Hunter will be joining you. I am ordering this in my official capacity as an Exalt of the Empire, and as the interim ruler of this city.”

Ezekiel straightened up as he heard this. The fact that Exalt Harras was the interim city ruler could only mean one thing. Duke Harkem was either dead or otherwise out of commission. To the point that he wasn’t able to take part in any of the administration. At best, his Spirit had died, and he was no longer capable of making any progress in increasing his Tier. Thus, removing him from rulership.

“By your command, Exalt. But if I might ask a question...” Garrad said. Exalt Harras nodded in consent. “Why has he been called here? If it was simply to assign him to my Guild, that could’ve been done at any other time.”

The other Leaders in the room looked on in curiosity. They were wondering the exact same thing. It really was strange that Ezekiel was there when he was merely an Adept. One at the lower Steps at that.

“I was curious as to what kind of person the ‘Anathema’ of the Cult of Light really was.” Exalt Harras said. “I am also curious as to how capable he really is. So, along with letting him know about the situation with the Cultists, he shall be fighting me with everything he has after this meeting.”

Ezekiel could practically hear tires screeching to a stop in everybody's minds as they heard this. Exalt Harras wanted Ezekiel, and Adept, to fight him to the best of his abilities.

“I’ve never fought a Void Mage before. Let alone a Void Hunter.” Exalt Harras said as he looked Ezekiel over. His eyes landed on Shine who was hanging at his waist. “I hope you and your partner can entertain me.”

Neither Ezekiel nor Shine said anything, as they were too stressed to move. Let alone reply to the man who could destroy them with a flick of a finger. A man who they would be fighting within the next few hours. Hopefully they wouldn’t piss him off with their performance.

----------



Ezekiel sat through the meeting of the city’s Legendaries for nearly an hour before things seemed to finally wrap up. Although he hadn’t been addressed again during the entirety of that time, he received more than a few pity filled looks as the various Guild Leaders couldn’t seem to take their eyes off him. It was obvious that they were curious about just what he was capable of. Very few, if any, Adepts would gain the interest of an Exalt like he had, after all.

There was also the matter of the Cultists that had been captured. Wish was the only topic that Ezekiel bothered to focus on. When the issue was brought up, Ezekiel was frustrated to see that the Guild Leaders were split between keeping them alive and killing them. He was a part of the latter group but wasn’t given a chance to voice his concerns. However, he did nod in agreement when it was brought up.

There was no point in keeping those that wanted him dead alive. Fortunately, it seemed that Exalt Harras was in agreement regarding putting the Cultists to death. Though it was decided that their interrogations would finish first. Then Exalt Harras would execute them privately. They would die within a day, but for now, Exalt Harras had other things he wanted to focus on.

So, it was right after Exalt Harras had called an end to the meeting that he physically dragged Ezekiel out of the meeting chambers. He only paused to call for a handful of healers to follow after them, so that Ezekiel wouldn’t die from their fight.

“That’s a wonderful thought, isn’t it? Calling for healers to make sure we survive.” Shine mentally called out sarcastically. “He might as well just beat us into the ground in front of everyone. There’s not much point in dragging us out here.”

‘Here’ was the center of the large crater left behind by the Broodlord’s attack. It was an empty and barren area. So, there was no need to worry about any damages that might occur. Though, Ezekiel wasn’t sure if that was a consideration for him, or for Exalt Harras.

He was certain that the Exalt had the control needed to not damage any buildings, so it was mostly a consideration for Ezekiel. As he would now be able to fight without worry. But nonetheless, it wasn’t as if he would’ve held back if he was in the city proper. Fighting, or rather, surviving, the attention of an Exalted Mythic Hunter wasn’t something that Ezekiel would even consider holding back for.

“Alright! Now that all the boring administration work is out of the way, I’ll let you ask some questions before we begin.” Exalt Harras said as he dropped Ezekiel on the ground. From his shoulder, his Spirit flew to a piece of rubble that was nearby. Ezekiel saw this and wiped some sweat from his brow in relief. It seemed like Exalt Harras would be fighting alone. The Exalt just laughed when he saw Ezekiel doing this but didn’t bother calling him out.

Looking at Exalt Harras, Ezekiel ran through some questions in his head before deciding on one.

“Who is going to be the new ruler of Harkem? I know you won’t be able to remain, and the decision still needs to be finalized, but as an Exalt, you must have some idea, right?” Ezekiel asked.

Exalt Harras looked grim for a moment. A flash of annoyance and frustration crossed his face before he settled for a neutral look. It was obviously a topic that he didn’t like discussing. Something Ezekiel felt sympathetic for. He hated politics as well.

“It will likely be one of the nobles from the capital. None of the surrounding areas have a Legendary Hunter that they can assign to the position.” Exalt Harras said. “So, it’ll be someone incompetent and otherwise incapable of ruling properly, since they won’t know the current political situation of the area. Beyond that, I don’t have a specific name for you. However, I would advise you not to stick around if you can help it. Move to Gates, or one of the other, more citizen friendly towns or cities that are nearby.”

The sheer vitriol in Exalt Harras Voice was a shock for Ezekiel. He hadn’t expected one of the primary pillars of the Empire to have such negative feelings towards the nobility. From what he knew, all Legendaries that were a part of the Empire were tied to the nobility. Whether by birth, or elevation. The only exceptions were the Guild Leaders, who weren’t supposed to have ties to factional influence.

This, of course, was the official ruling by the Prime Guild. It was also kept when the Leaders of a Guild were blatant in their ties. But the Willowbrush Empire had been sweeping such things under the rug for years. There was basically no chance that the nobility didn’t have a fair bit of influence on the Guilds.

“Anything else you want to know?” Exalt Harras asked when Ezekiel remained silent for a bit.

“Do you know if my parents are alright? They’re--”

“A Radiant and Obscure Hunter duo with feline based Spirits, right? I know that such a pair reported to one of the recovery areas around the time when the fighting stopped yesterday. But other than that, I don’t have much more info. I only know that much because I wanted to know who the Cultists were chasing.” Exalt Harras said, cutting off Ezekiel’s explanation. “They’re still alive, however, if that’s any consolation for you.”

Ezekiel nearly slumped to the ground in relief. Just the fact that they were still alive was enough to remove a significant amount of the pressure from his shoulders. Now he knew that he could still face his sisters, without being the bearer of bad news. At least for now.

“What will happen if we can find the other two Cultists?” Ezekiel finally asked after a few seconds passed. “If they decided to stick around.”

“Oh, they stuck around. I’d know if anyone had tried to flee from the battle. I already executed a few cowards that tried.” Exalt Harras said. “If we find them. Then they will be executed as well. Even if they helped. Those that would use the Empire’s conflicts to take advantage of the situation and further their own goals, at our expense, are not to be granted mercy.”

Ezekiel nodded his head in understanding. Though a part of him felt concerned. Wasn’t that exactly what the various conscripts were doing? Taking advantage of the conflict to obtain a pardon that would allow them back into the Empire without consequence.

“Alright, I think that’s enough of the questions for now. It seems like the healers have caught up. So, let’s get started.” Exalt Harras said.

Ezekiel had entered a ready stance the moment Exalt Harras had said ‘enough’ so he was prepared when Exalt Harras threw a lightning bolt at his face. Jumping to the side and managing to not get hit. Though he was slower to dodge the follow up attack. Resulting in his already damaged cloak becoming singed.

“Good reflexes! Let’s see what else you’ve got!” Exalt Harras called out with a massive grin on his face. “A fight without consequences is so much more fun than one where there’s lives on the line! Wouldn’t you agree?”

Ezekiel couldn’t agree. Not at the moment, at least. He was worried he’d bit off his tongue with how fast he was being forced to move in order to dodge. The few bolts of lightning had been turned into a storm that rained down on him. He wasn’t even able to flee, or else the lightning became stronger, and forced him back towards Exalt Harras.

Even though he had just woken up not a few hours ago, Ezekiel was already ready to go back to sleep.

----------



The battle went on for several minutes before Ezekiel decided that he needed to do something other than play defensively. Dancing around the bolts of lightning being shot at him, Ezekiel mentally cursed over and over again as the electricity in the air continued to build up. It was getting to the point that even moving around seemed to hit Ezekiel with shocks of static and other painful bolts.

“Dodging isn’t working. We need to fight back!” Ezekiel determined. “He’ll just keep playing with us if we continue like this.”

“How can we do that? He had a defensive screen up. We can’t get close, and I don’t want to risk Jumping behind him, in case he decides to reflexively strike at us. He won’t be holding back nearly as much if that happens.” Shine said.

In order to test the waters, the pair had tagged several pieces of rubble with their Push-and-Pull, causing Exalt Harras to be attacked from all sides by miscellaneous debris. But Exalt Harras hadn’t even needed to move, or even make a counterattack against the rubble.

Instead, a cage of lightning appeared around him, basically vaporizing the rubble in an instant. He then flexed his mana, removing the tag that Ezekiel had placed on him. Though he looked at his chest in curiosity as he did. Clearly interested in the bizarre new magic he had never faced before. But with the lightning cage still up, any attempts that Ezekiel made to tag him again failed.

“Well, we need to figure something out. The air is getting more and more charged with electricity, and I’m fairly certain the only reason we haven’t already been fried is because he’s not letting it happen.” Ezekiel replied. “I don’t think simply breaking the perimeter he created for our battlefield will be useful either. He’d probably just expand it if we tried to do that.”

“Fair point. But what do you think he wants from us?” Shine asked. Ezekiel had to take a second before replying to dodge more lightning. The number of bolts that were coming for him at once was now three, and it was apparent that the longer they held out, the more that would appear.

“No Jumping. But maybe we can get close, Dispel his cage, and at least make contact. That might be enough to satisfy him.” Ezekiel said.

“I can’t help you with that...” Shine muttered. They were still frustrated that they couldn’t use the dispel magic that Ezekiel had.

“It’s fine. You can handle the barriers we’ll need to make when the lightning comes for us.” Up until this point, they hadn’t used much of their magic. But they had more than a few Void Panes shattered when Shine had done their best to defend Ezekiel from attacks he couldn’t dodge. “You ready?”

“Ready!” Shine exclaimed.

Suddenly, Ezekiel turned on his heel and dashed towards Exalt Harras. He jumped and dodged out of the way of several lightning bolts. Making his way closer and closer. But before he could get into contact with the lightning cage, half a dozen bolts fired at him at once.

Exalt Harras had a smirk on his face. As if to say, ‘what will you do?’. Ezekiel and Shine replied by setting up a multilayered barrier around them. It managed to absorb and deflect most of the lightning. In part due to Ezekiel infusing some of his Nothingness concept into the barriers.

For a moment, Exalt Harras’ eyes widened. Barely enough to be noticeable, but he had clearly felt his spell disappearing. But he didn’t react before Ezekiel made contact with his lightning cage barrier. Instead, he allowed Ezekiel to proceed with whatever his plan was. Smiling as Ezekiel enacted his plan.

Throwing a fist forward, Ezekiel channeled as much mana as he could, alongside his ‘Nothingness’ and just barely tore a hole in the lightning cage as he dispelled the mana holding the spell together. All the while, Shine held up several Void Panes to deflect the lightning that was raining down on them.

As the hole in Exalt Harras’ defenses grew, Ezekiel drew back his hand that was holding Shine. As if to stab them forward and strike at Exalt Harras directly. But his movements were so obvious, and openly telegraphed, that Exalt Harras couldn’t help but frown. He knew that this wouldn’t do anything to him, and he believed that Ezekiel should know this too.

But before Ezekiel had fully drawn his hand back, Exalt Harras jolted in shock. Ezekiel found himself frozen, unable to move at all, as Exalt Harras exerted his ‘Will’ though his soul Sense. Preventing Ezekiel from moving even an inch. Eyes widening in fear and panic, Ezekiel couldn’t even call for help as he was kept utterly motionless. The only thing he could move were his eyes.

Exalt Harras, on the other hand, gingerly raised a finger to the side of his face. Pulling away his hand, he looked at the blood that had spilled from the cut that Ezekiel had made from nearly four feet away. Then, as he noticed Ezekiel’s eyes moving around, he was even further shocked, since Ezekiel shouldn’t have been able to do even that.

“... Interesting... Free yourself. The fact that you can even move your eyes, when you are only an Adept, means that you should be able to do this.” Exalt Harras said. “I’ll give you a hint, to see if you can figure it out. Only Legendaries can move under the influence and might of a Mythic’s ‘Will’, even if they can’t do this like Mythics can.”

Ezekiel, listening to Exalt Harras’ words, understood that there was something unique about Legendaries that allowed them to act under the power of a Mythic. Quickly going over the things that he knew that could possibly be tied to the Legendary Tier, Ezekiel focused his ‘Nothingness’. From there, he expanded his own Soul Sense, just enough to cover his body.

He immediately felt something surrounding him. Something that he hadn’t sensed before. Like a blanket that had wrapped around him, and was still trying to push down on him. In the back of his mind, he heard Shine give a gasp of shock as they seemed to be relieved of an intense pressure that had been pressing in on them.

“What was that?” Ezekiel asked as he nearly fell to his knees. Exalt Harras didn’t bother with replying. Instead, Ezekiel felt the pressure increase once again. This time to the point where he wasn’t certain he could stand up to it.

“If you can last another half-an-hour, I might just tell you.” Exalt Harras said.

Ezekiel didn’t have any time to process that statement before he felt a fist crash into his face. Flying backwards from the blow, he staggered to his feet. His ‘Nothingness’ flickering, and causing his movements to falter, ever so slightly. Looking at the Exalt, he paled as his blood ran cold. A number of arrows had appeared and surrounded Exalt Harras. Each and every one of them was pointed at Ezekiel.

“Continue to impress me!” Exalt Harras exclaimed. A massive smile on his face as the arrows shot forwards, much faster than the lightning bolts from before.

“Shit!” Ezekiel shouted, barely throwing up as many barriers as he could, infusing each and every one of them with his ‘Nothingness’. But it didn’t matter. The moment the first arrow hit the barrier, the Void Panes he had summoned shattered in an instant. He found himself skewered by over a dozen electric arrows, quickly falling unconscious as the pain numbed his mind.

He could vaguely feel Shine be ripped from his hand as a couple of the arrows hit them directly. The impact wrenched their handle from Ezekiel’s grip, sending them flying away. But that last sensation was all he felt before the darkness filled his vision. He never saw Exalt Harras’ impressed look, nor the shouts of panic as the healers were summoned forwards to help him.

----------



Watching Ezekiel fall unconscious, Exalt Harras couldn’t help but smirk as he once again ran a hand over the cut that Ezekiel had given him. It was a small thing. Barely an inch long, and not more than a couple of millimeters deep. But it was more damage than he thought was possible for an Adept to do.

Approaching The healers that had run forward, he looked over Ezekiel’s body. Seeing that he had succeeded in not hitting anything of vital importance, he sighed in relief. He had no desire to cause any permanent harm. But he knew that a certain level of adversity would be needed, or else Ezekiel’s soul might start to backtrack, and their progress towards the higher Tiers would stall.

He could tell that Ezekiel’s soul was strong. As strong as several Legendaries he knew. But it wasn’t enough to reach Tier five. Not yet. So, he figured he would give Ezekiel a bit of a push. The fact that he had already acquired an ‘Understanding’ of his element, when his Spirit had not, was also impressive. It was more than Exalt Harras could’ve expected from literally anyone.

Speaking of Ezekiel’s Spirit...

“Where do you think you’re putting that?” Exalt Harras idly asked one of the healers as he approached. They all looked at him in concern, but the one he was focused on was particularly pale.

“Sir?” The healer asked. Their Spirit was staring at Exalt Harras in concern. A small green cat with its hackles raised. But before it could move, it was pinned down by a violet bird sitting on it.

“I saw what you did. While I’m surprised that it worked, given that it’s a Spirit, you’ll not be taking the boy’s partner away. Your Void Pouch. Give it here.” Exalt Harras said. He had been focused mainly on Ezekiel, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of his surroundings. He had clearly noticed the healer in front of him taking Ezekiel’s sword into his Void Pouch.

Panicked, the healer dashed away, not even bothering to look back. But a bolt of lightning fell from the sky. Melting flesh and charring his skin. He fell to the ground unconscious. His Spirit tried to help him, but Harras just gave his Spirit a mental command. The small green cat found itself without a head a moment later. Holding out a hand, the healer’s Void Pouch flew towards him.

With a flex of his will, the binding on the pouch was broken, and he was able to reach in and take out the opalescent sword and put it back in Ezekiel’s hands. The healers that were still working on him gingerly moved out of the way, making sure not to stop their work.

“Get him ready for battle as soon as possible. We have work to do, and he’ll be a part of it.” Exalt Harras said. “And make sure that sword doesn’t leave his presence.”

With those final words, Exalt Harras strode forwards. Picking up the healer that had tried to run by the back of his coat. It seemed like the Cultists were more thorough than he had expected when it came to infiltrating the Guilds and other forces within Harkem. It seemed like he’d be busy looking for more traitors over the next couple of days.
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                When Ezekiel woke up, he was surprised to find that he felt incredibly good for a man who had just been skewered by several bolts of lightning. He nearly panicked when he realized that Shine had been knocked from his hand when he passed out, but as he felt Shine’s comforting reassurances in the back of his mind he calmed down.

“That didn’t go well, did it?” Shine asked what had happened when he passed out. “I mean... the fact that we managed to cut a Mythic level Hunter is great for our progress, but bad for our anonymity, isn't it?”

They were trying to change the subject after they had explained that a spy had tried to take Shine away when Ezekiel had been knocked out. It had been nearly half a day since the spar with Exalt Harras. Physically, Ezekiel had recovered quite quickly, as had Shine. Though Shine was more strained than actually injured. Fortunately, it seemed like Ezekiel was willing to let things slide since Exalt Harras had personally taken care of the spy, and their Spirit.

“It’s not like we were that anonymous to begin with. Hiding wasn’t an option since I’m the only Adept Void Hunter in the world. Perhaps the only Adept Void Mage as well.” Ezekiel replied. “But I think we managed to impress the Exalt. So, we might get a bit of a reprieve from the various noble factions in the Empire. Though we’ll need to wait and see.”

“But if we become too much of a threat, won’t that make the Cult of Light come after us in full? They already hate us, but they’ve been holding back thanks to the fact that they can’t dedicate too many resources after us. They have too many projects going on at once to risk the manpower.” Shine said. “What if they decide that it’s finally worth the risk?”

Ezekiel was silent. He didn’t know how to reply. In truth, he knew full well that what Shine was describing was a possibility. They had just been fortunate that they hadn’t become such a priority concern in the Cult’s opinion yet. He hoped that would remain the case forever, but it was likely that, if he survived the current state of events in Harkem, they would be upping their game when it came to trying to kill him.

“If it gets to that point then we may just have to leave for a while. To somewhere they have no foothold in. A place where neither Humanity, nor the Cruor, have managed to take over yet.” Ezekiel said. Shine couldn’t help but emanate feelings of confusion and concern as they heard Ezekiel’s response. They didn’t know what place he was talking about.

“Don’t worry about it for now.” Ezekiel spread out his senses. He could tell that no one was near his recovery room. But at the same time there were guards located around the building. Legendary at least, if what he was sensing of their mana was correct. “At this point in time, we need to worry about our fight with the Cruor, and the mission that the Exalt has for us.”

With that said, Ezekiel stretched before he got himself out of bed. Pulling off the sheets, and examining his body in more detail, he realized that he was in better shape than when he fought the Exalt. He couldn’t help but be impressed at the work of the healers.

Looking around for a set of clothes to wear, he saw that there was a package on a dresser at the wall across from the foot of his bed. Reaching for it, he opened it to see that it was uniform. One that had a marking on it that was somewhat familiar, and totally surprising.

“It seems like Exalt Harras was more impressed than I expected.” Ezekiel muttered aloud.

“How so?” Shine asked. “Wait... isn’t that the same insignia that was on the Exalt’s coat?”

“Indeed, it is.” Ezekiel continued to say out loud. “It’s his personal coat of arms. In the Willowbrush Empire, only a member of a noble house could wear a noble’s coat of arms. The color of the shield beneath the family’s arms indicates the level of one’s nobility. The circle surrounding the coat means that you have been brought into the family’s protection.”

Emblazoned on the front of the uniform that had been provided for Ezekiel, there was a violet crow with its wings spread. Raining from its open wings were ten bolts of lightning. Behind it were two crossed spears that were also violet. The color of the shield it was emblazoned on was pure white. Representing the Tier five Mythical powerhouse that was the ruler and pillar of that particular family.

Ezekiel found himself at somewhat of a crossroad. If he put the jacket on, that implied to all who saw him that he had accepted an invitation to Exalt Harras’ family. Which would grant him and his family an incredible level of protection, but also imposes a great deal of restrictions and responsibilities. Worse, it would tie him to the Willowbrush Empire, and he would be forced to bind himself with contracts to ensure his loyalty. Something that would extend to his family.

On the other hand, if he didn’t wear the coat, and rejected Exalt Harras’ invitation, it was essentially spitting in the Empire’s face. Meaning he would be bringing down the ire of everyone with noble ties down on him, and his family. This wasn’t something that he could see himself doing.

He ended up just standing there. Looking at the intricately made uniform on the desk in front of him. This wasn’t something he thought he could decide on right now. It didn’t involve just him, after all.

He needed to speak with his parents. So, bundling up the uniform back into its package, he tied his blanket and bed sheets around himself like a toga. Exiting the room with the package under his arm, and walking up to the closest healer, he asked for directions to his parent’s recovery rooms before marching off. Much to the confused goggling of everyone else in the building.

----------



It didn’t take long for Ezekiel to find the area where his parents were recovering. It seemed like they were actually recovering in the same recovery area as he was, but in a different section of the building. One reserved for Legendary Hunters. This was mostly due to the fact that they were incredibly important, and therefore needed special care to ensure they healed in peace.

But it was also because injured Mages could sometimes lose control of their mana. This would lead to their mana leaking out of control, or worse, straining their soul. Regardless, each possibility would lead to Legendary pressure being released and pushing down on those around them.

Fortunately, such cases were rare, but to be safe for those at a lower Tier that were also healing, it was always better to keep Legendaries separate for safety reasons. Such conditions were usually not replicable on expeditions, but in a city, even as broken as Harkem was, proper medical facilities were able to keep things running smoothly.

However, regardless of his expectations for when he met his parents again, little to nothing could prepare him for what he ended up seeing. His mother was unconscious in one room, her arm being treated as healers attempted to reattach it after it had been cut off. While his father was in another room, across from his mother, covered in bandages and looking gaunt and pale.

“Dad... what happened?” He couldn’t help but utter in shock as he looked at his parent’s state. It was only a day or so ago that he had seen them in perfect health, battling with relative ease against opponents that he couldn’t imagine fighting just yet.

His father tried to lessen his worry with a smile, but the sunken cheeks and sickly appearance didn’t help with this. Ezekiel couldn’t imagine what had happened to him to put him in such a state.

“This is what happens when you mix mana exhaustion with Ichor’s mana leeching. While I wasn’t too covered, there was still enough on me after our final fight that it started sucking at my vitality when I ran out of mana.” Warren explained as he tried to wave off his son’s concerns. “It’s not the first time this has happened to me, and it’s possible to regain the majority of my vitality with rest and medicine. Your mother is in a far worse state than me.”

Warren gazed out the open doorway into the hall at the room across from his. He had refused to be separated from his wife after she had collapsed when bringing the both of them to the recovery building. The makeshift hospital originally hadn’t had much room to keep them so close, but several Cavern Legendaries had expanded the building as best they could. So, they were able to put the couple close together.

“Has mom woken up at all since you both got here?” Ezekiel asked as he moved to sit next to his father on the bed. “I... heard what happened to her. Apparently, her arm should still be recoverable, but they haven’t told me much more.”

Warren was quiet as he looked through the doorway. He didn’t reply right away, and Ezekiel knew better than to push. A part of him actually felt ashamed for asking like he was. Not because he asked at all, but because he felt like he should be more frantic about the situation. He realized that he was far calmer than he figured he should be.

“Your mana! You need to restrain your mana!” Shine suddenly yelled from inside his head.

That snapped Ezekiel out of his introspection and guilt, and he realized that his mana was cycling unconsciously. Something that hadn’t happened in years. He had long since started catching himself before his emotions could be suppressed to this extent.

He immediately clamped down on his mana, preventing it from cycling through his body, even passively. His father noticed the change immediately, as Ezekiel wasn’t exactly subtle when he did this. But as he turned to look at his son, he was shocked to see that Ezekiel was crying. To the point where it seemed like he was going to choke on his tears.

Warren immediately pulled his son into an embrace as they both stared out the door. His own tears of worry also fell. All the while, Ezekiel forced himself to feel the emotions and the stress of everything that had led up to this point over the last day. The build up slowly ebbed away as he sat with his father.

Their family may have been together again, for the most part, as Ezekiel thought about his sisters. But they were still far from whole.

----------



The room was quiet as Ezekiel and Warren sat on the bed. Warren was still tired and gaunt, but he seemed to be livelier as he and Ezekiel spoke about what had happened over the past few days. Warren was glad that Ezekiel was alright, and that he hadn't directly suffered too much during the battle. Not as much as he had at least.

During this time, Ezekiel also explained his own situation. Warren grew somewhat enraged to hear that a Mythic level Hunter had forced his son to fight him. But the fact that Ezekiel was able to stand up to the Exalt was enough to make Warren feel more pride than he had when Ezekiel had managed to land a clean hit on Theo eight years ago.

All good things must come to an end, however, as Ezekiel explained the situation regarding the uniform with the coat of arms. One of the only things keeping Warren calm right now was Theo, who was sitting on his lap as he ran his fingers through his Spirit’s fur.

Ezekiel had his hands in his lap. He had Shine in their sheath laid across him. He vaguely noticed that he must’ve gotten the habit of holding his Spirit in his lap from his father. It was a similarity that he realized he was happy to have.

“I can understand why you came to me with this, but I honestly don’t think I can help you.” Warren said after several minutes of thought. “One thing that I do think you need to stop worrying about, is how your actions are going to affect us.”

Ezekiel looked at his father in confusion. He had been hoping for advice of some sort. Not a definite answer. But it seemed that that wasn’t what his father was focused on.

“The reason why you’re holding back from rejecting him is because you’re worried about us, and how the nobility will see us and treat us. Right?” Warren said when he saw Ezekiel’s confusion. Ezekiel nodded to his father's inquiry. “That, I think, is the main problem. This is your choice, and it’s also your life that will be on the line. Ultimately, it’s your mother and I that are responsible for our, and your sister’s, lives. That won’t change until we pass. Which will hopefully be a very long time from now, when they are old enough to take charge and responsibility for themselves in the greater world.”

Warren placed a hand on his son’s shoulder as he explained things as best that he could.

“You were given far too many responsibilities, from the day you awakened your mana, and received those images, those memories, from the Ancient Void.” Warren said. Ezekiel’s blood ran cold. He had long since studied the effects of Void Relics on Void Mages in history. Many had gone mad, and others had made decent strides in the development of Magic. Though the recreation of Void Pouches was as far as it really got. But never had he expected his father to know and bring it up like this.

Seeing Ezekiel shock and concern, Warren elaborated.

“I am more than aware of what Magic is capable of doing to the mind. The fact that the Harkem Grand Scholars confirmed such information also helped me understand. But regardless of what you know, and what the Ancient Void’s Relics did to you, you’re still my son, and your mother feels the same.” Warren explained. “But back to my point. You’ve been bearing a burden on your shoulders since you were five. One that continued to grow as life continued to throw trial after trial directly at you.”

A part of Ezekiel wanted to go back to what Warren had been saying about his knowledge. About the Void Relics and what they supposedly did to him. But he knew that he couldn’t. He wasn’t sure if he could stop himself from telling the whole truth, and while it killed him to do it, staying silent was still what he believed to be the best answer at that moment.

“Ezekiel.” Warren’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts. “I want you to think about this and answer me clearly. Do you want to accept the offer that Exalt Harras has given you?”

Ezekiel didn’t even have to think twice in this instance. He and Shine had only spoken about it briefly, but both knew that they had no desire to be tied to the Empire more than necessary. The contract they had signed for their conscription had specifically ensured that they would be granted freedom afterwards, and that their citizenship would be reinstated. As well as protected their personal rights for the duration of the war. If not for these conditions, Ezekiel probably wouldn’t have bothered returning, ever.

But the opportunity to see and help his family was too great for him to pass up. So, he allowed himself to be bound, in the most basic measure, to the Empire that he had long since lost any interest and love for.

“No. No, I don’t want to accept the offer.” Ezekiel stated with a level of certainty that even he was shocked by.

“Then don’t.” Warren said. “In truth, both your mother and I will be finished repaying the debt that was placed on us eight years ago once this war ends. We’ve long since decided to move to the Archipelago, in order to see you once again. But it seems like you beat us to it.”

Ezekiel ducked his head bashfully as he heard the slight reprimand in his father’s voice. He didn’t regret coming back to Harkem to help them. But he understood why his parents might not be too happy about entering a war zone just to see them again. Especially when they had their own plans to come and see him after their debt was paid. A debt that they had taken on for his sake.

“You shouldn’t feel bad about wanting to help your family!” Shine exclaimed as they saw Ezekiel’s thought process. “But I agree with your dad. Don’t join the Empire if that’s not what you want to do.”

“That’s not, exactly, what he said, you know.” Ezekiel mentally replied. “But, yes, we’ll go to the Exalt and tell him that we won’t be accepting his offer.”

Looking back up at his father, he saw that he was waiting for Ezekiel’s reply. Standing up from the bed, he gave his father a hug, thanking him for his advice, and promising to talk again later. When his mother had woken up and they could all sit together when they got the chance.

Stepping out of the room, Ezekiel gave one last look to his mother’s room as well. Where he could see enchantment formations glowing behind the seams in the doorway. They sealed it from the outside world so that the healers could properly work without any sort of interruption.

Turning around, Ezekiel walked away. Nodding to a shadow in the corner. One that flickered and waved as he walked by. His parent’s would be alright. Now he just hoped that he would be too.

----------



Ezekiel stood in front of Exalt Harras in a private office that had been designated for the Mythic Hunter’s use. It wasn’t too far from the makeshift hospital that had been set up. But it was still far enough away that it wouldn’t obstruct or otherwise interfere with the recovery of the patients, or vice versa.

It was somewhat surprising that he had managed to get in for a meeting as quickly as he had, but he figured that the Exalt had things to talk with him about. Possibly a mission, or to see whether or not Ezekiel had accepted the offer that came with the uniform.

The room was incredibly plain and didn’t seem to have anything in it other than the desk and a small couch and coffee table for summoned guests. Currently, Ezekiel was still dressed in his makeshift toga as he stood at as best an ‘at attention’ stance as he could.

He wasn’t part of the Empire’s military, but he figured that ‘back straight with hands behind one’s back’ was good enough. Most guards he saw at manors seemed to take such a stance when addressed by their superiors after all.

Currently, Exalt Harras was looking Ezekiel over with a raised eyebrow at the young man’s state of dress. For his part, Ezekiel only somewhat fidgeted as he felt Exalt Harras examining him in a seemingly confused state. Something that had Ezekiel confused, but he wasn’t going to be the one to bring it up.

“I see that you’ve recovered.” Exalt Harras finally said. “You’re likely more than physically ready to take part in whatever missions I might have for you. Good. That means that my magic didn’t damage you too severely. Or that your constitution is better than expected. Though I guess you managed to avoid getting splashed with too much Ichor.”

Ezekiel didn’t bother to correct the Exalt. While it was true that he hadn’t been splashed by an exceptional amount of Ichor, it seemed that the fact that Void Mages seemed to be immune to the draining effects of Ichor hadn’t reached the capital. Something he mentally thanked Gerome and Garrad for, as they had no reason to keep his immunity a secret beyond keeping him somewhat safe.

“Pretty much, sir. Though I’d like to commission some new armor and enchanted garments beforehand. I’m sorry to say that I won’t be able to accept these ones.” Ezekiel nodded toward the package that was laying spread out on the table. “Though I would thank you all the same. Even if I must decline. I hope that this won’t stain your opinion of me, or my family.”

Exalt looked at the package in confusion, which Ezekiel thought was incredibly strange.

“Why would I be disappointed? And what are you declining?” Exalt Harras asked, not realizing that Ezekiel’s heart seemed to drop into his stomach. At the same time a sense of baffled relief passed over him, as well as fear as to what he was beginning to realize had happened.

“Th-the uniform in the package, sir. It bears your personal coat of arms. Specifically, the one for patronage. They were the only clothes that I had in my room when I woke up. It’s why I’m wearing a bed sheet right now. I haven’t been able to acquire anything else since I woke up.”

Exalt Harras glared at the package, slowly opening it up and revealing the uniform with the coat of arms that perfectly matched his own. Ezekiel briefly felt himself freeze up as Exalt Harras flexed his mana in anger. At this point, as far as he was concerned, Ezekiel was certain that he had been set up.

“I did not offer this.” Exalt Harras declared. His mana then retracted as he held out a hand.

The package was then consumed in a ball of lightning that nearly blinded Ezekiel. He heard the enchantments cracking as the lightning remained surprisingly silent. Obviously Exalt Harras was controlling the lightning in such a manner as to prevent a loud disturbance so close to the hospital area.

As the light disappeared, Ezekiel was able to see that the uniform had also disappeared. He couldn’t help but gulp nervously. That was something that he knew an average Legendary would be incapable of. The enchantments hadn’t been weak, or cheap.

“Adept Luminance!” Exalt Harras barked out. “Tell me truthfully. Do you know who gave this to you?”

“No, Exalt! I woke up and it was the only clothing in my room! I swear! On my Spirit and my life, I swear that I have no idea who or where that uniform came from!” Ezekiel blurted out as quickly as he could. He had no desire to be involved in a case of Nobility Fraud.

Impersonating a noble or even just wearing their coat of arms without official permission was something that was considered to be a capital crime in the Empire. Ezekiel now realized how close he had come to death. If he had accepted the offered patronage implied by the coat of arms on the coat and wore the uniform, he would be easily accused of Nobility Fraud.

This was something that Exalt Harras wouldn’t be able to stop either, as patronage required Legendary witnesses to have seen the patron in question declare their patronage and officially mark the coat of arms on the uniform. Something that wasn’t discernible by the naked eye. It certainly wasn’t something that Ezekiel was able to notice, at least. Else he would’ve realized the setup sooner.

Hearing Ezekiel’s reply, Exalt Harras leaned back in his chair. He closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. As he opened his eyes to look at Ezekiel, there was a sense of frustration and annoyance that wasn’t there previously.

Your existence is incredibly troublesome. Did you know that?” Exalt Harras asked. “This is the third time a person has tried to take action against you in a single day. First that damned Cult tries to kill you. Then a Guild healer tries to steal your Spirit. Now, someone whom we don’t know, had tried to get you killed in an entirely legal way.”

While he was mostly exasperated, Ezekiel could see a slight glint of interest in Exalt Harras’ eyes. It was almost like he was impressed. Though Ezekiel had no idea why.

“A word of advice to you, young man. Leave the Empire. The moment your contract is up, get out!” Exalt was fairly passionate with his words, but Ezekiel could tell that there wasn’t any heat to them.

“I have to agree. We shouldn’t stay here longer than we need to.” Shine chimed in. “Especially if people are going to keep doing this kind of stuff to us.”

Ezekiel mentally nodded his head. The moment the conflict ended, and his parents were free from their debt, and him from his contract, he was getting out of the Empire as soon as possible. Hopefully the trade routes at sea would be open by then. With at least a few still under the control of the Church of Ten, and not the cities controlled by the Cult of Light.

“Well, regardless of the trouble your presence continues to cause, I have a mission for you. You’ll be helping a few teams clear out Cruor along the river. We need to open up a path that’s relatively accessible for us so we can reach the third way station along the river border.” Exalt Harras said. “Hopefully, with the team I’m sending you with, then being fully vetted by me, personally, you won’t be backstabbed. At the same time, I’ll be clearing out any traitorous elements in the city. Because I do not need these problems.”

Ezekiel remained silent. There really wasn’t anything for him to say to that. It seemed like Exalt Harras was having a bad time at the moment. Better not to get on his nerves. Which, as he could tell from the rant that Exalt Harras was now going on, the troublemakers trying to frame Ezekiel most certainly were.

Given the descriptions of what Exalt Harras was claiming he was going to do to them, Ezekiel almost felt sorry for them. Not quite. But almost.
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                After meeting with the Exalt, Ezekiel received several notes and a bag of coins that allowed him to replace his old equipment. He was only able to get the bare basics of Hunter’s gear. It was so simple that he knew for a fact that he could’ve made better enchantments if given a couple of days.

But, given the fact that he had been requested to head out as soon as possible, he figured taking that time would be a bad idea. The fact that there were still people in the city that probably wanted him dead was also a contributing factor. So, after getting his gear and resting for another night, he left to meet up with the team he had been assigned to.

Ultimately, Ezekiel wasn’t able to see his parents again before he had to leave on his mission. Per the Exalt’s orders, he was teamed up with a squad led by a Legendary Hunter. Fortunately, the team was one that he was somewhat familiar with. Unfortunately, it was a team that was also missing several people from when he had last seen them.

In front of Ezekiel stood Garrad, Filia, Philip, and Herend. The team that had originally watched over him eight years ago when he’d gone to the Senera Ruins. At this point, they had long since elevated to Tier three and become Adepts. He was dispirited to see that neither Nathanus nor Tracy were there.

Given the situation, the only reason the team from eight years ago would’ve split up was a falling out, retirement, or death. None of which were usually good things. Rarely did a Hunter Retire unless they were forced to, after all. Though he still had some hope. For now.

There was also another team that was there. This additional group of five was from a different Guild, however, so it wasn’t a group of people he was familiar with. The leader was Legendary Life Hunter, while there were also Adept Tempest, Lightning, Radiant, and Obscure Hunters. Adding in Ezekiel’s element, the two teams added up to all the elements. Something that Ezekiel felt was a test of some sort. Possibly made by the Exalt to see the synergy of a Void Mage with other elements.

“You’re here. Good.” Garrad said as he saw Ezekiel approaching. He had been ordered to watch over and ensure that any issues that sprung up due to Ezekiel’s presence were dealt with. It seemed like Exalt Harras was expecting more problems to pop up, and wanted to get them cleared up before any major pushes into enemy territory were made.

“Yeah. Hello everyone. Some of you know me personally, but for those that don’t, I’m Ezekiel, the only Void Hunter in the world. It’s nice to meet you.” Ezekiel’s words caused the team he wasn’t familiar with to grow interested in him as they turned to examine him. Garrad stepped forward and introduced Ezekiel to his teammates.

“You’re familiar with my team, of course. You met them eight years ago. Tracy, due to her element, was moved to the backline due to our need for healers in non-combative roles.” Ezekiel felt relieved to hear that, but Garrad’s next words cleared that away. “Nathanus, unfortunately, passed away in one of the previous attacks a few months ago during a patrol.”

“I see.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel upset at that. He wasn’t too close to Nathanus, but the team as a whole had helped him greatly. This gave him all the more reason to give his all for these missions. Hearing Garrad’s words, the rest of his team each gained a determined and hateful look on their faces. Clearly, they all wanted a piece of the Cruor as well.

“This is Nonette. One of the few purely combat oriented Life Hunters, hence why she was not relegated to a backline healing role. Her team is composed of Tory, Yara, Jill, and Mac.” Garrad said as he gestured to the Legendary Life Hunter. Tory, the Tempest Hunter. Yara was the Lightning Hunter. Jill, the Radiant Hunter, and Mac, the Obscure Hunter.

One thing that Ezekiel noticed while being introduced to the second team, was that Jill and Mac were startlingly similar. Other than their Spirits, the two had a number of facial features that displayed the familial resemblance between them.

“Do you think they might be twins as well?” Shine asked, in reference to Ezekiel’s own sisters.

“Possibly, but that’s not important right now.” Ezekiel replied internally before speaking aloud. “Greetings. I hope these missions go well for us.”

There was silence for a moment before Tory, the Tempest Hunter, decided to speak up.

“Aren’t you that kid that blew up the Senera Ruins?” He asked. The rest of his team turned to look at Ezekiel with wary eyes. At the same time, Nonette covered her face in embarrassment and exasperation, while Garrad glared at Tory, and nearly released his mana pressure.

Ezekiel waved him down, however, and turned to address Tory himself.

“By the covenant of Spirits, I declare that I did not blow up the Ruins of Senera. All I did was open the sealed areas beneath the Temple of the Void.” Ezekiel explained. “From there, I found out that the Temple was infected with the Rot, and as a precaution it was already set to explode. If I hadn’t gotten out and alerted the Expedition when I did, every Hunter there would’ve died.”

The tone and oath that Ezekiel used left no room for arguments. Tory also found himself the recipient of Ezekiel’s furious gaze. It was unnerving enough that he ended up being the first to look away.

“Ultimately, it was the Empire’s Inquisition that screwed me over. Because I’m special, and I refused to be enslaved by them. Or are you telling me that you would be willing to suffer from false charges and become a slave to some up jumped noble that’s never even been in a fight?”

Ezekiel didn’t receive a reply this time and it seemed like, after his initial introduction and their initial scrutiny of him was completed, they had lost interest in him and his presence. Though, to be specific, it was more like the new team didn’t want to cause more of a conflict with him.

He guessed that the rest of them just didn’t care about the new guy, or they had things they wanted to ask but were told not to. Tory likely just didn’t care or was just too stupid to be able to read the room. Nonette and Garrad, noticing the awkward silence that was spreading, tried to move things along.

“Well, now that introductions are out of the way, let’s be off. We’ve got three areas we need to clear by the end of the week. So, let’s get moving.” Nonette said before walking away. They had met just outside the walls near one of the intact gates.

Garrad had prepared a wagon beforehand, so the two teams loaded up and were quickly off as Brucey pulled them along. At the speed they were going, it wasn’t long before they were well out of visual distance from the city.

Turning to his direct teammates, Ezekiel tried to start a conversation, as it would be at least a few minutes before they got to their destination. As he and his team caught up with one another, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel himself grow more comfortable as he re-familiarized himself with his team.

He failed to really connect with the other team but hoped that things would change as they fought together. They were all there for the same thing after all. It wasn’t like the Cruor were going to kill themselves.

----------



The sound of steel cracking as magically reinforced bone clashed against it in a battle of strength echoed through a clearing. The surrounding area had been torn up, and there were holes nearby where Cruor had previously been resting and lying in wait.

Ezekiel’s team had run into this group within an hour of their departure from the city. As part of their mission, not only were they to patrol the surrounding areas, but they were also ordered to eliminate any and all Cruor they found. This included the Umbral beasts in the surrounding areas as well.

Fortunately, while the team was not the largest, it was filled with experts who were all veteran Hunters. Each of them had long since reached the middle Steps of Tier three. Except Ezekiel, but that was fine, as he still managed to prove himself as an expert combatant and Hunter.

His proficiency with swordplay was particularly noticeable. To the point where both Garrad and Nonette had complimented him on it, and even Jill and Mac had started to look at him more respectfully. Something that Filia had tried teasing him about. Before returning her attention to the fight.

 The current group of Cruor and Umbral Beasts outnumbered their team by nearly three to one. But they didn’t have any Legendaries, so Garrad and Nonette were able to make up the difference fairly easily. Though that didn’t mean that the Adepts were having a good time.

Ezekiel found himself facing off against a two Fanged Cruor. One of which was at the Adept level, while the other was only Tier two. That didn’t make things too easy, however, as there were several more that were causing difficulties from afar or interfering with other battles. As it just so happened, it was Tory whose blade was being chipped away due to the bone armor of the Cruor he was facing.

For Ezekiel, his greatest difficulty was the fact that he just wasn’t fast enough to land a hit on the Cruor he was fighting. He was ducking and weaving as best he could, but it was obvious that these Cruor weren’t dregs or disposables. But given most of such Cruor had been wiped out in the retreat by Exalt Harras, it wasn’t too surprising.

Shine reflexively threw a Void Pane up that deflected a blow from behind that Ezekiel was too slow to react to. This battle was wearing on the both of them. It was obvious that the Cruor was in the upper ends of Tier three, but he hadn’t expected to be having such difficulties. It wasn’t like he hadn’t killed Tier three Cruor before, after all.

“I don’t think our usual tricks are going to be worth it. Maybe we should swap out?” Shine suggested after blocking another attack. Ezekiel barely managed to get his sword across the flank of the Cruor as it got out of range. The little Tier two Cruor was riding the first like a backpack. Taking shots whenever the Adept one got close.

If not for the fact that this mission was going to last a week, and they weren’t sure how long they’d have between each battle, Ezekiel might’ve done something more drastic by now. But he needed to reserve as much mana as possible for now.

“I’d like to, but literally everyone is fighting right now.” Ezekiel replied. Given the necessity of retaining as much mana as possible, no one was throwing around spells right now. Something that some were dealing with better than others. “Screw it. Let’s try Tory. He’s in a bad match up.”

“Tory! Switch with me!” Ezekiel called out before turning his back on the Cruor he was fighting. Tory, somewhat startled by the sudden call out, glanced in Ezekiel’s direction. Barely taking a moment before he broke off from the Bone Cruor he was fighting.

The hulking behemoth of flesh and bone lumbered toward him but was too slow to catch up. Ezekiel grit his teeth as he felt claws dig into his side. Fortunately, the defensive enchantments held up, and Shine was able to deflect most of the impact with another Void Pane. He still nearly fell from the impact, and there was a constant stinging sensation as he ran forward.

Suddenly, a gust of wind blew past him, and there was a pained shriek, followed by a splattering of liquid as Tory and his Spirit managed to sever one of the Fanged Cruor’s legs. It happened so fast that Ezekiel was barely able to catch it. But rather than focus on another person’s battle, he focused on the elephant sized Cruor in front of him.

The Cruor was built somewhat like a gorilla, but with distinctly more human features. It was also covered with massive bone plating that Ezekiel could tell were several inches thick. Ezekiel could tell perfectly well that there was no way that he’d be piercing the bone plates themselves. His Void Cutter might let him, if he repeated it over and over again in the same spots, but that was far too mana intensive for it to be worth it at the moment.

Luckily for him, he didn’t need to. The Cruor’s eyes weren’t properly defended. This was a trick that was often used against these types of Cruor. But you had to be very accurate, or else you missed, or hit the ridges that surrounded their eyes. The Cruor might also just close their eyes temporarily to defend themselves until an opening was made.

Ezekiel’s attack was invisible, however, so it wasn’t like the Cruor could avoid it, or defend against it. So, aiming Shine directly at the Cruor’s face, Ezekiel thrusted forward, channeling their mana, just enough, to pierce directly into their eye. This was done twice, almost immediately in succession.

The Cruor screamed in pain as it tripped and fell to the ground, grabbing at its face as it cried bloody Ichor. Its flailing nearly prevented Ezekiel from getting close to it, but he did. Dodging away from the wild attacks and landing on its back. Focusing just enough mana into himself and Shine, he stabbed downward, cracking the bone plating beneath the skull, and going a couple inches deep into its spine.

The Cruor cried in pain once more but wasn’t able to do anything before Ezekiel slammed his weight down once more. This time, Shine’s blade went nearly a foot deeper into the Cruor’s flesh, right between the vertebrae, and severing the Cruor’s neck internally.

The Cruor’s massive figure fell forward. Collapsing to the ground with a loud crash. Ezekiel did not allow himself to relax, however, and quickly examined the rest of the clearing for the other fights. It seemed like Tory had managed to finish his fight with the Fanged Cruor easily enough. If the shredded body covered in lacerations and bleeding gashes were anything to go by.

He noticed that Tory had gotten into another fight alongside Jill, who was also fighting a couple of Fanged Cruor. It was apparent that they were more suitable for fighting Fanged Cruor due to the speed matchup. Both seemed to have difficulties with fighting the Bone Cruor, due to the heavy defenses.

Such disadvantages would fade if they reached Legendary, but there was little they could do besides accept it for now. Certain Relics and Artifacts would allow them to overcome this, but they obviously weren’t available right now.

There was also the fact that not all Fanged Cruor specialized in speed. But only the fastest Fanged Cruor were able to escape from the massacre by Exalt Harras.

Of the various battles going on, it was clear that things were becoming easier as time went on. The battle itself was turning into a foregone conclusion. But it seemed like Garrad and Nonette were going to take a bit more time to finish their groups off. But given they were each taking on half a dozen Adept Cruor, that was more than fair.

“Let’s help Filia and Herend. They look like they could use a hand.” Shine said.

Ezekiel turned to look at the two and noticed that they were being driven back by a group of three Fanged Cruor that were taking the offensive, while two Bone Cruor were acting as mobile fortresses that they Fanged Cruor would duck behind for safety.

Nodding in agreement, Ezekiel hopped down from the back of the massive Bone Cruor. Dashing towards the Cruor that Filia and Herend were retreating from, Ezekiel quickly tagged the two Bone Cruor’s backs. Activating a Push-and-Pull, the two Cruor found themselves pulled together. Fortunately squishing one of the Fanged Cruor between them. Crushing it with the weight of the much larger Bone Cruor. The two Bone Cruor ended up flailing about as they were unable to get away from each other.

Filia and Herend quickly took advantage of the surprise, and the fact that it was now much harder for the two remaining Fanged Cruor to retreat back and forth. Herend, who had previously been throwing icicles at the Cruor, charged forward. Meeting one of the Fanged Cruor in a clash of steel and claw.

But as this occurred, his Spirit spat a frosty stream at the ground. Herend was immune to the freezing cold, but the Cruor found its feet frozen to the ground. The Cruor, unable to back off, pushed Herend away, nearly sending him flying, and probably breaking a few ribs from the force. It opened its mouth and roared, but a quick jab from Ezekiel sent a Void Cutter through the back of its skull.

On the other side, Filia and her Spirit were slowly infecting the fallen Bone Cruor with miasma that were eating them from the inside out. They still had to breathe, after all. So, the deadly necrotic gasses had free reign to destroy them without having to worry about anything else.

All the while, Ezekiel was holding off the other Fanged Cruor to keep it away from Filia as she and her Spirit did their work. Once again, Ezekiel found himself unable to make any major damage to the Cruor that was so much faster than him. But holding it off for the moment was easy enough.

He didn’t have to do this for long. As it seemed like the other battles were wrapping up. As Tory and Jill quickly dashed by, cutting the Cruor Ezekiel was fighting into pieces. They then moved quickly to another battle. Ezekiel decided to go help Herend, bringing them to a better spot to rest as he did his best not to disturb his injuries.

Watching over the battles, he saw that several of the Cruor were now trying to flee. But it was obvious that his teammates weren’t going to let that happen. To the point that they, as well as Garrad and Nonette, were willing to spend a bit more mana than necessary just to ensure the Cruor all died.

Filia, it seemed, had also finished up, as the massive Bone Cruor seemed to collapse inwards, slightly, due to the flesh inside them rotting away.

Seeing the battles coming to an end, Ezekiel finally let himself relax, just a little bit.

----------



The next several hours followed a similar state of affairs as they managed to run into a couple more groups of Cruor every couple of hours or so. They ended up fighting three more groups before looking for a suitable place to spend the night.

After making camp, with a small campfire contained by a formation that prevented the light and smoke from escaping, the teams finally sat down for a break before heading to bed. Each of them had a small bowl and some stew from a pot that Philip was attending.

Regardless of the severity of the situation, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel nostalgic as he remembered going through something similar eight years ago. Even the harvesting of Umbral Beast carcasses. He found that his own abilities were once again incredibly useful for that particular job.

For the most part, due to sheer exhaustion, the group was silent as they ate their dinner. But it seemed like Tory was still too much of a loudmouth to keep silent.

“So... I know we haven’t brought it up yet. But about the kid...” Tory said.

“Oh, for the Ancient’s sake, Tory, what now? The kid proved his worth today. Leave him alone.” Nonette said. “He doesn’t deserve the shit he’s been getting from the empire. So, can you just leave it when it comes to the rumors that you’ve heard about him? It’s obvious that they’re all fake.”

“But, boss, you can’t mean that! They wouldn’t be spread as much as they are if they were all fake!” Tory said. “I mean, I know the rumors about him being a baby eating Cruor in disguise can’t be true, or else the Guilds and Church would’ve killed him by now, but some of the rumors aren’t that bad!”

“What rumors are you talking about?” Ezekiel asked before Nonette could reprimand Tory once again. Hearing Ezekiel’s question, Tory perked up, and even the rest of the teams looked on in curiosity.

“There’s a bunch, like, how the Empire offered you nobility, but you refused because you wanted to be the emperor. Or how you hated the nobles and tried to wipe out the Reaching Spires, even before they proved to be traitors.” Tory started babbling, and the more Ezekiel heard, the more incredulous he became. “There’s also rumors that you mouthed off to the Inquisition, and that’s why they went after you. Some people even said that the reason you came back was to start a rebellion to overthrow the emperor.”

“Not a single one of those is true. I want nothing to do with the nobility, or the emperor. I’d much rather go back to the Archipelago the moment my contract is up before staying here.” Ezekiel said. “The only reason I came here at all was because my family is from here, and since I had the power to fight, I decided that I would.”

Ezekiel looked Tory in the eyes as he spoke. He had been mildly curious before, but now he was just getting frustrated. Everything that Tory had mentioned had reminded him of the few reasons he had been happy to leave when he was exiled. Even if those reasons were overshadowed by his sorrow at causing his family trouble.

“My family’s been through enough problems thanks to other people’s hatred of me, just because of my elemental affinity. I didn’t want them to possibly die in a war with the Cruor before I could see them again.” Ezekiel said. “But as soon as we’re done here, it’s already been decided that we’ll be heading back to the Archipelago.”

“Does that mean the other rumors are actually true then?” Tory asked, trying to change the direction of the topic. “You managed to become a prince of the Archipelago, and have an entire chain of islands under your control?”

“Wha- no! I was a Church of Ten affiliate researcher! I helped create the Com-Slates, and I helped develop several other artifacts to help out with Church and Guild Expeditions to Ruins in the Archipelago.” Ezekiel explained. “Okay, tell me, did the rumors you hear come from nobles or their servants?”

Tory just looked nervous as he slowly nodded his head.

“A few of them were civilians, but mostly they worked for businesses owned by nobles.” He said.

“Then assume they aren’t true. As far as I’m concerned, the only nobles that wouldn’t lie about me and my family are the Alkena’s.” Ezekiel said.

“Okay, that’s enough. No more talk about this. We’re on a mission, and we need to focus.” Jill cut in before even Nonette could speak up.

“Just one more, please.” Tory said. “I just want to know, are the rumors that the Cult of Light came here to kill you, rather than help us fight, true? And that’s why the Exalt kicked you out of the city.”

“Tory-!”

“Yes.”

Nonette cut herself off as Ezekiel responded. Everyone looked at him in shock and horror. The news about the Cult of Light coming to the battle had been spread a while ago, but none of them had heard it directly. Except Garrad, who had been debriefed directly by the Exalt regarding the situation.

“The Cult already tried to kill me twice since I arrived. To the point where some of their members fought against the Hunters that were protecting the city.” Ezekiel explained. “Later, when the Exalt sparred with me, one of their agents, who was a healer, tried to steal my Spirit from me.”

Here, Ezekiel tightened his grip on Shine, who he had laid out across his lap.

“Then, after I woke up, they tried to frame me by providing me with a uniform with the Exalt’s personal coat of arms on it. With the implication that I had been offered a place in his household.” Ezekiel continued. “Which would’ve gotten me killed for falsely claiming status and patronage from a noble.”

The teams fell silent as they looked at Ezekiel with wide eyes. But none of them tried to dispute his words. Except for Tory, who seemed to be in disbelief at Ezekiel’s words.

“But... that’s not... how-”

“You want to be a noble, don’t you?” Ezekiel suddenly said. “That’s why you know so many rumors from them. You hang out with them, you listen to them, and you follow them, because you want to be one of them.”

Ezekiel’s accusation found Tory becoming the center of attention. The man tried to deny it, but everybody there could tell that he was lying. Jill and Mac actually looked disgusted that someone from their own Guild would act in such a way. While Nonette and Yara looked disappointed.

The team from the Wandering Titans obviously supported Ezekiel.

“I think that’s enough for now. Tory!” Garrad suddenly said. “Know that I’m watching you. If it turns out you’re also a spy, for the nobles or the Cult, I’ll kill you.”

Nonette said nothing as her Guildmate was threatened. She hadn’t wanted to take Tory with her on this mission, since he was a known loudmouth, but given the lack of free hands, she hadn’t had a choice. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had personally investigated all the Hunters she had chosen, by order of the Exalt, she might’ve believed that Tory really was a spy. But for now, she would wait and see.

The rest of the meal was silent, but it was clear, as Tory was forced into first watch with Garrad, that the dynamics of the teams had changed. Ezekiel could only hope that things didn’t take a turn for the worse part way through the mission. They still had a week before they returned to the city, after all.

That was more than enough time for things to get far worse than they already were.

----------



Back in Harkem, Exalt Harras was observing the interrogation of the Legendary Cult members that had been a part of the attack several days ago. None of them were in good condition. Their Spirits had been killed, and they had all suffered from the various ‘techniques’ used to extract information from them. One had already died due to the effects.

“Lord Exalt.” A Hunter suddenly said, having entered the room the Exalt was watching from. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s some news that you need to hear.”

“What is it?” Exalt Harras asked as he turned around. “News regarding the last couple of Cultists that should’ve been here with them?”

Exalt Harras pointed at the Cultist behind him being interrogated.

“Unfortunately, not. It seems that a team of Inquisitors has arrived. Not only that, but a team of Hunters has, officially, been granted leave by those same Inquisitors to go and help with the escorting of supplies from one of the western towns. The team was large and had several Legendaries in it.” The Hunter said with a glare of frustration. “They demand your presence, to discuss the prisoners. Immediately.”

Exalt Harras sighed as well. He knew full well that the Cultists would’ve certainly escaped by now. Most likely hidden as part of the escort team. He wouldn’t be surprised to hear that a couple of the Legendaries had been recalled for some reason or another.

“I see.” Hearing that news, he raised a hand, pointing his fingers at the Cultists and spies that they had found so far.

A sudden flash appeared, and each of them died. Their brains boiled from the intense energy that Exalt Harras sent directly towards them. The Hunter that had brought the news just looked on in disinterest. He was loyal to Exalt Harras, first and foremost. Which was the only reason the Exalt had allowed him access to this place so easily.

“Let’s go tell them the unfortunate news. It seems like all our leads are currently dead ends. It’s a shame, but we won’t be able to hand anyone over.” Exalt Harras said.

“A shame, sir.” The Hunter said.

“Indeed. Now let’s go see what the headless chickens want. Better to get them out of here before they can mess anything up any more than they already have.” Exalt Harras said.

Striding out of the room, several Mages wearing Exalt Harras’ coat of arms flooded in. They immediately moved to clean up the mess, leaving no traces behind as they finished up. Leaving the room spotless and leaving no clues for anyone to find out what had been happening here.
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                Ezekiel considered himself to be somewhat fortunate to have the final watch of the night. It meant that he was awake for several hours before everyone else, but it also meant that he didn't have to worry about being as tired from just waking up.

That didn’t change the awkward atmosphere in the group, however, as most of them could no longer look at Tory the same as before. While none of them could begrudge him for wanting to be a noble, they certainly didn’t approve of his mindset of changing himself to become one.

The way they saw it, since none of them were nobles, it was better to have a noble that stuck to their non-noble roots. So that there would be fewer and fewer nobles that looked down on civilians and Hunters that came from commoner backgrounds. Acting like the nobles that looked down on others, and listening to their words and rumors like they were the ultimate truth just made you an ass-kisser as far as they were concerned.

“Alright, it seems like we’ll need to pick up the pace if we want to reach the older border. If the amount of Cruor and Umbral Beasts we fought yesterday were any indication of what’s to come, we might not get back within a week.” Garrad said as he looked over a map he had pulled out from his Void Pouch. “Hopefully we don’t run into too many Legendary Cruor. That would really delay our job.”

Ezekiel looked somewhat confused as he heard this. He was under the impression that this was a simple search and destroy mission. Something that they couldn’t do earlier due to lowered manpower, but thanks to the reinforcements that wasn’t an issue anymore.

Looking around, it seemed like only Nonette had a clear idea of what was going on, as the rest also shared confused glances with each other after the camp was cleaned up. None of them looked like the were too concerned, however, and it didn’t seem like anyone was going to ask.

“I don’t like this.” Shine said after a moment of thought. “Do you think that the Exalt sent us out here for something else? We didn’t get lied to again, did we?”

Ezekiel figured that the only way he’d get an answer at this point was to ask. So, as they set out, Ezekiel moved up to the coach seat next to Garad after the teams headed out.

“Excuse me, Guild Leader Garrad.” Ezekiel opened up, showing the proper respect given to a man of Garrad’s position and status. “I had a question regarding what you mentioned earlier. About our destination at the old border. I thought that this was simply a search and destroy mission, to wipe out any remnant Cruor forces that hadn’t retreated after the counterattack in Harkem. What’s so important about the border?”

Garrad turned towards Ezekiel with a raised eyebrow. Though it seemed like he was more baffled at the tone and respect than he was at the question itself. Very rarely did the Wandering Titan’s Guild care that much about how you addressed one another.

“First, no need to be so uptight. Nonette and her Guild are about as relaxed with their address regarding Guild members as we are.” Garrad explained; to which Nonette giggled behind her hand as she watched Ezekiel duck his head in embarrassment. “For your question, however, were you not informed of the full extent of our mission?”

“I mean... I’m fairly certain that the Exalt just wanted me out of the city so that he wouldn’t have to hunt down more people that were trying to kill me. But I can’t be certain.” Ezekiel explained. “But other than that, I was just told that we’d be hunting down Cruor, not much else.”

Garrad turned to look at the rest of the party. Including Nonette, who seemed to realize that the Adepts were all looking at Garard curiously. It seemed she hadn’t even realized that no one else understood the full purpose of the mission. Garrad couldn’t help but sigh in exasperation as Nonette looked bashful. But he didn’t say anything, as his own Guild Members were also curious.

“To put it simply, prior to the full retreat to Harkem, there were reports regarding the Cruor that indicated that they were building something.” Garrad said. “Given the fact that we don’t know their full forces, we’re only going to the border to see if they’d been building anything else as they moved closer and closer to Harkem. That’s only a secondary objective, however, and our main objective is still to kill as many Cruor as we can while moving through the area. To make it easier for the army to move in once we get back.”

“I see.” Ezekiel said as he got a thoughtful look on his face. He couldn’t help but feel concerned about what the Cruor might’ve built. He couldn’t imagine anything they tried to put together would be a good thing.

“Don’t worry too much. The reports indicating the first structure came from an area that would take us nearly a month to reach at our current travel speed.” Garrad said. “I doubt that whatever they’re building is too big of an issue. Perhaps a few outposts to act as rudimentary defenses and lookout. They can’t use enchantments like we can, to reinforce their buildings, after all.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but disagree. While it was true that the Cruor couldn’t build something that they could reinforce with enchantments, that didn’t mean that they couldn’t grow something. The corrupted trees from Morncrest came to mind as he remembered the structures they had. While certainly not as strong as a large Human city, they were more than capable of fending off most assaults.

It was only because the Forest Spirit managed to attack from within, and with massive numbers, that Ezekiel’s infiltration was able to destroy their headquarters on the island. Even that still failed to remove them entirely. From what he understood, the Cruor on Morncrest were still being pushed back, even now, nearly five years later. Though it seemed like no attempts to push back in full had been made.

In that situation, however, the buildings were made from the carcasses of the various structures that had lined the island prior to the Cruor’s invasion hundreds of years ago. In this case, maybe the buildings they were making were using different materials. Materials that were more abundant than the massive trees from the Archipelago. Many of the trees in the Empire were smaller than those found in the truly untamed wilderness of some of those ancient islands.

Ezekiel couldn’t be certain. He had never seen the structures and buildings that existed in the deeper areas of the Desolate Lands, after all. The few areas within a week's journey of the border rarely had any significant structures of note. Usually the Cruor, from the reports he had read, would make use of the cities and towns that were built by humans prior to the Age of Despair.

As the party continued traveling in the wagon, pulled by Garrad’s Spirit. They couldn’t help but let their minds wander for a bit. They all felt a morbid curiosity as they thought about what the Cruor’s architecture and building might consist of. None of them had been to the deep Desolate Lands before. This might be the first, and only, time that they would see such a thing.

If they managed to get that far. Their priority was still wiping out the Cruor that were wandering around the area, after all.

----------



It was well into the day before the party ran into another group of enemies. This time it was only Umbral Beasts, but the mix of Fang and Bone Cruor meant that they once again covered most of each other’s weaknesses. The issue this time was just how powerful they all were.

Previously, there was a mix of Tiers, ranging from Tier two to Tier three. But it seemed like the numbers were slowly becoming stronger and stronger. To the point where the enemies were entirely composed of Tier three Umbral Beasts.

“It seems like things are going to be getting harder and harder from this point forward.” Herend couldn’t help but mutter as he and Ezekiel carved the carcass of a Fanged Cruor for its more usable parts. This was after he helped wash off the Ichor from everyone who had fought.

“It’s not like that wasn’t an expected outcome, though.” Ezekiel said. “It only makes sense that they’d have their more powerful forces stationed near their border. Scouts and stragglers are one thing. But the more you go into their territory, the more obvious it becomes that this isn’t healthy land anymore.”

Looking around, Ezekiel felt his words were truly an understatement. Previously, the land and plants in the area had still retained some of their coloration. But as they traveled further and further away from Harkem, the color began to drain from the landscape. Only red and gray colors became predominant. The sky as well was becoming darker and darker. Not to the point of the true Desolate Lands, but it was obvious that the region was changing.

Heren couldn’t help but wince at Ezekiel’s description of the world. It was obvious to him that Ezekiel was right, but it still hurt to hear it put so bluntly. The fact that the battles were just going to get harder also meant that things were not looking well for them. It was actually possible that, with the change in opposition, they wouldn’t even be able to make it to their secondary mission’s destination.

“Oy! If you two are done, we need to talk about some things.” Garrad called out, bringing Herand and Ezekiel back to reality. The two dashed over the moment they were finished with the corpse.

Garrad and Nonette nodded in approval at the pair’s reaction time. Then, turning to address the rest of the party, Garrad had a grim look on his face.

“I have some relatively bad news. Though it can’t be confirmed just yet, it’s likely that we’ll start running into Legendary Cruor soon. If not larger teams of Adepts with reinforcements available.” Garrad said. Everyone tensed up with his statement.

“Why do you say that?” Philip asked. “I know we haven’t run into any Tier twos recently, but that should only mean that their Adepts will start popping up, won’t it?”

Garrad shook his head. “If the forces in this group were Cruor, then maybe I’d agree. But they’re Umbral Beasts. How common do you think a full pack of Adept level Umbral Beasts are?” He asked.

Philip’s eyes widened in realization. For Umbral Beasts, it was nearly impossible for them to reach Tier four. Tier three was usually the limit, and that made such Beasts pack leaders. Yet this group, even though it only had a handful of Beasts, was entirely composed of Adept level Beasts.

The only reason so many Adept Level Umbral Beasts would work together was if there was a stronger being giving them orders. That meant a Legendary Umbral Beast, or more likely a Legendary Cruor. Such individuals didn’t operate in mere scouting teams.

Worse yet, since the Winged Cruor were setting up shop in the area, it was likely that they were scouting beyond the party’s sensing range. Meaning that it was possible they would end up walking into a trap or an ambush if they pushed all the way to the border.

“Given this increase in danger, it would make sense to prioritize the primary mission. We won’t go any further than this, and simply clear as many Cruor as possible before heading back in three days.” Garrad explained. “This will allow us to meet our quota for hunting, as well as ensure that we clear the road for the army, once they arrive.”

Garrad looked over everyone in the party. His gaze was clear and intense, as if he was looking through each and every one of them, searching for faults and doubts. He paused when he looked at Ezekiel, but only for a moment, pausing longer when he looked at Tory. But it seemed like he found nothing of note as he continued with his speech.

“With this information, I need to know if you all are willing to continue with the secondary mission or not.” Garrad said. “I’ve spoken with Nonette, and she agrees that the level of risk has grown, exponentially, from what it was when we first set out. But that also means that, whatever the Cruor are making, is something that is seriously important to them. Which makes it a major threat to us.”

Ezekiel swallowed nervously. He couldn’t imagine what it could be that the Cruor were making, but the more he thought about it, the more he knew they couldn’t just leave without getting at least some information. If they didn’t, it was possible that the army would end up facing whatever was being made, and that might have catastrophic results if it ended up being too much for them.

“So, what’s it going to be?” Garrad asked.

“Continue!” Ezekiel and everyone from the Wandering Titans answered. Half a beat later, the members of Nonette’s Guild replied the same. Though it appeared that Tory was somewhat reluctant. He didn’t back down, however, so no one called him out for it.

Garrad shared a look with Nonette. She nodded at his silent inquiry. Ezekiel figured that they must’ve talked about this beforehand and were simply confirming whatever they had discussed.

“In that case, we have to rearrange our plans.” Garrad said. They then spent the next hour or so determining the different ways that their teams would be split.

While the team only had three fliers, besides the Guild Leaders who could fly under their own power, that meant that they had nearly enough people to carry the Hunters away if they needed to retreat. For this reason, it was decided that Filia, who was solidly in the middle Steps of Tier three, would be partnered with Ezekiel, and should things take a turn for the worse, she would carry Him and herself to safety. The other Adepts were also split up in a similar manner.

Tory would take Yara and Philip, as their Elements synergized well with one another if need be. While Jill would carry her brother, Mac, and Herend. Given that Tory and Jill were both in the upper Steps of Tier three, they would, hopefully, be able to carry more people more easily. Especially with the support magics that Herend and Philip had should they need to do a fighting retreat.

It was decided that Garrad and Nonette would remain on their own. They could both fly under their own power, so it was best that they didn’t rely on their underlings for an escape. The fact that Garrad and Nonette were most likely going to be holding off whatever forces came after them so the Adepts could escape remained unsaid. But Ezekiel knew that he wasn’t the only one that caught that.

They couldn’t head out right away, however, as they still needed to take care of the supplies and equipment that they had brought with them. In particular, they had a large wagon that would draw attention if left behind or used to travel. So, a bit of time was taken to tear it down as carefully as possible, before the individual pieces were stored in Garrad’s Void Pouch.

“Let’s get moving. This time, we’re going for stealth, not search and destroy. If we get caught, kill them quickly and quietly. We can’t let them know that we’re this close to the border.” Garrad said.

As the Hunters all concealed themselves as best that they could, having changed to camouflaged cloaks and uniforms, they silently made their way forward. Moving further and further north. Prepared for a fight, and a retreat, if needed. But utterly unprepared for what it was that they were going to find.

----------



For the most part, the party had little difficulty as they proceeded north. They only ran into one more group as they traveled, and it was quickly dispatched. But they did need to change their camping area for the night. A second patrol that was a bit larger passed by where they had considered stopping. Luckily, they were all properly concealed, as this group had actual Cruor, two of which were Winged. So, it was decided that taking them out when they hadn’t been caught wasn’t worth the risk.

Things had grown more and more tense as they progressed. Most of the party was unable to rest properly, but thankfully sleep was unnecessary for mana regeneration. Thus, even though they were mentally exhausted from the constant need to be alert, the party was able to move forward without any major issues.

Suddenly, right around noon of the third day away from Harkem, Garrad held up a fist, bringing the party to a stop. Everyone moved to a covered area, and each person was fully alert to find what Garrad had noticed, but it didn’t seem like there were any enemies.

From his own position, hidden behind a large rock that he blended in with, Garrad looked around. As the only Cavern Mage in the party, he was the one with the most extensive sensing skills in the group. However, what he had sensed wasn’t something on the surface. It was something deep underground that was playing havoc with his mind as he failed to grasp what he was sensing.

“Cover me.” Garrad whispered as he sank to the ground. Brucey stood right beside him, propping him up and sharing his mana with his partner. Everyone else moved into an encircling position that would allow them to defend Garrad from anything that came their way.

“What do you think he saw?” Shine asked Ezekiel as they cautiously examined their surroundings. The feedback they were giving Ezekiel was incredibly helpful, as it allowed him to see more than just his eyes showed.

“I’m not sure but depending on what the Cruor are doing right now; I wouldn’t be surprised if we’ve gotten closer to our destination. But it would have to be massive, and subterranean, for only Garrad to notice it.” Ezekiel replied. “Neither of those things is good for us. I don’t think we’re properly equipped to handle a proper base. Let alone one that would be reinforced enough to go deep underground.”

The party continued to observe their surroundings as best they could. No one seemed to be nearby, however, and it wasn’t long before Garrad came out from his trances. But the party’s relief quickly ended as he and Brucey slumped to the ground. Filia and Mac rushed over as fast as they could. They were the only ones that had any medical training.

Filia hovered her hands over Garrad’s back as he gasped for breath. A soft purple glow emanated from her fingers as she examined Garrad’s spiritual state. To her side Mac was doing the same thing, but with a golden glow being more predominant.

“What the hell...?” Filia muttered under her breath. “His soul seems fine. No major indications of a backlash or anything like that. But his mana is nearly depleted.”

“Physically he’s fine as well. Just drained. Incredibly fatigued from it, though.” Mac said. “We need to set up a camp. He needs to rest properly. He won’t be going anywhere for the next few hours.”

Nonette looked grim as she heard this news. Not only was Garrad down for the count, leaving her in charge, as the most senior and powerful Hunter, but since Garrad was out cold, he couldn’t even tell them what he saw.

“Jill. Can you send your Spirit to scout for a safe area for us to rest?” Nonette asked. “Keep a low profile, and make sure that they’re hidden.”

Jill nodded her head, and her Spirit leapt into the air, turning invisible as the light was bent around their body. The rest of the party didn’t relax. They were constantly looking out for any hostels that might be too close for comfort. Finally, after a few minutes, Jill’s Spirit landed on her shoulder again, and Jill indicated for the party to follow her.

Ezekiel, having the strongest natural physique due to his element, moved to carry Garrad and Brucey. Lifting them both over his shoulders, he dashed after the rest of the party as quickly and quietly as he could. Luckily, it seemed like whatever Umbral Beasts and Cruor that were native to the area had fled for some reason. That, or they had been recalled for something else.

Several minutes later, the party came to a rocky outcropping that had a fair bit of cover from the air due to the number of broken and dead trees that were growing out of it. It stood out from the surroundings fairly clearly, but with the defenses the party set up, nothing looked out of the ordinary from outside.

Garrad and Brucey were quickly left to rest, and the other Hunters were forced to wait. Impatient and stressed out as they waited for Garrad and Brucey to slowly regain their energy. It wasn’t until over an hour had passed that the two finally woke up.

“Urg--” Garrad grunted as consciousness slowly returned to him.

“Boss!” Philip exclaimed as he moved to Garrad’s side. He slowly helped prop the Cavern Hunter up, even as Filia moved to help Brucey roll over as well. “What happened? What did you see?”

“Philip! Let the man gather himself!” Nonette exclaimed. “Garrad. Take your time, but when you’re ready, you need to let us know what you saw.”

Garrad took some deep breaths. Steadying himself as he fully woke up. Herend got him some water, cooling it down, so the man could clear his throat before speaking.

“I’m not certain what I saw, but I think it was the outer fringes of whatever they were building.” Garrad said. “But it was massive, and it acted like Ichor, even though I didn’t touch it. I tried to sense how far it went, but the more of it I reached, the more mana I felt was drained away. The amount that I saw... Anywhere else would’ve let me see triple the area compared to what I spent to see what little I did.”

The party was silent as they took in Garrad’s words. This wasn’t good. If the structure was underground, then that meant there was no telling what it was before the army moved in. So, no preparations could be made beforehand, as they simply didn’t have enough information.

“But I did manage to see one thing.” Garrad continued. “Whatever it was, it extends above ground. In some places. Like spikes shooting from the earth. There’s one not too far from where I first looked. Roughly a kilometer or so northwest.”

Nonette looked grim. As did the other Hunters. While it was possible for them to go scout out the structure that Garrad was talking about, it would be risky. Worse yet, the longer they waited, the more likely it would be that they would get caught.

The best candidates for scouting were either Jill or Mac, as they had the best camouflage capabilities. Ezekiel was next, but given he was several Steps below them in power, it wouldn’t be a good thing for him to go alone.

“Jill, Mac. Can you go and check it out?” Nonette asked. “It’ll be dangerous, but it’ll probably give us some idea of what we’re looking for.”

The twins nodded in unison. Taking a bit of time to prepare themselves, they set off. The rest of the Hunters watched and waited anxiously as they headed out. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel guilty, as he thought that he could’ve headed out as well, giving them an extra hand to help.

“I think those two work better as a pair, rather than a trio. You shouldn’t be upset that you weren’t asked to go.” Shine said. “Besides, who would help the rest of the group if something bad happened here?”

Shine’s words helped calm Ezekiel down, and he managed to rest a bit as the party waited for Jill and Mac to return. There weren’t any sounds of battle, nor flares, or other indications of trouble. So it was roughly half an hour later that the duo returned. Both looked somewhat shaken, however, and Nonette rushed over to them in concern.

“Are you both alright? What did you find?” She asked.

The twins were silent for a moment, however, as they just tried to breathe. They looked exhausted, even though they’d only been gone for a few minutes.

“It was a tower... I think...” Mac gasped for breath. “We could see that there were several dozen Cruor that were standing guard. It looked like a large white spike shooting out of the ground. At the top was a crown with nine spikes pointing out of it. Ichor was completely covering it from top to bottom.”

“There was also a mist. I think that it was made of Ichor, because our mana began draining as soon as we touched it.” Jill chimed in. “The closer we got, the more our mana was drained from us. But we couldn't even get within a hundred meters of it. There was a large wall built around it. We could only barely see the tip from the vantage point we managed to find. I didn’t dare to try flying, as I couldn’t be sure that we’d be able to keep up our invisibility.”

Ezekiel stopped in thought for a minute. He could swear that he had heard of these things before. But he couldn’t recall the specifics. The only thing he was certain of was that similar structures were mentioned in some of the oldest, post Age of Despair texts that existed in the Church’s records.

“Ezekiel, you look like you’re thinking of something. Have you heard of these things?” Nonette asked as she saw Ezekiel’s thoughtful expression.

“I might’ve, but I can’t be certain. All I know is some mentions of something similar in some very old records from the previous Age.” Ezekiel said. “Nothing concrete, however, and even then, I barely paid attention to those records. They were never my particular area of study. But I think you should hose those two down. Unless the mana drain has lessened?”

Nonette looked at Jill and Mac with an inquiring gaze. The two shook their heads. It seemed like their mana drain had lessened. Which was good, as it meant that the apparent Ichor mist didn’t linger.

“Unfortunately, that’s not much for us to go on.” Nonette said after she ensured the twins were alright. “A tall spike that has Ichor all over it doesn’t tell us much. For all we know it’s just a monument for worship. We can report the fact that the Ichor is creating a mist. But that’s a feature of the deep Desolate Lands. Near to where the Broods themselves are sealed. If only we could get inside their base and get a better look.”

Nonette looked at the twins again in question. She didn’t want to ask, but she didn’t think that anyone else would be able to get close without getting caught. The twins shook their heads, however, since they knew there was no way they could do better than they had.

On the other hand, Garrad and the Wandering Titans tried not to look at Ezekiel. Who, at the same time, had once again become lost in thought as he conversed with his Spirit.

“Should we risk going?” Ezekiel asked Shine. “You and I both know that we could get in and out fairly easily. But it’ll be dangerous. We didn’t have anything like this when we were at Morncrest.”

“I don’t like it.” Shine said. “But if we’re here, we should help, right? But we’re running away the moment it even seems like we’re about to be found.”

“Agreed.” Ezekiel replied. “I can go.”

Nonette and her Guildmates turned to look at him in confusion. Garrad closed his eyes in thought, while the rest of the Wandering Titans looked concerned.

“I’m sorry, Ezekiel, but I don’t think you can. I know you have some sort of hiding magic. But You have less mana than either Jill, or Mac. There’s no way that you’ll be able to make it into the camp before your mana runs dry.” Nonette said. She felt happy that Ezekiel was willing to help, but just didn’t see how he could.

“He’s immune to Ichor.” Garrad pitched in before Ezekiel could reply. “It’s something that isn’t widely spoken of, but Void Mages can treat Ichor like mana, and it doesn’t drain them like it does other elements.”

Nonette looked at Garrad in shock. Neither she nor any of her Guildmates were aware of this. During the entirety of the mission so far, Ezekiel had acted much like they had. Washing off any Ichor as they traveled whenever he got splashed.

Off to the side, Tory moved to make some sort of exclamation, but Yara, who was right beside him, covered his mouth before he could say something stupid. But even so, she looked at Ezekiel in bewildered fear. As if she didn’t know what to think of this revelation.

“You knew?” Nonette asked Garrad.

“Since eight years ago.” Garrad said. “Not relevant, however, since there aren’t any other Void Hunters, or even Void Mages, in the world that would go into the Desolate Lands to fight the Cruor.”

Nonette looked like she wanted to argue that it was, in fact, a big deal. As well as super relevant. However, she kept silent and turned back to Ezekiel.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” She asked.

“I am. We’ll get in, find out what we can, and get out.” Ezekiel said. “Quick and easy, no killing anyone, or setting off any alarms. Just in, and out.”

Nonette examined him, looking intently for any traces of nervousness or hesitation. Finding none she nodded her head but did not look pleased. She turned to Garrad, as if to ask if he thought Ezekiel could do it. He nodded his head.

“Fine. Get ready. You set off as soon as you can. You’ll have an hour from the moment you leave before we start to head back. If you’re not back by then, you’ll have to catch up.” Nonette said, much to the Titan’s concern, but none of them could argue with her. “Finally, if you get caught, you do not bring them down on us. Understand?”

Ezekiel nodded his head. He didn’t want to bring this group any more trouble than they already had. Though, he was concerned as to how Exalt Harras was going to respond if he didn’t return.

“If there are any issues with Exalt Harras if we return without you, Garrad will deal with it. Agreed?” Nonette asked while turning to Garrad. He nodded his head, albeit reluctantly.

That settled, the party helped Ezekiel pack, though Tory stayed far away from him as this was happening. Within a half an hour, Ezekiel was ready to go. Throwing up his Shroud, he set off into the wilderness, directly headed towards the enemy base.
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                Exalt Harras was looking down in disdain at the Inquisitor who was currently groveling on the ground. He knew that he wasn’t going to enjoy this meeting. But he hadn’t expected to be brought to such an indescribable rage. Lightning crackled around him in a semi-contained ring, and there were cracks spreading through the room as the might of his mana physically put pressure on the environment.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I quite heard what you just tried to tell me.” Exalt Harras said. “It sounded somewhat like you were trying to give me orders. Something that only the Emperor can do. A privilege that cannot be granted to anyone else. Even by the Emperor.”

The Inquisitor on the ground tried to reply, but he was under so much pressure that he was barely able to moan in pain. His eyes were opened wide in fear and pain as his entire body slowly broke down. Next to him was a large dog. It was similarly unable to move and had actually fallen unconscious from the strain. A puddle was forming beneath it as the Spirit’s Glacial mana was beginning to leak.

Usually, a Legendary Hunter would still be able to at least stand, and even move about freely, if with difficulty, while under the influence of a Mythic Hunter’s mana pressure. But Exalt Harras wasn’t playing around. He was actively pressing down on this man with his full might.

Exalt Harras had never thought that the Empire he served could have fallen to such lows. Yes, he knew full well that the Emperor was an idiot who only sought personal wealth and power, but he had thought that the man would have at least bothered to learn about his forefathers. If only to understand the contracts that bound the Exalts to his service.

Specifically, the Exalts of the empire served the Emperor, and only the Emperor. But there were limits to this service. These were made so that the Exalts wouldn’t have a reason to revolt due to their pride being stepped on by someone of a lower Tier than themselves.

Of the limitations included in the contract, the fact that the Emperor did not have the power to delegate their service to the word of another was the most distinct. This was done in part to ensure that there were no mix-ups in the chain of command. But it was also done to ensure that loyalties wouldn’t be split. It was easy for orders to create conflict if they came from multiple sources, after all.

On top of that, one of the things that the Emperor couldn’t do was prevent or recall an Exalt from an active warzone that they had been dispatched to. Unless there was proof that the capital was under attack. This was because the old Emperors had determined that the Empire was the most important thing for them to protect. Other rules included defending the nobility and ensuring that the Exalts didn’t simply take over.

As such, the official documentation with the mana imprint of the Emperor, stating that Exalt Harras was to submit command to the Inquisition, as well as return to the capital post-haste, regardless of the current situation, conflicted with the terms and conditions of his contract not once, but twice.

“I can’t believe that brat would do something so stupid! Every faction in the world knows that when a Broodlord is at your border, and has actively participated in an attack, the area is considered an active warzone. To be defended by whatever Mythic Level Hunters are able to be stationed there.” Exalt Harras nearly growled as he spoke. “For him to dare to do so... Either he is far more stupid than I thought, or he is truly being manipulated behind the scenes.”

The Inquisitor continued to try and say something but was barely able to breathe at this point. Exalt Harras turned away from him. Moving over to his desk, he began penning a letter. Explaining, in detail, how he would not be following the orders he was being given, as they directly conflicted with the contract that kept him in service to the Emperor.

He blatantly informed the Emperor that, if he didn’t like how things turned out, he was welcome to come to the front and give him an order directly. Though he also explained that doing so would break the contract the Emperor held over him. Thus, Exalt Harras would lose his Exalt Status, and become a free Mythic Hunter once again. One that had been slighted and kicked out by the Emperor.

Taking the letter in imbuing it with his mana signature, Exalt Harras carefully sealed it before moving back to the still suffering Inquisitor. Bending down, Exalt Harras gazed at the Inquisitor with a look of disgust on his face. He then grabbed the Inquisitor by the throat and raised him into the air, not once releasing the pressure he exuded.

“This letter is for the Emperor’s eyes only. Your subordinate will be returning to the capital. You have performed traitorous actions in your attempt to usurp the Emperor’s authority as the sole person capable of commanding myself and my fellow Exalts.” The Inquisitor’s eyes widened, but before he could say anything Exalt Harras formed a small ball of lightning in his hand and shoved it into the Inquisitor’s mouth before releasing his mana pressure.

“AH!” The Inquisitor began screaming as his insides slowly disintegrated from the Lightning coursing through him. Exalt Harras looked at the unconscious Spirit in the room for a moment before shooting it with Lightning powerful enough to destroy it in one go.

Opening the door to the corridor outside his office, Exalt Harras saw several other Inquisitors on their knees, pinned down by Exalt Harras’ personal forces. The second in command had his face pushed into the floor, but at such an angle that he could see his commander’s body collapse into a spasming mess as his screams died out. Smoke wafted out of the corpse's mouth as its movements came to a stop. The nerves had finally been destroyed, and the involuntary movements no longer occurred. But even so, the body crackled with electricity as the Lightning turned it into a mass of crumbling charcoal.

The Inquisitors on the ground all refused to look at Exalt Harras. They rightfully feared that they would be next. Though they did wonder why and how the Exalt could do this. Weren’t they the hands of the Emperor? There would certainly be consequences, wouldn’t there?

Exalt Harras, as if sensing these thoughts, addressed them directly.

“I am under a Spirit Covenant, and Soul Binding Contract, as all Mythic Hunters in the Empire are. It is these contracts that determine whether or not my actions were legal in the eyes of the Empire, as anything less wouldn’t work. Yet my Spirit is still here, and my mana is clean and untarnished.” Exalt Harras’ words were like buckets of ice water being turned over on top of them.

Each of them knew that the Exalt words were true. But none of them wanted to believe it.

“You will be taking this letter back to the Emperor. Tell him that if he wants to break our contract so much, then he can continue with his current course of action. But until the Broodlord is either dead, or the Cruor are all pushed back across the Turnbout River, I will not be returning to the Capital.” Exalt Harras declared before waving to his men to stand down.

The Inquisitor’s stayed on the ground, however, as they were still too afraid to move. There was even one Inquisitor that was crying, while another would need a new pair of pants. Disgusted and disappointed, Exalt Haras just sniffed in disdain before walking away.

He still had traitors to deal with. He had no time to worry about a bunch of crybabies who merely threw their weight around thanks to the Emperor’s name.

----------



Naeri was sweating as she continued to work on Evelyn’s wounds. While The Obscure Hunter’s arm had been successfully reattached a while ago, it seemed like those who had a grudge against the Luminance family were more tied to the city’s forces than expected.

Apparently, the healer who had tried to steal Ezekiel’s sword a couple of days ago had had a sister, who was now also locked up and being interrogated. It was a shame to find out that she truly didn’t have any connections to the Cult, or any other traitorous factions. But the fact that she decided to take revenge for her brother was making things difficult for Naeri and the other healers.

For the most part, it was fortunate that there seemed to be a lull in the current conflict. A positive change from the previous retreating battles that they had been doing for the past few months. It meant that they were able to mostly recover every Hunter and Mage back to fighting shape. Which meant that situations like Evelyn’s were something that a Legendary Healer could focus her attention on.

Originally, it had been a simple procedure of flushing out any lingering Ichor that might’ve been draining Evelyn’s mana, then cleaning out and reattaching her arm. A relatively simple procedure that should’ve gotten Evelyn up and about within a couple of days of rest and recuperation.

Thanks to the traitorous actions of one of the attending healers, however, Evelyn’s arm was tainted with Ichor when it was reattached. This meant that the mana used to heal her was being drained, and the reattachment process could not be completed in a clean and swift manner.

Hence, Naeri had been forced to not only take down and hand over one of their valuable healers, but she had also been forced to lock herself in a room with a small group of people that she had personally vetted for security and loyalty. That had been nearly three days ago, meaning she had been unable to see Ezekiel off on his mission. It was also only recently that Evelyn’s condition had started to improve. But at a cost.

“How are her other extremities doing?” Naeri asked as she focused on regenerating as much flesh as she could. Her hands were covered with a bright, verdant glow that had several streams of ethereal light flowing into a stump where her arm should’ve been. A stump that Naeri herself had been forced to make.

“We’ve managed to isolate the Ichor into a few of her toes. Her other arm is safe. As are her organs, brain, and vital systems.” One of the attending helpers stated. Her hands were also glowing green. Covering Evelyn’s chest and torso as she double checked their condition. Three others were focused on her other limbs, with one streaming as best he could as he contained the Ichor in Evelyn’s body to her toes. Another focused on her head, making sure that it was also clear.

Taking a glance at the aforementioned toes, Naeri pushed down the nauseous feeling that grew within her with a well-practiced ease. The toes had begun to mutate and were growing feathers as they twisted and elongated into a warped and talon like shape.

“Cut them off. Take some of her foot when you do. We can’t risk recontamination. Then begin closing the wound and completing the purge of her system. I’m almost done with the remains of her arm. So, I’ll be able to assist in a few seconds.” Naeri said. The attending healers moved to complete her commands.

Usually, Ichor wouldn't have such an effect on a Mage. Its primary purpose was to drain mana from a Human, or Spirit, and weaken them until there was nothing left but a husk for Cruor or Umbral Beasts to feast on. Even if Ichor got into your body, its effects never should’ve gotten this bad. At worst, Evelyn would’ve fallen by a Step, maybe a Tier, if her mana fell too low and her soul was damaged.

She would’ve had to actually have died or had more than a half her blood replaced by Ichor for such an extreme condition to have occurred. Something generally couldn’t happen naturally. Let alone with the miniscule amount of Ichor that was running through Evelyn’s system.

It was only due to the machinations of that rogue healer that things had gotten this far. With her using her magic to affect Evelyn’s body so that the Ichor would have a more physical effect on her. Essentially leaving a piece of her own mana inside Evelyn’s body to act as a catalyst to increase the mutative effects of the Ichor.

This was one of the few abilities that all healers eventually became aware of. Simply because they were taught how to alter the physical body for the sake of healing others. But such abilities also meant that alterations to exacerbate the effects of foreign contaminants were also possible. Like altering the physical body so that the innate immunities were suppressed. Like the naturally mana infusion that prevented mutations caused by Ichor.

Naeri was lucky that she had personally agreed to check over Evelyn when she did. Had she not, then it was unlikely that any of the Adept Level healers would’ve been able to notice what had happened before the mutations had spread from her arm into her organs. By the time she had isolated the limb and cut it off, the Ichor had begun to run rampant and had turned the limb into a twisted and mangled lump of flesh with several inhuman features.

Focusing as she closed the wound on Evelyn’s shoulder, and leaving a blemish-less stump in place, Naeri moved her attention to the rest of Evelyn’s body. As she had been focusing, she hadn’t noticed the removal of Evelyn’s toes. But as she reviewed the aftereffects, she knew that the removal had been as close to perfect as possible.

“Pull back.” She said as she moved to heal over the toes herself. The healer that was working there did as told, backing away as Naeri moved in and healed the toes much more quickly than the tired Adept. She then moved onto the rest of Evelyn’s body, cleansing it of any impurities she found, and ensuring that there wasn’t any Ichor that remained. From what she could tell, nothing harmful was there. All of the Ichor had been isolated and directed to the removed extremities, and now, Evelyn was in a state where she simply needed to rest and recover.

Looking over the gaunt and pale woman whom she had known for years, Naeri couldn’t help but feel a wrathful helplessness stirring within her as she thought about the people who had done this to Evelyn. It seemed like sentiments regarding Void Mages just couldn’t die down in the Empire. If anything, they were getting worse, even without the Cult’s direct interference. Not for the first time she considered packing everything up and leaving with the Luminance family to go to the Archipelago.

“Alright, it seems like we’re finally done. I’ll move her to a secure room so she can recover in peace. One of you go and inform her husband that she’s now officially out of danger.” Naeri said as she began undoing the enchantments and formations that were aiding her and her team’s efforts. As well as securing the room from outside interference.

As the formations came down, a large shadow suddenly sprung up from the ground. A ten-foot tall, snarling feline bared its fangs at Naeri and the other healers. If not for the terrifying aura she was releasing, the Obscure Spirit would’ve almost looked comical with how squished it was within the room.

The Legendary Life Mage didn’t back down, however, as she glared at the Spirit that currently had over ten times as much mana as she did.

“Don’t look at me like that. A different healer sabotaged her. You can see what we saved her from over there.” Naeri said as she nodded in the direction of the sealed container holding the corrupted limbs. Reya glanced over, flinching as she saw what was there. “Shrink down, and you can ride with us as we get her to a secure recovery room. You don’t need to leave her alone anymore.”

Not even taking a minute to think about it, Reya shrank down and leapt for her partner’s body, intending to rest on her chest. Naeri immediately snatched her out of the air and held the much smaller feline by the scruff of her neck, before placing her directly next to Evelyn’s body.

“Do not lie on top of her right now. She doesn’t need you pressing down on her body and causing physical stress. Understood?” Naeri said, happy when Reya meekly nodded her head. “Good. Now I just need to make sure that Warren doesn’t try to do the same thing.”

The other healers ignored Naeri’s mutterings and complaints as they recovered from Reya’s mana pressure. As their superior exited the room with their patient, they were all left in awe as they wished that they too could reach the same heights as their senior and superior.

Snapping out of their stupor, they decided to draw straws to determine who would complete what orders they were given. A couple of them left to dispose of the corrupted limbs, while the others went to help other patients or recover their mana.

While one unfortunate soul remained in the room, looking at the short straw he had drawn, and dreading the fact that he was going to have to explain things to a Legendary Hunter that could literally eat him alive. He couldn’t help dragging his feet as he finally left the room.

----------



Far away from the city of Harkem, several individuals, illuminated by different colored lights, were silent as they mentally digested the report provided to them by the two remaining survivors of the mission to kill the Anathema.

“Those two should be put down for forsaking their mission.” Erkan muttered in anger as he realized that this mission would potentially affect his position in the Emperor’s court. “At least the other four had the decency to die for the Light. Those two are far too cowardly to be of any use to us.”

“Erkan, shut up before I wipe out half the Inquisition.” Typhos said in a neutral tone. Erkan couldn’t help but flinch at the words from his peers. While they might have both been Legendary Hunters, Typhos was in the Higher Steps, while Erkan was still in the lower ones.

The fact that Yarrik and his partner managed to get out of that situation is a testament to their intelligence and infiltration abilities. A choice was made to either make the situation worse, or to retreat, and return with valuable intelligence that could further our goals.” Typhos explained. “As it is, the other four failed in their duty, not only in killing the Anathema, but also in making the Cult look bad in the eyes of the Empire. We now have to worry about the Exalts directly interfering. Especially with how you sent several Inquisitors after convincing the Emperor. Something that we decided it wasn’t time to do yet.”

Erkan couldn’t help but wince. After the Inquisitors had gotten out of Harkem and had been able to report to him directly, he realized that he fucked up when he was informed about the limits of the contract the Exalts were under. Limits that the Emperor either wasn’t aware of or didn’t care about when Erkan had made his suggestion.

Erkan honestly thought it was a stupid situation. Those that are under contract should be beholden to the contract holders in all ways. The fact that the Exalts were willing to submit to a man who was weaker than them just showed that they didn’t deserve their power and should know their place as servants. But apparently, the previous Emperors didn’t have the intelligence that Erkan was convinced he had. Else they never would’ve allowed the Exalts to have any freedom.

“I’ll admit my oversight on that. I didn’t think the founders of this Empire could have possibly been so stupid as to grant such freedoms to those that weren’t of noble descent.” Erkan stated. The other Lights rolled their eyes behind their veils at Erkan’s obvious classism. Ever since he ceased to be the newest member, he had become much more vocal about his personal beliefs.

Something that pissed Amelia off to no end. To which Erkan reciprocated, as he believed that, as the newest Light of Radiance, she was his junior and needed to listen to him. Needless to say, the friction between Erkan and Amelia had long since surpassed the friction between Marco and Lana.

“You forget yourself, Erkan. Our responsibilities are to the Cult, first and foremost. Not to your worthless nobility. The Exalts have long since earned their power and position.” Amelia said. “The fact that Exalt Harras, the one who metaphorically bloodied your nose, was not born into nobility, is to be commended, as it proves his capability. The only shame here is that, due to your actions, it will be impossible to turn him to our side. No offense, Peri.”

The Violet Light to the side just nodded her head. Unlike the other Lights, who had fairly distinct body shapes, this light was even more covered up than the others, even behind the Light Veil, so it was impossible to tell their features. Only their name was known to the Lights. With only the Speaker knowing their true identity and position.

“None taken. Were it possible to turn Exalt Harras to our side, then I would gladly step down from my position as Violet Light of Radiance.” Peri said to their peers. “But I believe that we have other things that we need to address, do we not?”

Erkan moved to say something else, but a wave of the Speaker’s hand silenced him. The figure that was clad in Golden Light looked at his fellows.

“Indeed. We need to figure out what steps we take next regarding Harkem. Personally, I believe that it is best that we wash our hands of the city and attempt to get at the Anathema through lawful means via the Emperor.” The Speaker said. “However, it seems that the sentiments we have sown in the city have been making such a process difficult.”

Erkan winced as he once more became the center of attention, in a way that he didn’t like.

“Given the Inquisition’s most recent failings, the Emperor has become somewhat displeased with me. Getting him to make moves against the Anathema, directly, will be nigh impossible at this point.” Erkan said. “That doesn’t mean that I can’t make something work. But it just won’t be from the Emperor’s house, that’s all.”

“If you can make moves against him then do so, but do not have it tied to us. We’ve already failed to keep our interference a secret. Best not to make it more blatant that we’re influencing the Empire.” The Speaker stated. “Do we have any news about his family? I thought that it was decided that we would be leaving them alone. Warren Luminance is not so powerful that he cannot be turned to our side just yet, after all.”

“... About that... It seems that those were the actions of some of our spies that weren’t able to get out of Harken when the forces in the city were locked in. That, or they had decided to stay and fight, but when presented with the opportunity to act against the Anathema, they couldn’t help themselves.” Typhos said as he reviewed some reports regarding what the Inquisitors and Yarrik had reported regarding events prior to them leaving Harkem.

“Had they succeeded then that would’ve been a good thing. But since they failed, it seems like Exalt Harras is going on a rampage. Ripping out apparent traitors root and stem.” Lana said as she also went over the reports they had received. “Perhaps we should provide a statement to the Emperor. I hate to say it, but we could easily claim ignorance of these people's actions, as we truly didn’t know about them. They aren’t official Followers, after all.”

As much as it irked the other Lights, Lana’s words made some sense. Washing their hands of these so-called traitors, in a public way at that, would do well in recovering some of their reputation in the eyes of the world. At least among the common folk. The Church and most factions outside the Empire and Tarquessa wouldn’t care. But it would reopen channels with the nobility.

“... Find a throw away spokesperson for the job and make it happen. Though the Light must always shine true and proud, that doesn’t mean we can’t take a step back to make a leap forward.” The Speaker said. “Anything else of note within the Empire before we move on to the other World Factions?”

Typhos pulled out another folder. This one compiled by several of his personal forces.

“I do have something, but it is less relevant for the Empire, and more so for Lana. It has to do with the work I was doing with the Kindled and Shroud families.” Typhos said. Lana leaned in, eagerly awaiting the news that would hopefully help her deal with some of the issues she was having with drawing in the two families.

“To be specific, I finally have a lead on who the two families are looking for. It’s both a good thing and a bad thing. But regardless, it’s going to make things more complicated for us.” Typhos said, now inflating the interest of the other Lights.

As he revealed the information that he received reading the Kindled and Shroud families’ targets, the Lights couldn’t help but feel their frustrations mount. Typhos was, unfortunately, correct, with his previous statement. Their identities did, indeed, make things more difficult for them.

----------



Far to the North of Harkem, within a large castle-like structure, composed of organic looking material, the Broodlord of the Winged Cruor looked upon a large fleshy sack that hung from the ceiling. Within it were two figures, one human, one avian, with tendrils connecting them together.

Ichor flowed through the sack and into the countless pods that lined the room. The figures within these other pods once held humanoid forms within them. But now the silhouettes appeared much more bird-like in appearance.

“Soon, my son. Soon you will be able to join me as we take the Empire over for ourselves.” The Broodlord muttered as he caressed the sack of semi translucent meat in front of him.

“My lord...” A voice called out from behind the Broodlord.

“What!” The Broodlord exclaimed as he turned around. “I said that I was not to be disturbed for any reason until after the Ichorous Spines had fully grown.”

The Legendary Cruor that had entered the room knelt in subservience as the weight of his Lord’s presence pushed down on him. Sweat dripped to the floor as his heart hammered in his chest. His wings drooped lower as he knew that, if his words were not sufficient enough to please his lord, he would certainly perish right here and now.

“Word from the border has reported that one of the outer Spines has come into contact with Hunters from Harkem. It appears that they have discovered the Spine’s growth, and may potentially disrupt it if left alone. We seek your permission to allocate additional forces to ensure that it grows without hindrances.” The Cruor stated, his head remaining bowed.

The Broodlord paused as he reached his hand out. Originally intending to take the Cruor’s head without a second thought. But he felt something coming from the Cruor in front of him. Something that he sensed across the mental bond that he had with all the Cruor of his given Brood.

“... You wish to go yourself, don’t you. Why?” The Broodlord asked.

“... A feeling. One I haven’t felt in nearly five years. From when I was still living in the Archipelago.” The Cruor said, raising his head to look at his lord. “One that was given to me by the Brood. It is the reason I am still alive to this day.”

It was Azrak, the Winged Peerage member from Morncrest. The one that had escaped at the cost of his friend’s life when the Forest Spirit had attacked their headquarters on the island.

The Broodlord took a moment to think about it. He knew full well the circumstances of Azrak’s placement in his council. Not only had the man been forced to flee his home of several decades, but his closest friend, and fellow Peerage member of another Brood, had perished so that he might escape. Azrak had flown directly into the Winged Cruor’s Continental territory. Reporting his findings and the source of the attack on the Morncrest island headquarters.

A Void Mage, apparently ‘THE’ Void Mage, who had opened Void Meditation and mana gathering to the world, had been the reason the island had suffered such a devastating attack.

A part of the Broodlord lamented the fact that the Void Mage, whose name he found was Ezekiel, after searching the memories of the Void Mages they had captured, had not been born even five years sooner. Maybe then he wouldn’t have had to flee the Empire, leaving his son and wife behind.

Apparently, the boy was also the reason for the mess with the Temple of the Void Ruins that the Broodlord of the Fanged Cruor had looked into. The mess that had been made in the man’s territory had been difficult for him to deal with. It was actually only thanks to the Winged Cruor’s help that the Fanged Cruor were finally settling down. That, and the war that had provided fresh blood to feed their Broods.

“You believe that the Void Child is there?” The Broodlord asked. “I do not think you will be able to turn him. Even capturing him will be difficult. That’s if you even have enough time to get there before they leave, and retreat back to Harkem.”

“I understand. But I feel this is something I must do.” Azrak said.

“Do not let your feelings conflict with those of the Brood.” The Winged Broodlord said.

Azrak did not reply, but he couldn’t help but glance at the large flesh sack behind the Broodlord. It was well known that only Void Mages could successfully be turned into Cruor without complications. Usually in the form of becoming mindless abominations. But the Broodlord didn’t care. He wanted to be with his human son. So, the Winged Brood had allowed him to try and turn his son.

Every Peerage member and Broodlord alive knew that it was a wasteful and fruitless endeavor but did not interfere. They figured that it was best for the new lord to make his own mistakes.

Unfortunately, the Broodlord was easily able to see Azrak’s eyes. But rather than getting mad, like he usually would, he just sighed. He had no desire to be a hypocrite in such a situation. Besides, he had also felt a nudge from his Brood when Azrak had spoken of his feeling.

“Go. Take no more than a single Legendary Cruor with you. They may not be a Peerage member. Other than that, you will use the forces stationed at the Spine to perform whatever deeds you intend to pursue.” The Broodlord said.

Azrak nodded his head in thanks and understanding before standing up and striding out of the room. He knew that he needed to be careful on this mission, but he couldn’t help but feel somewhat giddy. If things worked out properly, then his revenge would be swift and sweet.

            

    
        CH 144 (Book 3 Ch 34): The Ichorous Spine

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel swiftly, yet silently, moved across the land as he approached the encampment of the Cruor. He passed by several teams of patrols as he approached. Something that he was certain Jill and Mac had difficulty bypassing. But with his unique spells, avoiding them wasn’t difficult. The fact that he was much stronger than when he traversed Morncrest also helped him maintain his cover.

As he moved further and further along, however, he soon noticed the strange mist that Jill and Mac had previously mentioned. He briefly felt something touch his mana. But beyond the sensation of feeling like he was submerged in water, he felt no pull on his mana. Instead, he found that it was like he was covered in a film of grease. Uncomfortable, but not particularly debilitating.

Initially, he had wondered why the patrols were so thin compared to his experience in Morncrest. But upon entering the mist, he realized that there simply wasn’t any need for additional forces. No Mages or Hunters would be able to enter the area without slowly being drained of mana. Even Spirits would quickly find themselves incapacitated. 

“I don’t like this.” Shine mentally expressed. “This entire area feels wrong. Like there’s something missing, but I can’t tell what.”

Ezekiel felt the same. But he also had trouble figuring it out. It wasn’t until he was checking his mana consumption, and reminded himself to meditate to gather mana more quickly when he returned that he requested Shine to meditate as he continued to move.

“There’s no mana in the environment!” Shine exclaimed.”How is that possible? Even in the Desolate Lands, there was always at least a small amount of mana! Not enough to use, and it was impossible to absorb it without becoming a beacon to Umbral Beasts and Cruor, or accidentally absorbing Ichor, but there was at least some!”

“I don’t know how they did this, but it can’t have been for anything good.” Ezekiel exclaimed. “My main concern is what are they using the mana for? They can’t be using it purely to rear Umbral Beasts or increase the power of the weaker Cruor, can they?”

As they continued forward, Shine and Ezekiel couldn’t help but brainstorm ideas regarding what exactly was happening right now. Suddenly, as he jumped over a dead tree, its colors fading into the pale dried and corrupted wood of the Desolate Lands, a horrifying thought crossed his mind.

“Is this how they spread the Desolate Lands?!” Ezekiel mentally exclaimed. “No one remembers how, exactly, the Desolate Land was spread during the Age of Despair. Only that the clouds above the land turned black incertain areas. Man would then become less abundant, and Umbral Beasts would start to appear as Ichor spread through the land.”

“I don’t like that that makes sense. The atmosphere is already changing too...” Shine muttered fearfully as they examined the environment around them. Other than the lingering mist, much of the flora and other surroundings were beginning to acquire the bleached look that the Desolate Lands had.

Worried that his theory might be correct, Ezekiel and Shine moved faster than ever. They couldn’t afford to take any longer than necessary. Not only was their team waiting for them, but it was possible that the Cruor were going to do something drastic to the land. Something that would take decades to clear out. If they even could, with a Broodlord and his Brood directly supporting his plans.

----------



The duo came to the somewhat large walls surrounding the Cruor’s base with a sense of trepidation and concern running through them. While the forces they were facing weren’t particularly powerful, there was still a significant amount of Tier threes. The only good news so far was the lack of Tier fours. But that was subject to change once he entered the interior of the camp.

Another thing of note, and concern, was the fact that the mist had grown thicker as they had approached. It no longer felt like simply water was surrounding him. Instead it was like he had jumped into a pit of mud. A constant pressure seemed to weigh down on him as he moved towards the camp.

“Ready?” Ezekiel asked Shine as he prepared to Jump to the other side of the wall.

“Ready!” Shine exclaimed. They hadn’t sensed anything too disturbing on the other side. But they were still at full alert just in case. This area might not have been as infested as the true Desolate Lands, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t be caught by a stray patrol because of a stupid mistake.

Getting Shine’s confirmation, Ezekiel Jumped inside the wall. He immediately made himself aware of his surroundings. To which he mentally groaned as he found himself inside a small building that was clearly a living quarters of somesort. It was empty, thankfully, but it was also clear that no one was inside, or likely even nearby.

Exiting the structure, Ezekiel maintained his Shroud in full, even containing his air and scent, as he walked through the camp with relative ease. Unlike with Jill and Mac, who could merely hide their presence with their spells, Ezekiel could hide his existence. Something that wasn’t as total five years ago, but upon reaching Tier three, it had grown much stronger.

Even his footsteps were utterly silent, and any footprints he left behind seemed to either fade away after a few minutes, or simply didn’t appear. Eventually, he wouldn’t be surprised if his Shroud allowed him to walk through walls as he simply ignored the existence of everything around him except what he wanted to interact with.

Passing in front of a patrolling team of Fanged Cruor unnoticed, Ezekiel felt somewhat more confident regarding this mission. He would still be careful, of course, but it was good to know that his increase in Tier had increased his spells abilities to such an extent.

“Move faster! We can’t hold the Shroud up forever you know!” Shine mentally exclaimed. But Ezekiel didn’t do so. Not because he didn’t want to, but because he knew he needed to be careful.

While his covert actions were noticeable, if he tripped or did something that had a stronger impact on his surroundings, he could still give away his position. Given how important this location likely was, he didn’t want to do that until well after he had gotten more information.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to look around for his destination, as he could easily see the large tower-like structure in the middle of the camp. Heading in that direction, he soon came to the base of the structure. He was surprised to see several dozen Cruor kneeling and praying to the structure. He previously hadn't been more thankful for the fact that this world only had one language than he was right now. But the words that the Cruor were saying made him realize that things were worse than he thought.

“One more week. Just one more week and the Ichorous Spine will be ready to bloom.” One of the Cruor who were staring at the Spire in reverence declared. He then held out his arm, slicing through it with his claws. Several other Cruor that were near did the same. Their Ichor fell to the ground and was drawn into the large tower-like structure. The Spine they apparently worshiped.

“May this land be claimed once more by the Broods.” The Cruor’s words were repeated by all those who had bled on the Spine. 

Within moments the Spine went from a solid bone white to having oily veins running up and down its height. As the veins reached upwards, the mist seemed to increase as a noxious black mist was released from the peak.It quickly faded into a much lighter color, but the thickening mist remained as it was.

“I think we were right. I think that this thing really does help spread the Desolate Land.” Shine said. “But how come we haven’t seen these things before? Wouldn’t structures like these exist in the Desolate Lands? Why haven’t these things been found in Ruins? What about the lands that were reclaimed in the past as well?”

“I’m not sure, but if these things can bloom, maybe they can wilt as well.” Ezekiel theorized. “It’s possible that, after spreading and growing, once this thing blooms it will crumble into dust. Leaving little to nothing remaining. From there, the land can later be reclaimed, but only with a ridiculous amount of effort.”

Previously, when Ezekiel had been doing research on the Desolate Lands as a Scholar, he had come across records of how some of the lands on the fringes of the Desolate Lands had been reclaimed. This could only be done with an exceptional amount of preparation and materials. It usually took the work of hundreds if not thousands of Legendary Hunters. As well as the relocation and reinvigoration of the land by Spirits and Life Mages.

Only when Life had been restored to the point where it could flourish without the aid of Magic would the land be reusable, and the Miasma in the atmosphere would finally clear. From there, the mana would eventually return, and the Ichor in the land would slowly be broken down and removed. 

“We should try to find out more information if we can. Keep an eye out for anyone that seems to be looking in our direction.” Ezekiel told Shine. He moved to follow the Cruor that had previously spoken. He seemed to have a much more clear idea of what was going on, so it was more likely that he would have more information.

Following behind, as quietly as he could, Ezekiel eventually found himself entering the largest building in the camp. Checking his mana briefly, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to stay for too long. But as he noticed several other Cruor standing by close to the building, he had hopes that there would be a meeting of some sort that he could eavesdrop on.

Staying outside the building, Ezekiel moved to a crack near one of the doors. There were few windows, and all were out of reach, so this was the best he could do. Adjusting his Shroud to take a deep breath, he fully concealed himself, using his mana senses to listen in as best he could.

The voices were muffled, however, but there seemed to be some frantic concerns being voiced.

“... sensed outsiders... prepare... attack...”

“...need... assured... reinforcements coming... Peer-”

“...That’s why... disgraced... support... Broodlord...”

“Ezekiel, I think we need to go!” Shine’s voice suddenly cut through Ezekiel’s focus. Looking around, it seemed like there was a patrol of Cruor that were headed in their direction.

“Alright. I think I heard enough anyway. We'll regroup and get back to the city as soon as possible. This just became a much bigger deal than we thought.” Ezekiel said. “Jump us out of here in three, two, one.”

Silently, Ezekiel and Shine disappeared from the Cruor’s camp. They reappeared several hundred feet outside the walls. Turning in the direction of their allies, the pair moved as fast as they could to get back in time. They were officially on a deadline. Given the proximity of the city to this Spine, it would easily be engulfed by the Desolate Lands if the Spine was allowed to bloom.

If that were to happen, then it would be impossible for the city to recover for the next several years. Something that would only be possible if they managed to push the Cruor back at all. With a Broodlord in such close proximity, that was incredibly unlikely. 

Unless they managed to get additional reinforcements from the Empire’s army, as well as another one of the Exalts. Which, given the Emperor’s disdain for anything that existed outside his personal territories and the capital, was unlikely to happen.

For now, however, he needed to focus on what his team’s next actions were going to be. Specifically, whether or not they would be taking action personally, or heading back to the city to regroup. 

Given the timeframe, Ezekiel feared that the former would be the decision that was made.

----------



By the time Ezekiel had made it back to the makeshift hideout, doing everything he could to cover his tracks and ensure he wasn’t followed by an unknown Winged Cruor, his and Shine’s mana was nearly fully empty. Fortunately, it seemed like his Adept level Magic was enough to get him there without running into any major antagonistic forces. 

Stepping into the hideout, bypassing all the defenses to ensure that he wouldn’t be caught no matter what, he reappeared in the middle of a space that was somewhat clear.

“Ancients!” Half the Hunters cursed as his sudden appearance nearly gave them all a heart attack. It was so bad that Ezekiel found himself partially encased in ice, and several other elemental constructs were forcibly dispelled before they could strike him down.

Of course, he had set up several barriers with his remaining mana, so it wasn’t like he would’ve died, but he certainly would’ve suffered an injury or two. But given the information he had for them, he figured that the speed was necessary, as was the discretion.

“We have a serious problem!” Ezekiel exclaimed before anyone could call him out for giving them all heart attacks. “That tower isn’t just a building, it’s some sort of Brood creation that absorbs mana and Ichor. Apparently, we have one week before it Blooms, and the entire area gets covered in Miasma, turning this area, and likely the city of Harkem, into a proper part of the Desolate Lands.”

Ezekiel’s statement was met by silence. His words were nearly impossible for them to believe. No one in the modern day knew how the Desolate Lands truly spread. Just that the mana in a given area would lessen severely, and then Miasma would appear to cover the landscape and block out all sunlight.

Theories had been made regarding how the Miasma was created and how it actually spread. But most assumed that it was a natural progression of the land when Ichor had corrupted a given area. Something that hadn’t been disproven, but was never latched onto in full. This was because the amount of Miasma needed to do so would be immense. 

If there was an artificial means of spreading the Desolate Land’s Miasma, however, then that would explain just how the Desolate Lands had spread so fast all those hundreds of years ago. Such a thing would also spell the ultimate end of Harkem’s existence. There would be no recovery, only retreat, if the region was subsumed by the Desolate Lands in full.

“Before you ask, I found this out when I got into their camp. One of them, potentially the leader, mentioned it. There was some sort of minor ceremony, and all the Cruor were treating the Spine, as they call it, like a revered temple of somesort.” Ezekiel explained. “But that’s not all. It seems like they managed to find tracks from Kill and Mac, because before I left, I managed to overhear a private conversation. Apparently, they have some means of spreading information, because they’ve already got reinforcements coming. Peerage members were mentioned.”

In truth, Ezekiel hadn’t heard them specifically mention the word ‘Peerage’, but it was likely that it was a Peerage member. Ezekiel couldn’t think of anyone else that an Adept Cruor would bring up the word ‘Peer’ when referring to their reinforcements.

“You said we have a week?” Garrad asked after thinking about it for a few minutes.

“That’s what I heard them saying, but I can’t be certain. It’s not like they kept written records of stuff like this. I tried to look, but I don’t think that’s something the Cruor would do.” Ezekiel said. “It might be longer, might be shorter, but a week is what was said.”

“Then five days is what we’ll assume. Which means we won’t have enough time to get back to the City and rally a proper assault team. Even if it is a week, that still might not be enough time. Not when we’d have to forgo stealth and alert the Cruor of our movements.” Garrad said. “That would lead to them sending even more reinforcements. Which would be able to respond more swiftly than ours could.”

Ezekiel was silent. He knew what Garrad was most likely thinking, and with the apprehensive and conflicted look on Nonette’s face, it was likely an idea she had as well. Looking around, he saw that it seemed like most of his teammates saw where this was going as well. But he remained silent as he knew that, as the most junior Hunter there, he really didn’t have any say in what was going to happen.

“We might have to go there ourselves and destroy it.” Garrad said. Ezekiel couldn’t help but admire his bluntness. There wasn’t time to tiptoe around the situation, but Ezekiel knew there were many Hunters who would. It was a shame that not everyone appreciated it though.

“You can’t be serious!” Tory said. “There’s no way we can take out an entire Cruor encampment on our own. Especially when we’ll be drained of mana if we enter that damned mist. We can’t even tunnel underground, since apparently, there’s something down there draining mana as well!”

Tory looked around the room, searching for some sort of support. But it seemed like there was none to be found. Ezekiel and the rest had no desire to risk the Desolate Lands spreading once again.

“You do have a point, Tory. Which is why we’ll be discussing a plan while we all recover our mana. I don’t want anyone leaving this hideout before it’s time to go. Understood?” Garrad asked.

“Yes sir!” Was the unanimous reply from the Adept Hunters.

“Good. Now then. Ezekiel, give us a more detailed report regarding their patrols and forces. We have a few hours before we move out. Which will hopefully still give us time to do what we need to before their reinforcements arrive.” Garrad said.

Running through the information in his head once again, Ezekiel detailed every bit of information he retained from his infiltration. He talked for nearly half an hour, answering every question asked of him. Until finally, the group had enough information to begin working on a plan.

It was well into the night when they finally headed out. A horrible time for them to begin, but they didn’t have the luxury of waiting until sunrise. Not when such a thing may never happen again in this region by the end of the week.

----------



It didn’t take long for the teams to reach the edge of the mist. They did, however, end up reaching different areas. For the sake of the plan that they were intending to put into place, the teams had been split into four groups. Two distraction groups, one assault group, and one messenger.

Tory, due to his strict opposition to their intention to destroy the Spine, was delegated to be the messenger, with a sealed letter for Exalt Harras’ eyes only. He was forced to sign a contract stating that delivery of that letter would be his only priority, and that he wouldn’t open or hand it off to anyone else.

Nonette ended up leading the rest of her team somewhat south of the direct route to the encampment. While Garrad led his team, sans Ezekiel, on a direct route towards the camp.

Ezekiel and Shine, due to their immunity to the mist, were sent with as many destructive Artifacts as the combined teams currently had. With all the Artifacts having been jury rigged to form a make-shift explosive device that would, hopefully, take out the Spine. 

Fortunately, it seemed that inert Artifacts didn’t get drained by the mist’s strange power. So, it was possible for him to potentially cause a chain reaction by overloading the artifacts. Void Pouches were also unaffected, so storing them away acted as a secondary defense that helped hide the Artifacts.

“Are you sure this is the best idea, boss?” Herend asked Garrad as several formations had been laid out on the ground. Mostly, they were there to hide the group so they could set up properly. But it would hopefully aid in their efforts as well.

“No, but it might be the only chance we get to do this. Tory will get Exalt Harras to bring reinforcements. Hopefully, that will be the end of it. If we fail.” Garrad said. “My only concern is whether or not he decides the city is a lost cause, and pulls back without a fight. But the Exalt doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who would run when there is still a chance of success.”

“I’m surprised you’re not more concerned about Ezekiel.” Filia said. She was also setting traps with her Spirit. If things took a turn for the worse, there would hopefully be more dead Cruor than dead Hunters tonight.

“He spent several weeks infiltrating the Desolate Lands when he was a fresh Tier two, and only thirteen years old. If he can’t get in and destroy that Spine with the explosives we’ve given him, Then it might only be an Exalt that can take that thing down.” Garrad said with a solemn tone. He hadn’t wanted to send Ezekiel by himself. Especially since he hadn’t volunteered to go when the topic was brought up. But he had to order the young man to go, since no one else could properly fight within the mists.

“Get ready! I’m sending the first volley now!” Garrad said. Donning his Spirit armor as Brucey came closer, he formed a massive stone chain that he used to swing an even larger boulder around him as fast as he could. 

Spinning around, faster and faster, Garrad finally reached maximum speed after clearing the area. Letting go in the direction of the camp, a loud ‘BOOM’ filled the air as the speed of the boulder increased just a little bit more, breaking the sound barrier, and flying into the sky.

The destruction created by his wind up had obviously created a lot of noise. To the point that Umbral Beasts were now moving into the area. But the rest of his team was prepared. Their setups were complete, and the first few waves of Beasts fell quickly as Garrad prepared another boulder, once again spinning as fast as he could. But as hardened feathers and reinforced bone spears fell from the sky, Garrad grimaced, knowing that the battle was about to really begin.

Off in the distance, he could hear the forest coming to life as trees began to move, and the cries of many more Umbral Beasts, and the Cruor masters, fell to the power of Nonette and her team. Hopefully, the two pronged assault by Legendary Hunters would be enough to draw in more forces from the Cruor. Usually, two Legnedaries would be an incredible force, but the sheer amount that they were outnumbered meant that this battle would be hard. Even with a good team as back up.

“Move fast, kid. I have no idea how much time we’ll be able to buy you.” Garrad thought as he released the second boulder, making a third in quick succession. But as the number of Cruor and Beasts grew, he knew that this would be the last attack he made directly.

Now, it was all up to Ezekiel. The kid he’d left to fight for himself, yet again.

----------



Sneaking back through the mist wasn’t as easy. Due to it being nighttime, it was much more difficult to move through the areas controlled by the Umbral Beasts and Cruor. The patrols had technically lessened, but only because the number of Umbral Beasts that came out to hunt had increased.

Hearing a massive crash in the distance, Ezekiel knew that it was time to move. So, maintaining a Shroud as best he could, Ezekiel launched himself into the trees, jumping between them to make it to the camp in as short a time as possible.

“Are you sure that these explosives will work?” Shine couldn’t help but ask as they approached the walls of the encampment. Ezekiel paused for a moment, allowing a group of Cruor to pass. They were moving as quickly as possible, and Ezekiel could see that a large number of buildings had been destroyed by a massive boulder rolling through the encampment.

“I’m sure. I made the alterations and temporation enchantments myself, after all.” Ezekiel said as he observed the situation in the camp.

In such a situation, it would make sense to retreat in the face of overwhelming firepower, but it was clear that the Cruor weren’t going to simply lay down their arms and fall back. Not when such an important object was at stake. Ezekiel didn’t know for sure, but he assumed that it would be nearly impossible to recover from such a loss in any sort of short timeframe.

As crackling sounds like massive trees breaking in half echoed out, and another boulder fell from the sky, Ezekiel saw that the number of Cruor streaming out hand lessened for a brief moment, before picking up again. Only for the Cruor to have seemingly all gone out to battle as the third boulder fell. Much of the encampment had been destroyed, but it was either bad luck or some sort of force that prevented any of the boulders from hitting the Spine.

Entering through a newly made hole in the wall, Ezekiel made his way through the camp in a much more frantic hurry than before. It seemed like the entire place was empty. 

Given that it was assumed that Hunters couldn’t enter the mist, that kind of made sense to Ezekiel. Why leave anyone behind to defend up close when you knew that no one could do so. Sending their full forces to destroy the ranged attackers made much more sense in this situation.

But as the pair reached the Spine, it was apparent that some had still stayed behind. A group of Five Cruor, one Adept and four Apprentice levels, had remained to watch over the Spine.

“We’ll need to make this quick. Spare no expense.” Ezekiel said to Shine. They conveyed a sense of agreement and understanding. “Let’s go.”

Ezekiel got as close as he could to the Adept Cruor. A Fanged Cruor that was incredibly viscous looking, in that it had a massive mouth that opened all the way from ear to ear, and was filled with teeth the size of steak knives. His hands were also tipped with massive serrated claws that would easily rip Ezekiel apart if he allowed the Cruor to get too close to him.

Fortunately, it seemed his Shroud was still holding strong, and he was able to get right behind the Cruor with Shine fully drawn. Pushing himself to the limit, he immediately decapitated the Cruor, much to the shock of the two Apprentices.

From there, he dashed forward, cutting down another fanged Cruor that was off to the side before she could figure out what was going on. Her partner, another female Cruor, whipped a serrated blade-like tail directly towards his head. In doing so, Ezekiel was forced to throw up a barrier to prevent it from wrapping around him. The Cruor woman quickly found Shine’s blade piercing through the bottom of her jaw and out the top of her skull.

The remaining two Cruor, both bone Cruor, roared in fury as they tried to smash or crush Ezekiel with their larger bodies. But Ezekiel was quicker, and Jumped behind and above them. He stabbed down on one of them. The Apprentice level Cruor’s bone armor wasn’t strong enough to stop Shine from piercing his brain.

Then, jumping normally to the back of the final Cruor, Ezekiel was unable to get to the head, but could pierce their back easily enough. At which point he levered Shine back and forth, cutting up the Cruor’s insides with ease. From there, he stepped down in front of the fallen Cruor. But as he did, he looked upwards, channeling his mana as much as he could.

Up in the sky, far beyond Shine’s sensory range, a trio of Winged Cruor were flying. He had been concerned, originally, that something like this would happen, but knew there was nothing he could do to stop it. 

He was just lucky that they were either too far away to sense his mana, and thought he was stronger than them if they were Adepts, or they were actually all Apprentice level, and he really was stronger than them. His thoughts didn’t linger for long, however, as they quickly flew away, heading north, to where their reinforcements were coming from.

“Let’s finish this.” Ezekiel muttere aloud. Unheard by anyone in the emptied encampment.

Opening his Void Pouch, he quickly began setting up the explosive Artifacts. There were practically nothing when compared to what he could bring to bear when he actually had good supplies to use, but he figured the yield of these makeshift bombs would be enough. He hoped.
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                It took Ezekiel a couple of minutes to set up the explosives. They were composed of a number of shield Artifacts, weapon Artifacts, and a couple of actual explosive Artifacts. But when they were fully set up the devices barely covered a tenth of the base of the Spine.

“I don’t know if this will be enough...” Shine whispered in disappointment and concern. “What do we do if it fails?”

“Then we hack away until it falls. If we can cut it, of course.” Ezekiel said before backing away and moving to the other side of the Spine. He then further retreated nearly a hundred feet and ducked behind one of the boulders Garrad had tossed. “Here we go.”

As he said this, the detonators for the explosives went off. Then, something that Ezekiel wasn’t expecting to happen occurred at the foot of the Spine. It seemed that, with the volatile nature of the Ichor, mixing with the mana that the Spine was absorbing, a chain reaction occurred.

One with a cataclysmic effect. Resulting in an explosion nearly ten times greater, if not even more, than what Ezekiel had calculated. Worse yet, as the explosion rocked the emptied encampment a flood of mana rich Ichor flew everywhere, splashing across Ezekiel and Shine both as they were thrown backwards from the blast.

Of course, they were completely unaware of this, as they were knocked out almost immediately from the force of the explosion hitting them in the face. If not for a reflexive reinforcement and barrier. Ezekiel may very well have been turned into paste.

But as the aftereffects of the explosion faded away, a loud creaking groan echoed out as the Spine slowly leaned to the side. Loud cracks rang through the empty encampment as it fell faster and faster. The mist quickly faded from the atmosphere, and with a massive ‘boom’, alongside another shockwave, the Spine fell to the ground. Broken and cracked in countless places.

Far in the distance the effects were felt as the land immediately seemed to fill up with mana. The draining effect had dissipated nearly immediately. Something that the Hunters in the distance were incredibly grateful of.

Even below the ground, where the so-called roots of the Spine had spread, cracks and small explosions ran throughout them all, as a chain reaction spread through the biological structure. The earth rumbled and trembled as this occurred, knocking down trees in the distance and toppling over the walls of the Cruor’s encampment.

But through it all, Ezekiel was unaware of the events that were occurring. Instead, he and Shine both seemed to be shifting in their sleep as the Ichor that had doused them began to glow. Ezekiel’s muscles strained, and he seemed to be in great pain as the Ichor began to release steam into the air. Similarly, Shine was trembling, their blade clattered on the ground as their mana seemed to move out of their control, pushing and pulling them in every direction at once.

Throughout it all, however, not once did their mana fade. Not once did their mana truly run rampant, damaging their Souls. Nor did Ezekiel undergo any noticeable mutations, regardless of the altered Ichor covering him. Instead, the Ichor began to fade, the mana that had been absorbed moved from it into Ezekiel and Shine.

But even as the Ichor fully faded away, the oily liquid dried up into an ashy dust that settled. As it did around the camp, with the Spine slowly crumbling into dust, which slowly drifted away in the wind.

----------



Much further away, to the south where Ezekiel’s teammates were fighting, the Cruor came to a stop as they looked to the north in shock. Given this opening, many of them were killed as the Hunters recovered much more quickly from the explosion.

Besides the trembling of the earth, there was little to distract them. Though Garrad and Nonette did feel a bit concerned. They were made fully aware of how big an explosion Ezekiel’s makeshift devices should’ve made. In no way should the shockwave have been able to reach them.

But as the ground shifted and sank in several areas, the two Guild Leaders made the assumption that the destruction of the Spine must’ve spread through the roots as well. Thus, leading to a much larger explosion as it spread throughout the full structure.

“We need to finish this!” Garrad called out as he destroyed a group of Adept Cruor. The rest of his party increased their pace, taking further advantage of the Cruor’s shock.

Originally, the Cruor were far more troublesome than the Umbral Beasts that had been attracted to the conflict. But the dazed state of the Cruor made the Umbral Beasts a bigger problem. Something that was making things much easier than before.

Eventually, even though the Cruor were able to retreat before being fully wiped out, it ended up being a total victory for both groups.

“C’mon. We’re headed to the encampment!” Garrad ordered. His team moved to follow him, at the same time Nonette and her team moved to follow. Regardless of the fact that this was not the plan.

Originally, Ezekiel would’ve pulled back as soon as the device he’d rigged had detonated. But, given the size of the explosion, it was obvious to them that something unexpected had happened, so there was no guarantee that Ezekiel would be able to retreat.

Hopefully they would be able to help him if things had gone poorly. Given the fact that the mist had dissipated almost immediately, they knew that something had gone right. But that didn’t stop the anxiousness they all felt as they moved towards the Cruor’s encampment.

Even though the Cruor that had run away were ahead of them, it was obvious that the retreating fighters had no desire to continue with the conflict, as they either avoided, or ran straight through, the camp without stopping. Though it did seem that some of them had stopped in shock at what they were witnessing. It was only after cleaning up the few Cruor that still remained nearby that the two Hunter teams managed to meet up outside the fallen walls of the encampment.

As they stood there, each and every one of them felt a sense of awe and fear as they saw the devastation that had occurred. They knew for a fact that this level of destruction was something that would take a mid-Step Legendary all of their mana to achieve. Yet it had been brought about by the actions of a low-Step Adept.

“What the hell...?” Philip muttered as he looked across the camp towards where a large amount of ash and dust seemed to be accumulating. “What did the kid manage to do?”

“I don’t think it was the kid. Nonette and I check the enchantments. While we aren’t as skilled as he or other Scholars, we both knew that there was no way that the artifacts he rigged together could make this big of a mess.” Garrad said. “I think that the Spine thing must’ve been more volatile than we expected.”

“What do we do now, sir?” Filia asked as she turned to her Guild Leader.

“We look for the kid. If he was in range of the camp when he set off the explosives, then it’s likely he either got knocked out, or...” Garrad trailed off, not wanting to think about the possibility of Ezekiel having died. “Spread out! Filia, you’ll be able to find him best if things are... bad. Nonette!”

The other Guild Leader turned to Garrad, having been silent the entire time. She and her team still disbelieving what they were seeing.

“Can we borrow Jill and Mac? They should be able to help us search more quickly. We’ll get out of here as soon as we find... anything, really.” Garrad said. “I’ll give you Philip and Herend. Can you go check out the site of the Spine? Maybe get some samples that we can bring back to the city for the Scholars to test?”

“Sure. We’ll get on it right away. But we can’t stay for long, Garrad. Don’t forget that they had reinforcements coming. They could be here at any moment.” Nonette said before waving Herend and Philip over. She and the Adepts that were following her moved towards the center of the camp.

“She’s right, unfortunately, so we’re going to have to look everywhere we can. If I’m right, he’ll be near one of the walls, probably thrown by the explosion.” Garad said. “We’re going to move in a circular pattern, moving inwards. Keep your senses sharp, and alert me if you feel anything out of place. Now, move!”

The group moved swiftly, using a minor amount of mana to increase their pace, but enough to not hold back their pace. Given the fighting they had been through until this point, it was best that they conserve as much mana as possible. They were in an enemy base, after all.

They made it halfway through their first circle of the camp before Garrad called out. Jill and Mac had moved ahead, and Filia and her Spirit were spreading their senses as far as possible. But it seemed like there was nothing that they could see with their senses at the moment. For Filia, this was a relief, as it meant that Ezekiel probably hadn’t died yet.

“Over here! I’ve found him!” Garrad’s words brought his team towards him as they moved to where Ezekiel was lying on the ground.

Their relief was short lived, however, as it was clear that Ezekiel was in pain. From what they could tell, he was covered in the strange ash that had practically consumed the encampment. Not only that, but his mana was fluctuating enough for even the Adepts to sense it without trying. Even Shine was rattling on the ground as their own fluctuating mana was causing them to shift and jump.

“Filia!” Garrad called over the shocked Death Hunter, who immediately rushed over and began examining Ezekiel’s condition.

“By the Ancients...” Filia trailed off as what she was seeing in her examination fully hit her. “Mac, I... I need you to double check this.”

Mac, concerned for the young man who had more than proven his worth on this mission, moved to assist. But as his glowing golden hands ran over Ezekiel’s chest, his eyes widened in shock as he saw the same thing as Filia.

“That’s... that’s not possible... How is he not dead?” Mac exclaimed.

“What’s wrong?” Garrad asked.

His body is filled with mana from every Element. In utterly equal doses, if what I’m sensing is right.” Mac said. “Is that what you sensed?”

Filia nodded her head, still looking over Ezekiel’s soul and body to ensure that his condition didn’t deteriorate. “Every Element but Lightning, but they’re fading away, see, they’re mixing, slowly, but it’s happening. His soul is also absorbing the resulting mixture. I think it’s Void mana.”

“How did this happen?” Jill asked as Garrad tried to think. Given Ezekiel’s current state, it was obvious that things had gone poorly, but he needed to know if it was safe to move him.

“We can’t know for right now. Only he was here, so only he would know.” Garrad finally said. “Filia, can he be moved? If so, we need to get out of here. Now.”

Filia did one more check before she replied.

“I think so, but I can’t stop his convulsions. They’re minor, and his body’s innate constitution means he won’t hurt himself, but he’ll be hard to move all the same.” Filia said. “You might need to carry him yourself, as I don’t think anyone else is strong enough to do so.”

“What about Shine?” Garrad asked. Jill and Mac looked confused for a second, but Filia moved over to the rattling sword that was off to the side. She ran her hands up and down the blade, examining the soul inside it.

“Much the same, but it seems like Shine’s having a much more intense reaction. I don’t think their soul is strong enough to handle it.” Filia said. She tried to reach out and grab their handle, but her hand was pushed back with enough force that her fingers were bent the wrong way. “Aaahh!”

“What happened?” Garrad asked.

“Erg! I think Shine’s subconsciously defending themself. I don’t think they can be moved like Ezekiel can.” Filia said. “I’m not sure any of us can actually touch them right now.”

Mac moved over and began fixing her fingers right away. Garrad and Jill also moved over in concern. But Garrad was still thinking about what he could do. He knew that Ezekiel was likely to attack them if he woke up and knew that they had left Shine behind. So, he needed to figure out how to deal with this new predicament.

Suddenly, he heard Brucey in his head, telling him what he might be able to do. Knowing that the nature of Spirits granted them a certain amount of innate knowledge, he decided to trust his partner’s suggestion. So, reaching out with a reinforced hand, he lifted Shine up and moved to place them on Ezekiel’s chest. The moment he let go, Ezekiel’s hand stopped shaking, and instantly went to Shine’s handle. Immediately, Shine’s rattling ceased, and Ezekiel’s convulsions also died down.

“What the hell?” Mac couldn’t help but ask as he saw what had happened after fixing Filia’s fingers.

“Soul resonance.” Garrad said. “It’s not something that becomes relevant to a Hunter until they reach Tier four, but it’s basically a state where in a Mage and their Spirit’s mana pools become almost perfectly interchangeable. It’s a skill you need to learn if you want to form your Spirit Armor. Not too difficult when you break through. Most get the hang of it right away, but this is the first time I’ve seen it happening with an Adept before. Let alone a low-Step Adept.”

Hearing Garrad’s explanation the rest of the Hunters were shocked. This was something they hadn’t even heard of and was apparently something that they wouldn’t be able to do until they broke through to Tier four. Yet here was a man, over a decade their junior, that had apparently achieved such a feat. They couldn’t help but feel incredibly impressed.

“I’ll carry him. Let’s meet up with Nonette right away and get out of here.” Garrad said as he picked up Ezekiel. Outside of making sure he was in a safe position, Garrad didn’t worry about how Ezekiel was holding Shine. Given their current state, it was likely that only cutting off his hand would make him let go of the Void Spirit.

The team then quickly moved out, reaching the center of the camp within a minute. From what they could tell, the remains of the Spine were still crumbling. The previously pure white structure with oily veins running up and down its side slowly turned into dust and ash that was spreading through the area.

Yet, regardless of its origins, the ash did nothing that resembled the effects of Ichor. In fact, it seemed almost like the area was beginning to be revitalized. Something that all the Hunters had to confirm wasn’t just a trick their senses were playing on them.

“Did you discover anything?” Garrad asked.

Nonette turned, glancing at Ezekiel for a moment and slumping slightly in relief.

“Nothing for certain. I think that the Ichor reacted with the explosives, magnifying the blast. But I’m not certain as to why. I have a theory, but nothing I can confirm.” Nonette said. Garrad gestured for her to continue.

“I think that the Spine was absorbing Ichor faster than it could corrupt it, so it was the mana within the Spire that caused the chain reaction. It’s also why the mist dissipated almost instantly, and why the area feels healthier than it did when the Spire was still standing.” Nonette explained. “From what I can tell of the little flora still around, this ash seems to be acting like a fertilizer.”

Garrad nodded his head in understanding. He had been feeling the earth seemingly growing stronger. It wasn’t as obvious as it was with plant life, but it was clear to his senses that the earth in this area was easier for him to sense. Something that wasn’t the case in the Desolate Lands.

Have you gotten samples?” Nonette nodded at the question. “Then let’s go. I want to get out of here before the Cruor Legendaries arrive.”

The group turned to head back towards Harkem. Intending to move at their top speed for as long as they could. To the point where they could set up a camp or reconstruct their wagon. But a sudden whistling cut through the air causing them to scatter as a barrage of hardened and sharpened feathers dug into the ground.

“You bastard heathens who dare defy the might of the Broods will not be going anywhere!” An angry voice called out from above. High above, two massive sets of wings extended from two humanoid figures with feathered features looked down. So focused on the events occurring in the camp, the Hunters hadn’t realized that there were several dozen figures now floating in the sky.

Seeing the numbers that now faced them, and knowing that they couldn’t last in a fight, not as tired as they were, Garrad screamed his orders, not caring about the results.

“FALL BACK!!!” He screamed.

The Hunters ran from the battle, Garrad and Nonette included, but moved slightly slower to act as a rearguard. Garrad even through Ezekiel and Shine towards Filia, who was mounting her Spirit that had grown to an immense size. Currently, the Adept Hunters were all climbing on the remaining flight capable Spirits as they moved to retreat.

From above, the Cruor all screamed in rage and hatred as they dove towards the now fleeing Hunters. But they failed to get much closer, as a massive half dome of wood and stone rose up to block off the Cruor before they reached the ground.

It would barely grant them any time to escape. But at this point even a few seconds could determine whether or not they died. Now, the Hunters had a minor head start. For how long they could keep, however, was utterly unknown.

----------



A cacophony of destruction rang out as the Hunters ran from the Cruor that were chasing them. Trees were toppled, and the earth was ripped up as feathers sharper and harder than enchanted steel tore through the air. At the same time, stone constructs were launched into the sky, briefly breaking up the Cruor’s flight formation. But it was clear that the two Legendary Cruor were enough to make it almost impossible for the two Legendary Hunters to defend themselves. Let alone properly defend their teams.

“Peerage member Azrak. I don’t believe that our efforts are working right now. I believe we need to focus on their leaders. Why are we trying to focus on their lessers?” The female Cruor that was flying beside Azrak asked. “There is no way that the lessers could’ve caused such damage to the Spine. Wouldn’t taking down their leaders and sacrificing them to the construction of a new Spire be in our best interests?”

“Usually you would be correct, Nara, but the problem is that one of the humans on those birds is our true target. One of them is a Void Mage. A Void Hunter, to be exact.” Azrak replied to his partner. “As such, as much as I believe that it would be for the best for us to take out their leaders, taking out them all is what we must do. If we take the time to focus only on their leaders, the rest will most likely survive and escape.”

Nara’s eyes widened as Azrak explained his purpose in targeting the ones that the human leaders were protecting. While it wasn’t well known amongst the Cruor, there had been rumors for years that a Void Mage had managed to find a way to properly cultivate.

To hear, for herself, confirmation that the rumors were true was something that shocked her. The fact that all the Hunters seemed to be at least Adept level, that meant that the Void Mage must be the most powerful Void Mage in history. Powerful enough to potentially become a direct host for a Brood.

If such a thing were to occur, even if the vessel was destroyed within a couple of months, that would be enough for the Broods and their Cruor to shift the balance of power back into their favor. She now realized why Azrak was so focused on the lesser humans.

“We need to step in directly. We cannot afford to let them get away.” Nara said. They hadn’t been expending the maximum amount of power that they could, but it was apparent that they needed to stop holding back. But it seemed like Azrak was somewhat apprehensive.

“If you think that our forces have been holding back, then you are sorely mistaken.” Azrak said. “Besides, we don’t know if they have any more of whatever it was that they used to destroy the Ichorous Spine, or if they have backup.”

“That doesn’t matter right now! We need to move. Where is the enthusiasm you had when we first set out?” Nara asked. When they had first left, she had been apprehensive of following Azrak’s orders. He had been incredibly zealous, and she was worried that his decisions would be self-destructive. But now it seemed like he was afraid of something, but she couldn't imagine what.

“That was before I found out they could destroy and Ichorous Spine. You know just as well as I do that neither one of us would be able to make so much as a scratch on it. Yet they managed to destroy it entirely!” Azrak exclaimed. “If you wish to move ahead first, feel free, but I will live to ensure the Broodlord is informed of this predicament. At least until we know for certain where the Void Mage is.”

“Fine! You do that.” Nara said before she flapped her wings and dashed forward. She was intent on bringing the fight directly to one of the human leaders. This would ensure that the rest had an easier time of attacking. Hopefully stopping the other leader from successfully defending against them.

But just as her talons made contact with Nonette’s roots, a sudden pressure seemed to settle down on her. She looked in the direction of one of the Spirits carrying the lesser humans away. As she did, she felt like an endless star filled sky was looking down on her. The next moment, she was holding her neck as a cut suddenly appeared across it. Blood pooled in her throat as she began choking.

As she flailed in the air, trying to regain her focus, she failed to regain her balance as a massive tree branch whipped towards her. She ended up being launched backwards, and was barely caught by Azrak, whose face had been twisted into a snarl of furious rage.

“Attack the Death Spirit! It holds the one who destroyed the Spine!” Azrak called out. The Cruor, now in somewhat of a frenzy, were still able to follow orders. Hearing a specific target being named, they turned their full attention to Filia and her Spirit. Alongside her, Herend, Philip, and the now awakening Ezekiel moved to defend themselves and their ride.

However, as the Cruor focused on the one bird Spirit, the other, Carrying Jill, Mac, and Yara, quickly flew away, unrestrained by any of the Cruor. At the same time, Garrad and Nonette moved to focus on protecting the one group, instead of the two.

But even as Azrak began to focus his efforts, and his partner’s regeneration finally kicked in, he couldn’t help but feel wary. Things seemed to be going well for them now. But he couldn’t stop feeling like something strange was going on. Something that could change the tide of battle at any moment.

----------



Meanwhile, on the back of Filia’s Spirit, Ezekiel appeared to be awake, but his lack of response to his companion’s inquiries said differently. His eyes were filled with starlight and an endless expanse. In his hand, the opalescent coloring of Shine’s blade began to darken. It slowly turned black, with flicks of white light scattered about.

“Ezekiel?” Herend couldn’t help but ask as Filia focused on flying away, and Philip focused on defending them. “Are you alright?”

Ezekiel did not respond. Instead, he swung Shine in an arc around them, and Ichor flew through the air as the Cruor around them found cuts digging into them. All in line with the swing of Ezekiel’s sword. Yet Herend didn’t focus on that. Instead, he focused on the veins of Ezekiel’s neck, and the eerie glow that seemed to emanate from them.

Yet there was nothing he could do besides hold on and try to fight. That, and pray to the Ancients that things were not as bad as they seemed. Something that he had little expectations of being true.

            

    
        CH 146 (Book 3 Ch 36): The Void Descends

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel wasn’t sure what was happening to him. He hadn’t been meditating, nor gathering mana of any sort at the time, but here he was, floating within the Void that he seemed to tap into whenever he went through a breakthrough with his magic.

Yet, he couldn’t help but notice that there was a subtle difference from before. Where once he saw an endless expanse of stars, flickering about in the vast recesses of space, now, there was something much more daunting. Something that seemed to consume the vast sense of wonder that would fill him as he gazed into the distance.

There was a hunger inside him now. It filled his soul from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. It gnawed at him from the inside out. Like the pain of a thousand needles piercing his flesh, only to fade into an emptiness that longed to be filled. This turned into a cycle, and the sensations repeated themselves, over and over and over, again and again and again.

It wasn’t long before he began to writhe in pain as the sensation became too much for him to stand. Writhing turned into clawing, as he tried to tear out whatever was doing this to him. Clawing turned into screaming, as he opened his mouth and arched his back. But silence was all he heard.

He felt his body strain against itself. The needles and emptiness turned into a searing heat and frigid cold. Then, a cutting wind, and sharp impact. Following that, the scent of flowers, mixed with the rotten smell of decay. Blinding light followed by pitch darkness. Finally, the scent of ozone, accompanied by a flash of all consuming pain, then numbness. Emptiness, once again spread through him.

Ezekiel didn’t know how long he had been like this. Experiencing these brain breaking sensations. The feeling of his very being becoming undone. A pressure placed upon his soul that threatened to crush him out of existence. An enemy that he couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t fight.

“E---ki--... Ez---el... Eze---el! EZEKIEL!” A voice cut through the darkness.

Vision returned to Ezekiel as he wildly looked around. His soul still felt heavy, but the pain was slowly receding. However, the feeling of dread and emptiness still lingered, though not as strong as before.

“Shine...?” Ezekiel muttered, still looking for any sign of his Spirit within this astral mindscape.

“...help me...” Shine’s voice, quiet and weak, cut through Ezekiel’s mind like a knife to the gut. He immediately turned his attention upwards, relative to his previous line of sight.

There, a small opalescent light, not much more than half to two thirds Ezekiel’s own size, Shine’s soul was held in the grasp of an abomination. It was oily in color and seemed to pull the stars in the Void towards it, like a blackhole. All while emanating an ever-shifting appearance of bubbling ooze. Organs grew from tentacles that wrapped around Shine’s soul.

A silent scream was let out by the Void Spirit as a mouth filled with blackened fangs bit down on them. Tearing out a literal chuck of the Void Spirit’s soul.

Ezekiel saw red. Ignoring his own damaged soul, he threw himself towards the invader that dared to harm his Spirit. His soul bonded pattern. A fist filled with ‘NOTHINGNESS’ flew forward.

A flash of light, followed by a soft breeze suddenly appeared. As did a cacophony of rage filled with shrieks of pain. As his vision returned to him, Ezekiel saw that the writhing mass of ooze had shrunk. It was now the same size as Shine, if only a tiny bit bigger. But it had lost its grip on Shine, and that was all Ezekiel cared about.

“OuTsidEr!!! YoU shAlL nOt taKe tHiS woRLd FroM Me!!!” The ooze seemed to call out to Ezekiel in a warped and garbled voice that was barely comprehensible. Ezekiel could feel a stabbing pain in his skull as a being that was far more powerful than him tried to exert pressure on his mind.

“YoU Do nOT bEloNg!!! ThIs WorLd iS mINe!!! I ShAll NoT lEt tHe VOID tAkE iT AgAiN!!!”

Ezekiel felt like his mind was about to shatter as the weight of something so much bigger than himself pressed down on it. It was even greater than the weight of Exalt Harras, when he wasn’t holding back against the Cruor. But at the same time, it still felt just as distant as Exalt Harras’ mana had felt. As if it wasn’t actually here. Even though Ezekiel could see it right in front of himself.

“...avatar...” A soft voice called out to Ezekiel. He turned, just enough to catch Shine out of the corner of his eye while he focused on the enemy in front of him. “... it’s just... an avatar...”

Hearing Shine’s words, Ezekiel focused his mana, his soul, and filled it with his concept of ‘nothingness’. Immediately the pressure let up as the influence of the being in front of him was dispersed. Leaving his soul clean, and free of corruption.

“You’re not really here.” Ezekiel muttered, pulling back his fist once again. “Get out.”

“YoU!!!” The ooze screamed in rage as it lashed out once again, attempting to wrap its appendages around Shine once again, while also striking out at Ezekiel in an attempt to bring him harm.

But Ezekiel wouldn’t have it. Throwing his fist forward once again, an even larger light burst out. But he didn’t stop there. Without even looking at what he had done, Ezekiel pulled his other fist back, and threw it forward as well. Alternating back and forth, right and left, his ‘nothingness’ infused fists practically flew as they impacted against the abomination that had infected his soul.

Over and over, again and again, until there was nothing left.

Seeing that there was nothing visible around him, besides Shine and himself, he nearly allowed himself to relax. But the feeling of dread had yet to fade away.

Knowing that he couldn’t afford to take any chances, Ezekiel cupped his hands together. Between them, a ten sided polyhedral was formed from Void Panes between his palms. Within, Void mana was gathered in large quantities. More than Ezekiel remembered having.

The Polyhedral began to spin. Ezekiel started to have second thoughts about what he was about to do, but he pushed them aside. This was entirely theoretical. He had no basis with which to believe that this would work as intended. Just a feeling, as if his mana was guiding him.

Opalescent light filled his vision. It flashed like a strobe light, and he heard screams of garbled pain once again. As the light strobed faster and faster, Ezekiel allowed the mana he had gathered to break apart the polyhedral he had shaped.

An explosion of mana, filled with ‘nothingness’ spread throughout the Void, and with one last shriek, unseen to Ezekiel, the last remnants of the thing that had infected him disappeared. The pit of dread within him, and the emptiness that accompanied it, faded away.

Immediately, he threw himself at Shine. Reaching out to the Void Spirit with his own soul. Stretching across their bond and allowing the weakened Spirit to put weight upon his own soul. A melding occurred, just like when they had climbed the Feather Peak mountain.

He wasn’t sure how long he and Shine remained like that. But eventually, a sense of recovery and wellness filled them both. The innate healing that seemed to occur when burdens of the soul were shared brought relief to them both. Allowing Ezekiel to relax and open his eyes to the real world.

Only for destruction to fill his sight.

----------



Several minutes prior to Ezekiel’s awakening, Herend continued to keep an eye on Ezekiel as he did his best to also fend off the Cruor that were chasing after them. Usually, a fight like this would be something that they would have trouble with even if they weren’t outnumbered.

The fact that they were also tired from using their magic in a battle prior to this one, and were matched for Legendaries, meant that things were even worse for them. The only saving grace was that they were fully dedicated to retreating. Had they not been, then whatever battle they might’ve had would’ve been short and devastating.

A sudden jerk by the Spirit beneath his feet nearly threw him into the sky. Beside him, Philip let out a yelp and a curse. Yet Ezekiel remained as unflappable as ever. Almost as if he hadn’t even noticed it. At the same time, the head of the Cruor that had flown too close fell to the ground, followed by its body soon afterward.

“Focus; you deadweights! Don’t make Ezekiel do all the work, dammit!” Filia yelled as she waved her hand. A Pulse of mana dislodged and sent a hardened feather flying from where it had stuck her Spirit in the back.

“We’re heavily outnumbered and they’re focused solely on us right now.” Philip exclaimed. “We can’t even get help from the Leaders since they’re busy with the damned Peerage Members!”

Herend couldn’t help but wince at Philip’s words. It was bad enough that they were nearly being swarmed. But the lack of backup was really hurting them. Though, not as bad as it would if Garrad and Nonette fell. It was almost certain that the Legendary Cruor’s had been weakened by Ezekiel’s attack. However, that didn’t mean they were out of the fight.

Seeing a Cruor get a little bit too close, Herend deflected several more feathers with a wall of water that he materialized from the water vapor that was nearby. They were high enough that the naturally formed, if still somewhat miasmic, clouds were usable with his magic. Lessening the strain of summoning forth water for him to freeze and use.

The little frog Spirit on his shoulder helped him immensely as it lessened the load when it came to mana expenditure. The little Spirit had a natural ability to maintain a certain level of moisture in its surroundings. The fact that it was endlessly spewing bullets of ice at the Cruor meant that it was difficult for their enemies to get close to them as well.

A whip of fire to the side forced several Cruor to fall back, allowing Filia’s Spirit to pull a bit further ahead. But the gap was quickly closed by the Cruor. Their innate abilities granted them an advantage in the air. One that a flying Spirit wasn’t able to match with four humans weighing it down.

A wing was suddenly cut off from one of their pursuers. Herend didn’t know what was going on with Ezekiel, and Philip and Filia were too preoccupied to notice, but he was starting to get worried. Whatever was happening to Ezekiel was good for them, at least for now.

But he knew that things involving unknown magic and Ichor were often too good to be true. Like the massive, exponentially larger explosion that occurred with that strange, Ichor filled, Spine. The fact that Ezekiel had been covered by what they assumed was some sort of inert Ichor didn’t fill him with joy either.

“How much further until we reach the midway patrols?” Herend suddenly asked.

“At least--” Filia had to cut herself off as she urged her Spirit to dodge a dive bomb that nearly clipped them. Ezekiel once again struck out with his magic, but missed, and didn’t seem to follow up. “At least a few more minutes. Why? Are things getting worse back there?”

Herend looked at the dozen or so Cruor that were slowly tightening around them. Then he looked at Ezekiel, whose eyes were slowly dimming. Something he had just noticed when he saw him casting another spell. It seemed like Ezekiel was acting out of reflex, and it was doing something that was possibly harming him.

“I don’t think we can last much longer. And something’s wrong with Ezekiel. Philip; cover me for a moment!” Herend moved over to Ezekiel, placing a hand on his shoulder to try and examine him.

While Glacial Mages were not as efficient at healing magic as Life Mages, or even Radiant Mages, if trained, they could still be considered capable healers. At least when it came to physical diagnosis. Using his mana to sense Ezekiel’s physical condition, he nearly threw up as the scent of Ichor and rotten blood seemed to fill his soul.

Collapsing to his knees, he had to force himself not to throw up as he gasped for breath in shock.

“Herend!” Philip exclaimed. Taking a risk, he wasted some mana to let loose an explosion that forced the Cruor back further, granting them some breathing room.

“What happened?” Filia yelled. “What did you do?”

“What did you do!? How the hell did you, a Death Mage, not notice that Ezekiel is basically rotting from the inside out?” Herend exclaimed. Filia risked a look back as she stared at Herend in confusion.

Looking at Ezekiel, and seeing the now noticeable changes in his condition, she went pale.

“All I sensed was his mana in his soul. There wasn’t anything wrong when we checked him. Just a Void, like normal. His body wasn’t rotting either.” Filia said. “Is this because he’s using his mana?”

Herend couldn’t help but wince. It was well known that, besides draining one’s mana, Ichor would affect the body in strange and unusual ways if the body didn’t have any mana for it to absorb, or if mana was specifically used to catalyze a reaction. If Filia was telling the truth, then it was possible that Ezekiel’s Void mana had been suppressing the effects of the Ichor, and his reflexive use was weakening his defense against it.

Suddenly, Ezekiel seemed to jerk his limbs, nearly losing his footing. The veins around his eyes and orifices began to turn black, only to begin shining with a bright light. The air seemed to chill for a moment, and Herend suddenly felt as though he was being pulled towards Ezekiel.

At that moment, all three Hunters felt a sudden sense of foreboding and helplessness fill them as they all turned to Ezekiel. The Cruor took this chance to catch up, but the words from the three Spirits to their Hunters meant they didn’t have to.

Not even thinking about it, just reacting to the frantic instructions of their Spirits, Herend and Philip, pushed by a primal fear that flooded them, kicked Ezekiel’s now spasming body off the back of Filia’s Spirit. But the sense of foreboding didn’t fade away. Even as the Cruor dove to grab Ezekiel, ignoring them as they flew away.

“Faster...” Herend muttered as he and Philip looked at Ezekiel as he descended. “FLY FUCKING FASTER!!!”

Filia and her Spirit immediately burned their mana, forcing the Spirit of Death to fly faster. Getting further and further away from Ezekiel as he descended, but even though they were nearly out of sight, as Ezekiel fell below the tree line, a gnawing fear continued to fill them. One that still drove them to flee. It was an all-encompassing fear that drowned out all other thoughts.

As the forest went quiet, the Cruor having nearly caught Ezekiel before his unwilling descent could be completed, a flash of multicolored light filled the world for an instant. The disrupted quiet seemed to make the world still for a moment, before it began once again. Only for a chaotic storm to descend on the world an instant later.

Fire, sandstorms, plagues, blizzards, lightning, earthquakes, rays of light, and shadows devastated the landscape. Destroying the forest and leveling it to the ground, all while it immediately regrew, only to be torn asunder once again. Destruction, followed by creation, flowed in a looping circle.

It just didn’t end. Even the mana in the atmosphere seemed to be reacting and following the will of whatever the hell was directing this destruction. Herend and the rest were nearly caught up in it as stray lightning, as strong as a full powered attack from a Third Step Adept, flew everywhere, nearly striking them down.

But they managed to escape more or less unscathed, looking back only to see the devastation die down. Observing a scene in which there was nothing left. No Cruor, no forest, no anything.

Except for a young man holding a sword in the midst of destruction.

----------



A distance behind The Adept Hunters that were fleeing as fast as the Spirit that carried them could fly, Garrad and Nonette were having difficulties of their own. While they had managed to more or less hold off the majority of the attempts on their fleeing underling’s lives, the moment the Cruor focused their attention on just one of the groups was the moment things got much tougher. Made even worse as the two Legendary Cruor were now entering the battle in full.

“How is your throat?” Azrak asked in a raspy growl. His features becoming more warped and animalistic. “An attack like that shouldn’t have taken this long to heal.”

Currently, the only saving grace for the two Hunters was the fact that Ezekiel’s attack had more or less incapacitated the female Cruor that was attacking them. Forcing the male Cruor to hold back, ever so slightly, to ensure that she didn’t die, and force him to be outnumbered.

As it was, Azrak was carrying Nara on his back, she was attacking with her wings and shooting feathers while he jumped back and forth. They were harrying the two Legendary Hunters, but it wasn’t quite enough. Azrak had calmed down somewhat, having to focus on the here and the now, instead of rampaging towards the Void Mage, but the fact that he was slowly transforming showed just how close he was to losing it. Something that none of the Legendaries wanted to have happen.

The cost would be too great, even for the winners. Regardless of which side you were on.

“The... mana... it’s hard... to heal...” Nara whispered. The bleeding had mostly stopped, but the damage was severe. Her head had nearly been taken, and if she wasn’t a full Tier higher than Ezekiel, his attack certainly would’ve killed her. “How... could a... lesser...”

Nara trailed off, but Azrak knew what she wanted to ask, even as he dove out of the way of another strike from Garrad. The difference between Legendaries and Adepts was not the same as the difference between Adepts and Apprentices. The quantity increased by a magnitude, of course, but there was also a qualitative difference that depended on the soul.

It shouldn’t have been possible for a low-Step of the third Tier to have done such damage. Especially since a Cruor’s body was far tougher than a Mage of the same Tier. Barring Void Mages, of course. Had a Hunter not been wearing their Spirit Armor, Ezekiel may very well have taken a Legendary Mage’s head with that attack.

Across from the Legendary Cruors, Garrad and Nonette were doing their best to slow down the Cruor’s advance. Broad, sweeping swings were accompanied by clouds of dust as Garrad laid down smokescreens. While Nonette attempted to bind their foes in brambles and vines to keep them grounded.

But while their underlings were making headway in their retreat, they were still too close for comfort. Even if they managed to escape the swarm of Cruor, Adepts and Apprentice levels, they would be dead if these two caught up to them. Fortunately, it seemed like the Cruor were also slowly getting tired, though not as much as Garrard and Nonette. But it was enough to bring them closer to the ground.

It was just a shame that Garrad was too low on mana to take advantage of the change in terrain. A massive bear trap of stone would’ve been a great boon to them right now. Unfortunately, it seemed like the battle would continue to be a slog, for both parties.

Though that didn’t stop the two Legendary Hunters from also briefly wondering how Ezekiel was able to make such a powerful strike. They had tested him previously, and they knew from experience that Ezekiel, prior to destroying the Spine, wasn’t that strong.

There was little time to ponder the possibilities of how such a thing was possible, however, as Nara was slowly recovering enough to fight on her own. Though at a reduced rate since a significant amount of her Ichor had been used up. A brief lull occurred as the two groups broke off from one another, with Nara climbing down to land on her own two feet. But a sudden shift in the air held them back.

“Garrad!” Nonette suddenly exclaimed. “Something just happened. The trees; they’re... scared...”

The other Legendaries looked towards the Life Hunter as she seemed to shiver in fright from something that only she could sense. For a moment, Azrak and Nara thought that Nonette had been trying to psych them out, but suddenly she turned her head, fully facing away from the battle. Something that threw both of the Cruor for a loop.

“Nonette!” Garrad exclaimed in panic, but he needn’t have worried. Neither Azrak nor Nara were in any condition to take advantage of their enemy’s distraction. His own Spirit was muttering about something to him, but it wasn’t clear, and couldn’t tell exactly what was going on. Just that it was something terrifying that he needed to be wary of.

They too had turned to the direction of the disturbance. Their eyes dilating, and Azrak reverting to his more humanoid appearance. As they stared into the distance, their eyes pointed slightly upwards at an angle, their gazes slowly descended. The feathers that lined part of their bodies ruffled outwards. Their senses, more in tune with bestial instincts, were screaming at them to run.

Something that they knew, in the depths of their hearts, that they could only realize due to their strength. No Adept Cruor would be able to sense this. Just like how an and wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a shadow cast by a cloud, and a shadow cast by a boot.

Yet, in the backs of their minds, they could feel the hint of Spiritual essence. That strange scent that all Spirits seemed to have. They idly wondered if this was something tied to the Spirits that were running away, and immediately knew that the Void Spirit must’ve been involved. If not the Void Mage.

“Fall back...” Azrak said. “We don’t know what that thing is truly capable of. We must report this to the Lord.”

Nara wanted to defy him, but the sudden invisible shockwave of ‘nothingness’ that seemed to strike at their souls reminded her of the Mythic Hunter that had fought them off several days ago. Regardless of how much weaker it was.

The massive storm of elements in the distance also encouraged her to leave without complaint.

“We’ll be back, and our Lord will be accompanying us. Your little weapon won’t live for too much longer.” Azrak gave some parting words, causing Garrad to pale as he turned to the retreating Cruor.

“Wait!” Garrad called out. He knew he should’ve been glad that the Cruor were retreating. It meant that they would get to live another day. But if they were going to the Broodlord and were going to bring him back into the fight. Then that just meant that their deaths were going to be delayed.

But as Azrak and Nara took to the skies, there was nothing he could do. Nonette was still staring in shock, obviously sensing something from the trees, but he was blind. Whatever was going on had yet to occur on the ground, so his senses were of no help to him.

Until a small impact in the distance registered to his senses. The Void was opened up to him. He was nothing. The world was nothing. Nothing would kill him. Nothing would save him.

“Oh...” Was all he could say before the feeling of dread and terror faded from his mind.

In its place, there was a brief vision of destruction, and in the center of it, was the weight of a familiar young man. An underling that he was supposed to protect.

Slowly pulling himself from his temporary stupor, he saw that Nonette was staring at him with wide eyes. Gritting his teeth and squaring his shoulder, Garrad shook off the vision he had been given, and took to the air once again. He headed directly towards where he knew Ezekiel would be.

But regardless of what he told himself. He couldn’t shake off the sense of confusion and concern that now settled in his mind.
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                As Ezekiel stood in the center of the newly created clearing filled with destruction and traces of elemental remnants, he couldn’t help but wonder what had happened. He knew that he had apparently fought off something in his mindscape, something that had apparently tried to eat his and Shine’s souls, but that was it.

With no idea how the area around him had been so thoroughly devastated as it had been, he quickly took stock of his condition. Physically, he was in surprisingly good condition. He seemed to have little to no injuries, and there was nothing that seemed out of place.

However, much to his shock, it seemed like, beyond some strain on his soul, his mana had actually increased by a substantial amount. While currently he was nearly drained, with barely a Step’s worth of mana inside him right now, he knew that after enough rest he would have the mana of a Tier three Step five Mage.

That was a three Step jump, something that should’ve potentially taken him a couple of years to achieve. Sure, he might have been able to do it in a couple months, so long as he didn’t use any of the mana he accumulated during that time. But that just meant that he had somehow come into contact with a massive amount of mana that he managed to absorb whilst unconscious.

“Ezekiel! My mana! It’s-” Shine’s panicking voice broke through Ezekiel’s thoughts.

“Increased by a large amount?” Ezekiel asked before Shine could finish. “Mine as well. I’m now solidly at the middle Step of Tier three. How about you?”

“I’m the same! Step five. How did this happen? Is this why I feel so bloated? Like that time when I was Tier one?” Shine asked; concern filling their voice. That was a time that Ezekiel and Shine didn’t like thinking about. It was something that they hadn’t enjoyed. Shine, due to the pressure they felt, and Ezekiel, because of the trouble it was causing Shine.

“... I think we need to find Filia. As soon as possible. We might’ve absorbed the mana that was inside the Spine when we destroyed it.” Ezekiel said. “I don’t know what happened after the explosives went off, but we’re covered in something. I’m not sure what, but if it is, or was, Ichor, then that means bad things for us.”

“But I’m a Spirit. I can’t absorb Ichor.” Shine said in a worried tone. “Like, I physically, spiritually, and conceptually can’t!”

Ezekiel wasn’t so sure about that. The Void seemed to be very strange when it came to what and how it absorbed mana. On average, he needed twice the amount of mana as a Mage of a different element. The only saving grace was that he could pull from eight different sources. Although balancing the amounts was always a trying task.

“Maybe we got lucky, and simply absorbed the unprocessed mana that the Spine was absorbing.” Ezekiel said to try and placate Shine. “I don’t feel any particular discomfort either. But for all we know something strange still happened to us. Fighting off that parasite certainly did some damage.”

Ezekiel winced as he said this. His mind went back to the excruciating pain he had suffered under what he had assumed was the strange entity’s attack on his soul.

“Maybe we’re alright because we fought it off before it could do too much damage. Regardless, we’re in enemy territory, so we need to get moving.” Ezekiel took a look at his surroundings, but it was no use. He couldn’t recognize where he was with all the debris. The only thing he could tell was a general direction of east and west, thanks to the slowly brightening sky coming from one direction.

Taking off at a slight jog, he hoped that he would run into his team members sooner, rather than later. Which, fortunately for him, seemed to be the case as a large indigo bird rose into the sky ahead of him. He felt relief at the familiar figure of Filia’s Spirit but was still concerned. Questions filled his mind as he moved to meet up with his team.

What had happened here? Where were Garrad and Nonette? Why had he been left alone? Were there any Cruor that were after them?

A part of him dreaded getting these answers. But he knew that he would need them. To keep going forward when he had no idea what was going on was something he knew that he couldn’t afford to do. No matter how terrible the truth might end up being.

----------



As Filia and the rest landed a few meters away from Ezekiel, it was Herend that first caught Ezekiel’s attention. For some reason, he could see that Herend was incredibly nervous of him. As if he was scared of something that Ezekiel was going to do to them. But regardless of that apparent fear, Herend still moved forward with his team members.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that none of Nonette’s team was there, and couldn’t help but wonder why.

“What’s going on?” Ezekiel asked. “I’m sorry, but I’ve been out of it since I set off the explosives. Whatever was going on with that Spine thing was really volatile. We’ll need to figure out a way to set them off from a distance if we want to do that again.”

He tried to play things off as a bit lighthearted, not wanting to make things even more tense than they already were. But as the group winced and looked around the destroyed area, Ezekiel could tell that he hadn’t succeeded.

“Guys... What happened? Where are we, and why did I wake up in the middle of a completely devastated area?” Ezekiel finally decided to just come and ask. “I hate to say it, but it looks a bit like you left me alone in the middle of a massive battlefield. I know that you wouldn’t do that, but I think I deserve to know what happened.”

The silence was deafening for a few moments, but Herend stepped forward when Philip and Filia gave him a look. Ezekiel realized that he was likely the only one that had any idea of what had happened.

“I can’t tell you what happened to you when the Spine was destroyed. But after we investigated due to the size of the explosion, we retreated when a large group of Cruor appeared.” Herend said. “To keep things short for now, we retreated. The other team managed to get away when the Cruor decided to focus on us, since they discovered you were a Void Mage.”

Ezekiel was shocked to hear this. He had seen no traces of any Cruor in the area. But he could understand it if the Cruor were destroyed by whatever magic occurred that had torn up the forest. But that didn’t explain how there was evidence of elemental magic that could’ve only been cast by the other group.

“As for how they figured it out, and how this place ended up like this... That was all you.” Herend explained. “While we were being chased, you seemed like you were in a trance. Your eyes turned into a dark abyss filled with stars. You nearly beheaded a Legendary Cruor, possibly a Peerage Member. Then you killed several Adept and lower Cruor while we fled, with the Guild leaders holding off the Cruor leaders.”

Here is where Herend stopped talking for a moment. It was as if something was holding him back from continuing. There was fear on his face, as well as regret. Something that was matched on Filia and Philip’s faces as well.

“But... as we kept running, we couldn’t get away. Then, each of us felt a sense of foreboding, and danger, emanating from you. All our Spirits said the same thing; ‘Kick him off!’” Herend couldn’t look Ezekiel in the eye. Not after he had been the one to throw Ezekiel to the Cruor.

For his part, Ezekiel was shocked. What Herend was saying was quite clear. Ezekiel had done something, and whatever it was terrified his team’s Spirits, to the point where they felt the need to leave him, potentially for dead.

“For some reason, the Cruor couldn’t sense what we did. But, as you fell, they chased after you, instead of us, which let us break free and get away. That’s the only reason we’re not dead right now. Because as you fell below the tree line, elemental mana of every type exploded out of you, at level nearing the peak of Tier three.”

Ezekiel couldn’t believe it. He didn’t want to believe it. Herend’s words were just too incredible for him to comprehend. He knew full well the consequences of mixing Void mana with other elements. Without imposing his ‘nothingness’ on it, the elemental Magic that Void mana touched was enhanced to the point where it would backlash and harm him.

But he paused before he could express his disbelief. If he had been using his magic subconsciously in the real world, like a mirror in comparison to in his mindscape and soul space, then it was possible. The use of his ‘nothingness’ would, possibly, prevent the mana from backlashing and harming him. Dissipating as it neared him but lashing outwards and destroying his surroundings.

“I... I don’t want to believe you... But I can see how such a thing might be possible...” Ezekiel said. “Filia, I need you to examine my soul. A deep scan. Don’t be gentle. Just be comprehensive.”

“Are you sure she needs to do that?” Shine asked with a hint of concern in their voice. “Neither of us have noticed anything, and I don’t think it would be a good thing if she finds something.”

“I know. But I want to be certain. Even if it means risking them turning on us.” Ezekiel replied.

The three members of the Wandering Titans were shocked. Just then, Filia and Herend recalled what they had noticed before. How Ezekiel had been rotting from the inside out. They had been so shocked by Ezekiel’s seemingly healthy condition, that they hadn’t remembered that he’d seemingly been dying just a few minutes ago.

The two rushed forward. Herend wasn’t particularly skilled with healing. Water wasn’t the most effective for it, after all, but he could still do an inspection. Filia also became worried about Ezekiel’s soul, as there hadn’t been any noticeable effects when she had first checked in the Cruor camp.

To say they were shocked when they saw the state of his body and soul was an understatement. Physically, Ezekiel was in perfect condition, besides a bit of fatigue that could be shrugged off for now. Where Herend had previously seen necrotizing organs and rotting flesh was fresh and healthy body parts that didn’t have any indications of injury or decay.

On Filia’s side of things, she immediately noticed that Ezekiel’s mana capacity had grown by leaps and bounds. His mana was solidly at the middle of Tier three. Almost the same Step as her own. But that wasn’t the thing that was most surprising. As she delved deeper and deeper, examining every nook and cranny she could find, she found the connection to Shine. The Spiritual bond that was unique and special for each and every Hunter.

On occasion, she had seen such bonds before, but this one was nearly five times larger than most other bonds she had heard of. It was so large that the flow of mana between Ezekiel and Shine was almost unnoticeable. Rather than two tanks connected by a small tube, it was more like two tanks with holes cut into them and attached together, with only a slider to prevent the mana from directly mixing.

Filia also found that both Ezekiel and Shine’s soul had been strained. Shine’s more so than Ezekiel’s but seemed to be on the way to recovery. Far more quickly than she would’ve thought for whatever had happened to them. Though she did not actually understand what had happened. Only that the forces involved should’ve taken much more out of them.

“Other than some strain, I’m not seeing anything wrong with yours, or Shine’s soul. Though you are as powerful as I am at this point.” As Filia said this, Herend and Philip looked at her in shock. They could only sense Ezekiel’s current mana, which was barely at Step one, so they weren’t aware of his increase in power.

Ezekiel ignored their shocked looks and gazed at Filia intensely. She noticed this, and the confused relief she was starting to feel faded away.

“Are you certain? Absolutely certain that you didn’t find anything in my soul that shouldn’t be there?” Ezekiel said, a nearly frantic concern filling him as he asked. He needed to be certain.

“Ezekiel, you need to calm down.” Shine said at the back of Ezekiel’s mind. “If she said she didn’t find anything, then that’s a good thing. Stop panicking.”

“Ezekiel, are you alright?” Filia asked. She was starting to worry. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

Ezekiel was silent for a moment. He wasn’t sure if he should say it or not. But he knew that things were not going to just go away if he didn’t say anything. Though, he knew that this might not be the best time to say it.

“If you didn’t find anything, then that means there’s nothing to worry about. Not right now, at least.” Ezekiel said. His words didn’t bring the Wandering Titans much comfort, but they understood that he didn't want to talk about it right now. They had also examined him thoroughly, so it couldn’t have been that bad. “For now, I think we need to continue to the city. There’s no telling how much longer the Guild Leaders can hold out. We won’t make it if they catch up to us.”

Realizing that Ezekiel was right, and that they had allowed them to become distracted due to the strange events that had happened, Filia had her Spirit enlarge itself again. While they were apprehensive of allowing Ezekiel on their back once again, they allowed it after failing to sense the extreme danger from before. But regardless of their need to retreat, it was obvious that things wouldn’t just be dropped without addressing them again later. Something Herend brought up after they had taken to the sky.

“Ezekiel... When we report to our superiors, or if Leader Garrad or Nonette manage to escape and catch up to us, you’re going to have to finish explaining everything. Especially how you increased your power so much in literally less than a day.” Herend said with a grave tone of voice.

Ezekiel didn’t reply, but as Herend stared at him, with guilt and worry plastered on his face, he knew that he would be answering questions not long from now. So, he just nodded in acceptance and understanding. Hopefully, they wouldn’t kill him out right for what he accidentally did. But the future was always filled with the unknown.

----------



It wasn’t much later that two streaks of light, green and dull orange, reached them. Flying at speeds much faster than what Filia’s Spirit could reach, Garrad and Nonette had caught up. It had been nearly fifteen minutes or so since they had left the destroyed clearing. Showing just how much of a head start they had gotten over the battling Legendaries.

Seeing as everyone was tired, the group landed and made camp in a hidden cavern that Garrad made near an area where the topsoil had been cleared due to a previous battle. The solid stone shelter helped them to feel a semblance of comfort as the Wandering Titans’ Adepts filled in the Guild Leaders regarding what had happened.

Once they got to the end of the explanation, with Ezekiel filling them in on what little he did when he had awoken in the clearing, Garrad and Nonette fell into silence as they pondered what had happened. While they weren’t certain of the specifics, they knew that Ezekiel had something else he needed to tell them.

“Ezekiel.” Garrad called out to the young man sitting in one of the deeper areas of the small cavern he had made. “What happened when you passed out in the camp?”

Ezekiel was silent for a moment. He knew that there wasn’t any getting away from this. Garrad was strong enough that he couldn’t just hide things behind half-truths and placating words. He’d rather Nonette not be there, since he trusted the Wandering Titans that were they quite a bit. But this was still pushing his limits.

“Maybe we can wait for now? Tell them something that will hold them over for a little bit?” Shine suggested. “But... if we do, that might make things harder for them later on, won’t it.”

Ezekiel was glad to see that Shine was learning more about the various hang ups that Ezekiel had to deal with when it came to things like this. He was also exceptionally glad that Shine was behind him all the way. At least he knew there was one person who would be on his side when he finished his explanation.

“Well... I think you would both agree that the substance that made up the Spine was much more volatile than we expected.” Ezekiel said, to which the Guild Leaders nodded. “Well, I think that occurred because of the mana that had been absorbed, but not processed, by the Spire itself. An entire region’s worth of mana, contained and converted into Ichor to create the Desolate Miasma. Needless to say, there was a lot of mana that was being artificially held onto.”

“And how did that affect you? The mana was mixed with Ichor, even if it wasn’t fully absorbed, it’s not like it’s usable for Mages or Spirits.” Nonette cut in.

Garrad stayed silent, his gaze turning intense as he looked at Ezekiel. His mind was running a thousand miles a second. It seemed like he had some idea of what had happened.

“Apparently, that wasn’t the case for me.” Ezekiel finally said. “It seems like I was able to absorb the mana that was absorbed into the Ichor. Though, not without a great risk.”

Nonette and her Spirit reeled back, while Filia gasped in shock, and Herend and Philip took defensive stances. All of them knew that a Void Mage that absorbed Ichor turned into a Cruor. But they didn’t outright attack Ezekiel. He had been fully inspected, and no mutations or Ichor had been seen inside him.

“Garrad...” Nonette muttered to the only one who hadn’t reacted to Ezekiel’s words.

“What happened? Why aren’t you a Cruor right now?” Garrad asked. “I can tell that you haven’t mutated. Nor have you lost your mind, obviously. So, something else must’ve happened to keep you clean, right?”

“Yeah. Something appeared in my mindscape. It took a bite out of Shine’s soul, and made me nearly go insane from whatever it did to me. It was like the elements were trying to destroy me from the inside out. But, after my soul managed to sustain itself, I fought off this... strange ooze creature that seemed to be trying to eat my soul.” Ezekiel said. “I used something that Exalt Harras explained was a power needed to reach Tier five to fight it off. Otherwise, I don’t think I would be talking to you right now.”

“A Power unique to Tier five?” Garrad exclaimed incredulously. “What can you do?”

Ezekiel held up a hand. It seemed like the rest were still wary of him, but they weren’t reacting to his movements, so he considered that a plus.

“Channel your mana for a spell. I can show you.” Ezekiel said. Garrad did so, and as the mana gathered in Garrad’s hand, Ezekiel reached forward. Poking the gathered mana with his ‘nothingness’ the mana that Garad had channeled disappeared.

Garrad recoiled in shock, and the rest all readied themselves for an attack, but the Cavern Hunter waved them down.

“It’s fine! He didn’t hurt me. It was just... a surprise, that’s all.” Garrad said. “The Exalt; he knows about this?”

“I used it in the sparring match he forced me into.” Ezekiel explained. “He said that it’s something that only those with a powerful enough soul can achieve. Usually, only Legendaries. It’s what allows a Legendary to withstand the might of a Mythical being’s mana pressure. Anyone without it will just collapse.”

Garrad rubbed his chin in thought. He had learned several shocking things today, and he wasn’t sure what to think about it. Especially the fact that Ezekiel had, apparently, already discovered a secret for reaching Tier five. Something he wasn’t even aware of yet. Though he did have an itch in the back of his mind, trying to tell him something, he wasn’t sure what.

“Ah! I should mention that this power is unique to every potential Mythic. Yours would be unique to your element. Embodying a concept related to Caverns, and the earth.” Ezekiel further explained.

Garrad paused, the feeling he had in the back of his mind grew stronger, but it was like grabbing at a spiderweb that was just out of reach, all without tearing it to shreds. He realized that he was getting off topic and decided to think about it more later. There were more important things to worry about right now.

“Haaaahgg...” Garrad let out a tired sigh. “We’ll talk with the Exalt when we return. Filia, Herend, I trust your diagnosis, so we won’t take any extreme actions at this time. We’ll rest up here until everyone’s mana is back in full, then we’ll head back to Harken. No stalling, just a straight shot to the city. If we actually manage to run into one of the patrols, either Nonette or I will explain things briefly while the rest move on. Understood?”

“Yes sir!” The Adepts, including Ezekiel, all replied. Nonette looked at Ezekiel with a hint of suspicion, but it seemed like she was willing to follow Garrad’s lead for now.

As for Ezekiel. He and Shine were still apprehensive of what was going to happen to them. They had been deemed safe for now. But only the Exalt would be able to determine if that would continue to be true for long.

----------



It was several hours later, in midafternoon, when the team had left their temporary shelter. It took them the better part of an hour to get within viewing distance of Harkem. Even then, while they saw several patrol teams on their way, none of them bothered to stop them.

It seemed like Nonette’s team had passed through here, however, so it was possible that they had informed the city of what had happened. Though it couldn’t have been more than a couple of hours since the news would’ve spread.

But that didn’t stop the party from noticing that there seemed to be a frantic reconstruction of the various defenses surrounding the city. As it was, multiple teams seemed to be moving about, with even more reinforcements than there were several days ago. Just from this, Ezekiel and the rest could tell that something had happened.

Upon reaching the city itself, the party ended up being brought directly to the Exalt, where they met up with Adepts from Nonette’s team. Tory, in particular, was sitting anxiously as he seemed to be uncomfortable being in the presence of the Exalt.

“I see you’re all here. Good. Perhaps you can go into further detail regarding what Tory, over here, failed to fully explain.” Exalt Harras said, his raised voice causing Tory to flinch.

Mentally tired from the events that had occurred, Garrad couldn’t help but ask what he had told him, so as to know what the Exalt wanted to know.

Apparently, Tory had originally mentioned how they had found a Cruor encampment near the border of the Cruor’s fully controlled area, and that there was, apparently, a device that would create the miasma that would spread the Desolate Land to cover this region.

However, after receiving criticism from some of the Hunters that he was acquainted with, in particular, those of noble descent, Tory had seemingly backtracked. Stuttering and contradicting himself, before finally saying that he didn’t actually know what their party had found. Just that the Guild Leaders had sent him back and told him to get the city prepared.

Needless to say, Nonette and Garrad were not happy, and they made their feelings known.

CRASH!!!

Tory ended up flying out the window from where Garrad had thrown him. Looking over to Nonette and the Exalt, his glare softened, and his posture relaxed.

“I apologize for my actions, Exalt Harras, Guild Leader Nonette. But that man’s incompetence and inability to do anything other than simper over the words of nobility, regardless of orders or instructions, snapped the last of my fraying nerves.” Garrad explained.

“It’s fine. That man wasn’t worth my attention anyways.” Exalt Harras said.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be kicking him out of the Guild when we’re done here anyways.” Nonette said. “If I may, Exalt Harras, what did these three tell you?” She gestured to Jill, Mac, and Yara.

Fortunately, it seemed like the others had explained things fairly accurately, and other than confirming a few facts, Garrad and Nonette didn’t have much more to add. Though, Exalt Harras did look at Garrad as he explained a few things.

“What else is there? You’re both hiding something, though it seems like it isn’t as important as discovering the source of the Desolate Land’s miasma.” Exalt Harras asked.

Garrad and Nonette shifted uncomfortably. But it wasn’t them who replied.

“It’s about me, sir. I came into direct contact with the altered Ichor in the Spine. There haven’t been any lasting effects. But you know the reputation regarding Void Mages and Ichor. Don’t you?” Ezekiel said, his heart beating in his chest like a jackhammer.

Exalt Harras’ eyes hardened as he glared at the party. But Ezekiel had moved to the front of the group, so it was mostly focused on him. Closing his eyes briefly, he took a deep breath and sighed, looking at the rest for a moment before gesturing towards the door.

“Get out. I need to speak with our young Void Mage in private.” Exalt Harras said.

The others fled the room fairly quickly, though Garrad and the Wandering Titans momentarily lingered. But Ezekiel gave them a nod, silently saying that he needed to do this, and that they should go.

Turning to the Exalt as the others left the room, a seal appeared over the broken window, and Ezekiel felt a weight fall on his shoulders once again. Though this time was much easier to resist.

“Alright then... Talk!”

Ezekiel had never told his side of the story faster in his entire life.
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                The room was silent as Ezekiel stared at the Exalt. He was somewhat confident that the much more powerful man wouldn’t just strike him down for existing. But as a Void Mage that had, technically, absorbed Ichor, he knew that he was currently on a fine line when it came to his survivability.

“I’m starting to regret not stopping you from doing this.” Shine whispered in his head. “I know we agreed that we shouldn’t be lying to your teammates, but this seems like a bit too much of a risk.”

“I know that now, but the Exalt knew we were hiding something. I don’t think we could’ve lied about it.” Ezekiel was sweating at this point. “Besides, I’m sure that the Exalt has an agenda of his own. We’ll just go along with it until we can get out of the Empire again. So long as we can get back on a boat going south, we should be home free.”

Ezekiel was trying his best to ignore the fact that they would either have to pass through Tarquessa, or go through the Empire to the western coast, in order to get back to the Archipelago, but he had more important things to worry about right now.

Exalt Harras had been silent for several minutes as he leaned back in his chair. His Spirit had moved to his lap, and he was petting the shrunken bird shaped Lightning Spirit. Although he wasn’t certain, a part of Ezekiel just knew that this was one of the ways the Exalt tried to calm himself down. The pair were likely conversing mentally to try and figure out what to do with this information.

Finally, after what felt to Ezekiel like an eternity, Exalt Harras opened his eyes. His gaze was deadpan, and his expression was set into a neutral form. But Ezekiel believed that he could see frustration and plotting hiding behind his eyes.

“You get to live. For now.” Ezekiel was elated to hear these words. “But you will be joining the expedition to take out the Broodlord.”

Ezekiel’s heart sank to the floor as he registered the Exalt’s words. This was practically a death sentence in its own right. Any battle that involved Mythics would be barely survivable for Legends. Let alone Adepts. If he ended up in the thick of things, then there was little chance he would be facing anything that wasn’t much more powerful than himself.

“Given your apparent immunity to Ichor, I expect you to help in clearing out certain areas. In particular, any more of those Spines that we might run across.” Exalt Harras grimaced as he thought of something. “We’ve always wondered why, as we got closer and closer to the homes of the various Broodlords, our mana would drain without even being used. Now we know. They likely have more of these structures further in the Desolate Lands.”

“It is unfortunate, but you are likely the only hope we currently have of clearing them out before they have fully entrenched themselves.” Exalt Harras grit out this last part with a glare towards Ezekiel as he said it. “I trust you have no problems with these orders.”

Ezekiel knew that this was not a question. But he did have one concern.

“Of course not, Lord Exalt, sir! But...” Ezekiel trailed off, just in case the Exalt intended to interrupt him. He received a raised eyebrow in reply, so he continued. “What if... what if I can’t fight off whatever it was that tried to kill me. I don’t think I’ll be able to fulfill your orders if that happens.”

“Then you die first, before we retreat if things turn bad.” Ezekiel felt a chill go down his spine at the Exalt’s words. “So, you’d better not fail us.”

“... Understood, sir. Are there any orders for me to fulfill right now?” Ezekiel asked.

“No. Go see your family. They will not be participating, so this will be the last time you see them, unless you return, untainted.” Exalt Harras waved Ezekiel out. “We set out at the end of the week. Be ready.”

Ezekiel said nothing this time. Just nodding as he turned and left the room. The other Hunters had all left to fulfill whatever Guild responsibilities they had. So, Ezekiel left to try and find his parents. He wanted to spend as much time with them as he could right now.

Given that he had received direct orders regarding his next mission, he knew that he couldn’t just run. His contract regarding his pardon wouldn’t allow it. There was also no chance of his family getting away if he deserted either.

“I think you need to worry more about what your family is going to say when they hear about this.” Shine’s words just made Ezekiel pause before holding his face in his hands as he leaned against the wall and groaned. He hadn’t even thought of that, and now, he had one more thing he needed to dread.

----------



“Absolutely not!” Ezekiel’s head was bowed as he listened to his father give his opinion on the Exalt’s Orders. “It’s bad enough that you went to the Cruor’s territory as part of your patrol and scouting. But to be brought into the thick of battle between two of the strongest being’s in the world? No. I don’t think so.”

Warren had, for the most part, recovered to the point where he was no longer bed bound. He was still somewhat emaciated from his treatment. Apparently, his recovery required the use of some of his less important mass, but he was walking around and performing light duties in the command center. The duo was currently in one of the small break rooms where Hunters and Mages would eat their meals.

If things went well, then it was likely that he would be recovered enough to take part in the assault at the end of the week. For now, however, there was a great deal of preparation to be made for when the final wave of reinforcements arrived. Apparently, the Exalt had gotten word that an additional contingent of the Empire’s military would be arriving in the next couple of days.

“Your mother has only just started recovering and is still adjusting to the fact that she’s missing an arm.” Warren’s words caused Ezekiel to flinch at the reminder. He had been utterly wroth when he had heard that his mother had nearly been assassinated by the sister of a traitor. “As it is, she won’t be participating in the assault, and if I’m lucky, I won’t be either.”

That brought Ezekiel up short, before he could reply. He had been under the assumption that every Legendary that was in the vicinity was going to participate in the battle. As far as he was aware, there was no exception to this rule for anyone that wasn’t somewhat crippled.

Unfortunately, his mother fell into that category. Although, it was possible that, with her Legendary constitution, she could regrow her arm. But to do so safely would take months of regular care and Life Magic.

“We are going to talk to the Exalt and figure out how to ensure that you will come with your mother and I to our new assignment.” Warren’s declaration was accompanied by him standing up from the chair he was resting in. Theo leapt from his perch on the small coffee table and landed gracefully on Warren’s shoulder.

“Dad, you won’t be able to change the Exalt’s mind! Going to him right now and trying to bargain-- Dad! C’mon; we can’t do this right now!” Ezekiel chased after his father as he left the small break room.

While Warren wasn’t moving that fast, he was still a Legendary Hunter, so there was little Ezekiel could do to hold his father back right now. Especially since he didn’t want to exacerbate any lingering injuries.

Fortunately, or unfortunately, just as they were turning around a corner down the hall from the break room, a familiar figure bumped into Warren. Seeing this, Ezekiel immediately dashed to catch his mother before she could fall to the ground. Reya snarled from the ground where she was following her partner. But calmed down when she saw who it was that had approached.

“Oof!” Evelyn said as she was caught by Ezekiel. She was able to walk around at this point. With the aid of a cane. But she wasn’t supposed to be outside the medical wing of the building.

“Mom!” Honey!”

Both Ezekiel and Warren were worried when they saw Evelyn nearly hit the floor. Warren immediately calmed down, and all thoughts of charging forward to see the Exalt flew from his mind.

For Ezekiel, his eyes couldn’t help but linger for a moment on the loose sleeve at his mother’s side. A part of himself couldn’t help but feel guilty. But that was a feeling that he quickly moved past. There was nothing he could’ve done, and if anything, he had saved his parents from suffering from the initial attack by the Broodlord.

So, instead, he settled for anger, and righteous fury towards the bastards that had prevented her from being able to heal properly. Given that they were connected to agents with ties to the Cult of Light, Ezekiel just added this to the tab of crimes that the Cult would be forced to pay later on.

“If it isn’t my big strong boys... It’s good to finally see you again...” Evelyn’s voice didn’t stutter as she spoke, but it was clear that the walk from the other side of the building had taken up much of her energy. “I heard that you were back... so I wanted to see you... I’m sorry you had to see me like this...”

Unlike Warren, whose complexion had returned to a healthy color that was full of life, Evelyn was much worse off. She was pallid and sweaty as she had clearly exerted herself. Her figure was even more emaciated than Warren, and her mana hadn’t recovered to the full levels that she was known to have prior to her injury.

It would naturally recover over time, but the effects of Ichor within one’s system were devastating under normal circumstances. Let alone when her body had been weakened so as to make the effects more extreme.

“Honey, you shouldn’t be this far from your room. You still need to rest.” Warren’s voice was gentle and caring as he helped Ezekiel hold Evelyn upright. “Let’s get you back to your room. We can talk more there.”

“I’m sorry... I just got excited when I heard that my son was back... Are you okay?... It seemed like you were in a rush...” Ezekiel didn’t answer his mother at first. He didn’t want to worry her. But it was clear she noticed something.

“We’ll talk when we get back to your room. This isn’t something that we should be speaking of in such a public area.” Ezekiel’s words were quiet and firm as he looked around.

Several people had noticed the small commotion that they were making. A couple of the people nearby moved to approach, while some Hunters and Scholars were looking on in curiosity.

He even noticed a glare or two pointed at him. Obviously, some people who knew who he was, and believed the bad rumors about the Void Mage.

But regardless of these people, the one that bothered him the most was the apparent officer with the Exalt’s coat of arms on his uniform. He was sitting in a room with the door open, being treated for a large cut running down his arm.

Ezekiel hadn’t originally noticed anything odd when he had left the break room. Shine, however, had been keeping up a more attentive awareness, and had alerted him of the man a couple seconds ago. Apparently, he hadn’t taken his eyes off Ezekiel and his father for a second. Not until Ezekiel had looked in his direction.

“Unfortunately, I’ve got some bad news.” Warren flinched and Evelyn looked worried.

Internally, Ezekiel could only sigh. He was getting sick and tired of breaking his parent’s hearts.

----------



After returning to Evelyn’s room, Ezekiel explained what had happened to him during his mission. To say that Evelyn was shocked and upset was an understatement. While not as vocal about it as Warren was, Ezekiel still made sure that he knew where the closest healers were in case her condition worsened with the news.

While she hadn’t been in any condition to see him off, Evelyn had been informed of what Ezekiel was doing and where he was not long after waking up. At the time, Warren was still bedridden, and the two had shared a room for a little while as they recovered.

At the time, they had talked a bit about Ezekiel, and how he had grown and matured. They had lamented that they hadn’t been there to see Ezekiel grow and gather his power. How they hadn’t seen him make his breakthroughs and reach an unheard-of level for a Void Mage.

They had been so happy to be reunited with Ezekiel, even if that initial meeting hadn’t been the best. But they had been overjoyed, if concerned, given the conflict with the Cruor, to have him close enough to hold once again. Then the attack occurred, and the three were nearly separated forever.

“I don’t want you to go...” Was all that Evelyn said when Ezekiel finished his summary of what had happened, and what he had been ordered to do. “I just got you back... and we’ve barely spent any time together...”

At the moment, Evelyn was sitting in her bed with the blanket over her lap. Reya sat at her side, nuzzling into her as she idly pets the Legendary Spirit. It seemed like this was helping keep Evelyn calm, but it was clear that she was growing agitated.

To the side, Warren sat next to Ezekiel in a chair that had been brought in for him. Theo rested in his lap, accepting pets and head rubs much like Reya was. Ezekiel stood next to the bed, staying close to his mother, with Shine sheathed at his hip.

“I’m not going anywhere right now, mom. It’ll still be at least a week or so before the expedition to assault the Cruor happens.” Ezekiel held his mother’s hands to try and comfort her. The active woman who would scream and confidently stand firm as she protected her son was nowhere to be seen, and it broke Ezekiel’s heart to see her so weak.

“We can catch up as much as possible before I leave. I won’t be getting any missions, apparently, I’m too important to risk before the assault.” Ezekiel tried to placate his parents. He had indeed been taken off any rosters for missions before the assault. Exalt Harras had a specific use for him, and he wasn’t going to waste this opportunity to push the Cruor back.

“Why is this happening?... I thought that there... wasn’t going to be... a counterattack for some time...” Evelyn was starting to have difficulties breathing, and Warren immediately moved to her side to try and calm her down.

“Breathe, dear, breathe.” Warren rubbed his wife’s back to try and soothe her.

Unfortunately, it seemed like this news was affecting her worse than they had expected, and Evelyn was close to passing out.

“I’m getting a healer, hold her steady!” Ezekiel said as he rushed to the door.

The healer that rushed overtook one look at Evelyn and had Warren and Ezekiel leave the room. It wasn’t until several minutes later that Warren and Ezekiel were able to re-enter. The healer explained to them that Evelyn wasn’t in any condition to do anything strenuous right now, and that she had exhausted herself and nearly suffered an extreme shock to her system.

“I don’t know what the hell you were doing, but if this is how you’re going to act with our patients, then I don’t care about your relationship to her. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The healer said, much to Ezekiel and Warren’s concern.

“We’re sorry. It’s just that we received some bad news.” Ezekiel said. “I... hadn’t thought that she’d react so poorly to it.”

“What could possibly be so bad that it would elicit a reaction like that?” The healer asked in confusion.

“I’m a part of the conscripted Hunters looking to be pardoned from my exile. But... even though I’m just an Adept, I’ve been included in the expedition to assault the Broodlord’s den.” The healer reeled back in shock at the news. This wasn’t something that anyone wanted to take part in, but it was obvious that there were a lot of Hunters that were going to be forced into it in some way or another.

The Guild Hunters would be going no matter what. It was a requirement of any and all Guild to have their official members take part in expeditions like this. The purpose of the Guilds was to enter the Desolate Lands and fight the Cruor, after all.

But, given the dangers, while Adepts would certainly be present, it was still considered to be a high-risk mission. If the Mythic Hunter, aka Exalt Harras, died in an expedition like this, then it basically meant that all the Hunters would die.

“I see. Well, that’s certainly a shocking piece of news... For the moment, I would say that you can remain with her, unless you have other duties.” Warren and Ezekiel shook their heads. “Then in that case, just know that I’ve knocked her out for the moment. She should wake up in a couple of hours, but the more bedrest she gets at this point, the better.”

“Understood.” The healer nodded his head and left, allowing Warren and Ezekiel to remain. A second seat was also brought in for Ezekiel to use.

The two fell into an uncomfortable silence. Neither knew what they should talk about right now. They had bigger things to worry about.

“I guess your dad’s accepted that you’re going on the mission...” Shine gently said as they tried to comfort Ezekiel. “Neither of them will be going, either, so at least you can take comfort in the fact that they’ll be safe.”

Ezekiel could only sigh internally, conveying feelings of thanks to his Spirit. The fact that his parents would be safe did help him relax. Just a little bit.

----------



After Evelyn woke up, to be safe, Ezekiel called one of the healers to have on standby, just in case, but it seemed that, although still opposed to it, Evelyn wasn’t as likely to freak out and go into shock again at the news. Ezekiel still felt horrible, however, and while there wasn’t any way out of his current situation, he could at least take comfort that he did have advantages that other Mages didn’t.

The fact that he seemed to be immune to the effects of Ichor, even when absorbed, was helpful in calming down his parents. Though they did initially freak out when he expanded on what had happened. As begrudging as they were to admit it, there was no denying that Ezekiel was likely the only one who had less than half as many worries as other Mages when it came to fighting the Cruor.

Unfortunately, after a little while, the healers entered on their own, and Ezekiel and Warren were asked to leave so that Evelyn could continue to recover in peace. Warren ended up being called for some additional duties as well, and so Ezekiel was left on his own for the time being. Though he did promise to come by and see his mother again the next day, as well as check in with his father as much as he could.

“I like your parents. I’m happy we got to meet them more this time.” Shine said as they left the building. “It was a shame that we got separated so soon after seeing them that first time.”

“Agreed. I just wish that I could be closer to them. It’s been eight years since I had to live without them, and that’s not including the fact that I already lived an entire life before this one.” While he had never once rejected the fact that Warren and Evelyn were his parents, it would be incorrect for him to say that there was a disconnect in their relationship. Both due to his maturity, and due to his time away from them.

“All the more reason to get through this fully intact.” Shine tried to sound confident, but it was obvious that they still had some worries. “For the most part, our job will be just to hide and make things explode. I don’t think we’ll actually have to take part in any major battles. Not directly, at least.”

“True enough. Though, I do wish that Exalt Harras hadn’t been so heartless with his decision. I was almost starting to like him. He’s obviously not like other nobles. But it’s clear that he still is one.” Ezekiel lamented the fact that Exalt Harras clearly thought of him as a weapon or a tool. He still treated Ezekiel better than the Inquisition, but it was obvious that they still had similar goals.

“Hunter Luminance!” Ezekiel turned with a hand on Shine’s hilt as he focused on the voice that had called out to him.

He was a few streets away from the command and medical center. The Guild’s gathering area was nearby, and he was hoping to meet up with the Wandering Titans. There shouldn’t have been anyone that cared about his presence at the moment.

Seeing the gentleman that Shine had pointed out to him just a few hours prior, Ezekiel did not allow himself to relax in the slightest. While this man didn’t have a visible Spirit nearby, the black hair and eyes denoted him as an Obscure Mage. Any Spirit he might’ve been bonded with could easily be hidden away from sight.

The most disturbing thing, however, was the fact that Ezekiel was unable to sense what Tier the man was at. This was an ability that wasn’t exactly uncommon, but it was also something that you didn’t try to hide unless you were keeping a secret.

“Keep your senses sharp. I want to know if this guy has a Spirit that we need to be wary of. Since he works for the Exalt, I’m hopeful that he isn’t an enemy.” Shine spread their awareness as best they could at Ezekiel’s words, but there was nothing they could find. Not even other people nearby.

“Is this guy a threat? Like you said, he’s wearing the Exalt's coat of arms.” Shine grimaced as they continued to look around, but still found nothing.

“Everybody is a threat. It’s whether or not they’re enemies that really matters. Also, we already ran into a fake coat of arms. For all we know this is just a means of getting us to lower out guard.” Ezekiel glared at the man as he came closer. He twitched his wrist ever so slightly. Just barely drawing Shine from their sheath.

The man stopped approaching, but only appeared to be amused at Ezekiel’s actions.

“Greetings, Hunter Luminance, I have orders from the Exalt to bring you to him. He had a few things he wanted to discuss with you before we began preparing for the upcoming expedition.” The man said. “If you’d kindly come with me, I can bring you to the meeting area.”

“Could this guy be any more obvious with his intentions?” Ezekiel couldn’t believe how cliche this guy was being. While he couldn’t be certain, given everything that had happened to him so far, he did not believe the man in the slightest.

“Hey, if this guy’s the real deal, then his uniform would have actual enchantments on it, right?” Shine directed Ezekiel’s attention to the coat of arms on the man’s chest. “I know the one we got had enchantments on it, but what are the odds that this guy has some as well?”

Ezekiel directed his gaze towards the man’s feet. The hem of his pants was hanging loosely off of his leg. An idea formed in Ezekiel’s mind.

“This might be a risk, but how well can you aim your Void slash?” Ezekiel slowly drew Shine further out of their sheath while also speaking to the man. “That sounds out of character from what I’ve seen of the Exalt. Out of curiosity, are you a Hunter?”

The man looked annoyed at Ezekiel’s words. But other than glancing at Shine, didn’t respond in any meaningful way.

“If you want, you can check my coat of arms yourself. I’m sure that you’ll be able to notice the differences between that fake that you were given and the one that’s on my chest. Also, no, I’m not a Hunter.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but admire the man’s response. Angling Shine just right, an invisible blade of mana that only Ezekiel and Shine could sense extended outwards. It flew towards the man’s leg, but other than ruffling the hem of his pants, nothing happened.

“No... I don’t think that’s necessary. Besides, I’m confident I can escape any traps you might be setting up.” Ezekiel pushed Shine back into their sheath. At the same time, the man’s attention turned to his foot, having felt the ruffling of his pants.

“Where are we meeting the Exalt?” Ezekiel strode towards the man. “Also, where the hell is everybody? This area isn’t the most crowded, but there should still be people within range of my senses.”

The man turned back to Ezekiel.

“The Exalt will be meeting us at what still stands of the Cathedral. Apparently, there are some tests the Scholars wish to conduct before we set out.” The man turned and headed in the direction of the Cathedral. Ezekiel moved to follow. “As for why everyone is gone. It has to do with the nature of these tests, and the fact that we don’t want anyone overhearing us if we needed to discuss it with you.”

“We?” Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in curiosity.

The man just pointed upwards. As Ezekiel looked up, he saw a small figure flying at an incredible height. A chill went down his spine as he realized that it was obviously a Legendary that was watching over them. An Adept wouldn’t be able to react in time given the distance between them.

“As for the topic... It has to do with Ichor, and that’s all that I’m at liberty to say for now.” The man then put Ezekiel out of his mind. As long as Ezekiel was following him, he didn’t really care what else went on.

“You really need to work on your introductions and invitations. I fully expected you to be some shifty cult conspirator trying to bring me somewhere to kill me off.” Ezekiel’s tone sounded bland and boring. Nothing like what he was feeling right now.

“You don’t think they’re going to try and make us absorb Ichor, do you?” Shine sounded worried as they were brought to near panic at the thought. “That seems like a needless risk!”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. But another part of him knew that it made sense for the Exalt to want to test Ezekiel’s limits before having him act as a primary component of any plans. Especially an assault on the Broodlord’s den.

Another part, small and dark and buried, looked forward to the potential chance to grow more powerful. Though it was mostly offset by the risk that would undoubtedly be involved.
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                Ezekiel stood in the middle of a large magic circle composed of several defensive and restrictive formations. The room itself was reinforced and enchanted to the maximum capacity that it could be, and there were several Scholars and members of Exalt Harras’ household nearby. There were only about a dozen people in total, but half of them were Legendary or higher.

Each and every one of them had been forced to sign a contract stating that they wouldn’t share or spread any information regarding what was about to occur. It was restrictive to the point where execution was a definite possibility should anyone let information slip at any point.

Of the people that were there, only three figures stood out to Ezekiel. The first was Naeri, the current head of all healing operations in the city at the moment. The second was Exalt Harras, and the third was Harolt, the most senior member of Harken’s Cathedral. The man that had supported Ezekiel as best he could when he was banished.

There were three other Legendaries, chosen from Harras’ household. But Ezekiel didn’t really care too much about them. He figured that they were there purely for security. Though, he did wonder if security was needed if the Exalt was nearby.

“So... Please walk me through this again.” Ezekiel said as he looked at the small vial of Ichor that had been given to him. “Also, what guarantee do I have that you aren’t using this as an excuse to kill me?”

Exalt Harras just looked disinterested, but otherwise seemed like he didn’t want to be there anymore than Ezekiel did. Harolt and Naeri, on the other hand, looked insulted.

“First of all, rude. Secondly, I would’ve thought that given how hard we fought for you eight years ago, that you would be able to show a little bit of trust to me and Naeri.” Harolt didn’t bother looking up from the large device that he was working on. “Besides, the Exalt doesn’t need to go through all these hoops if he wants to kill you. Also, this was mine and Naeri’s idea, not his.”

Ezekiel looked at Naeri in shock. He hadn’t expected the old family friend and mentor to his parents to suggest this kind of experiment. For her part, Naeri tried to hold a straight face, but was ultimately the first to break eye contact under Ezekiel’s gaze.

She and the handful of Life and Death Mages gathered behind her shifted uncomfortably. They all knew full well how dangerous this experiment was likely to be.

“You understand that, if I can’t fight it off after I take it in, I’ll be lucky if all that happens is I die, right?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel nervous. He wanted to reject this experiment, but there was no guarantee that he would die. If anything, there was a high chance that he would live, since he had already, technically, survived doing this. Even if the Ichor at that time had been different than the norm.

“I mean, technically, in the past, Void Mages just turned into first generation Cruor. Not utterly mindless beasts, so, it’s possible that that’s what will happen.” Shine strained to say this in a lighthearted tone. Ezekiel did not feel comforted.

“It’s becoming a Cruor that I have problems with. I’m almost certain that they have a connection to their Brood masters. I’d rather not have my soul become enslaved, thank you.” Ezekiel couldn’t stop the shudder that ran through his body at that thought.

“Hunter Luminance.” Exalt Harras interrupted before Either of the Grand Scholars could reply. “While I have my own reservations regarding this experiment, you cannot deny that you are the only one that can take part as the subject. Nor can you deny that, by witnessing the effects of Ichor on your body upon absorption, it would not be useful in future treatments.”

Ezekiel’s face twisted into a reluctant grimace as he couldn’t disagree with Exalt Harras’ words. But that didn’t mean that he was looking forward to this.

“If it’s any consolation, the only reason I’m allowing this is because it was requested by the Grand Scholars. If it were a Guild Leader or noble that had made this request, then I would have simply said no, and ensured that no one, at all, would be able to force you into it.” Against his better judgment, Ezekiel was somewhat comforted by Exalt Harras’ words.

“He’s still dragging you into a death zone in a few days.” Shine grumbled in discontent.

“True, but it’s nice to know that he’s not simply throwing us to the wolves.” Ezekiel sighed as he uncorked the vial in his hands.

“Out of curiosity,” Ezekiel paused before pouring the Ichor on his bare arm, “what Tier of Cruor was this from?”

“A Fanged Cruor of the First Tier. We didn’t want to start with anything too powerful.” Harolt replied.

The low Tier of the Cruor did make Ezekiel feel a little bit more confident. Though he was certain that they had stronger Ichor samples. Likely they would be moving to higher Tiers if things turned out well after they tested this batch.

“Alright, let’s see what this does...” Ezekiel cautiously poured the Ichor on his arm.

It smeared across his skin like oil. Like usual, Ezekiel felt nothing, but as he sat down, dropping the vial onto the floor, he began to focus on the Ichor as he fell into a meditative state. Closing his eyes as he began to feel for something, anything, coming from his arm, he didn’t even notice as the formations on the floor lit up beneath him.

For several seconds, nothing seemed to happen. After nearly a minute passed, Harolt was just about to call out Ezekiel’s name. But before he could, the Ichor on Ezekiel’s arm briefly glowed, and immediately dried up, turning into an ashy powder that crumbled to the ground.

“Ezekiel; are you ok--” A sudden pulse of something emanated from Ezekiel before Naeri could finish.

Everyone in the room felt a chill run down their spine as they felt their mana be affected by whatever it was. The enchantments engraved into the floor blinked. Their glow seemed to stutter for a moment before fizzling out, the mana fully spent. Exalt Harras raised an eyebrow at the familiar feeling of Ezekiel’s ‘nothingness’.

“Eurk!” Ezekiel nearly threw himself forward as he tried to stop himself from throwing up.

Naeri and the healers ran forward, even as one of the Exalt’s Legendary Hunters threw a hand forward. Shackles of stone flew forward and wrapped around Ezekiel’s limbs. He was now completely immobilized.

“Damn... That wasn’t fun...” Ezekiel muttered as the healers and Death Mages checked his body and soul for corruption.

“What happened? Has he been corrupted?” Harolt found that the equipment he was using wasn’t working anymore, so he had no choice but to wait for Naeri’s analysis.

For a moment, there was no noise besides Ezekiel’s breathing as he tried to calm himself down.

For her part, Naeri was totally focused on checking each and every piece of Ezekiel that she could. But from what she could tell, nothing was out of the ordinary.

“Physically, he’s fine.” She looked to one of the Death Mages. “How’s his soul?”

A moment of silence as the Death Mages finished their checks. After they stopped, they all shared a look before shaking their heads.

“Nothing has changed, though it seems like his mana increased by a negligible amount for his Tier.” One of the Death Mages took the lead and replied. “I would say that Grand Scholar Harolt is the only one that could counter our words at this point.”

“No need. Although I’m at a higher Tier than you, my focus has never been on the healing and cleansing aspects of Death. If anything, I might hurt him if I dive too deep to check.” Harolt shook his head. “What I’m more curious about is why he had such an adverse reaction to this Ichor, when the Ichor he touched at the Spine would’ve been much more powerful.”

“Mana concentration.” Ezekiel quietly said as he focused his mana internally. Finding nothing wrong, he allowed himself to relax a bit. Though the shackles were making him uncomfortable. “This Ichor had so little mana in it, there was basically nothing for me to absorb, so it was a bit more of a strain to fight off. The fact that it took a different form also surprised me.”

“Surprise?” Harolt and Naeri were confused. What had been different about this Ichor.

“Was the figure you fought off different?” Exalt Harras asked. “You said the... being, that you fought took the form of some sort of ooze. One of the very rare kinds of Cruor that basically never leaves the center of the Desolate Lands. Was the Being you fought a Fanged Cruor?”

“Yeah. Basically, I was stupid, and overconfident. It got a hit on me before I killed it, and I woke up immediately afterwards. My reaction was more out of shock.” Ezekiel explained.

“Now you know not to take things for granted.” Shine was not happy with Ezekiel right now. They had told Ezekiel to be careful, but his overconfidence at seeing a Tier one Fanged Cruor, which they had killed scores of by now, had caused him to be hurt, ever so slightly.

“I see...” Exalt Harras held his chin in thought. “Release him. Tell us in detail exactly what happened in your mindscape. Spare no detail.”

Ezekiel rubbed his wrists and ankles as the stone shackles flew away. But as he turned to Exalt Harras, he began retelling his experience.

----------



A couple of seconds after closing his eyes to meditate, Ezekiel felt a strange sucking sensation on his arm. For a brief moment, he wondered if this was what other Mages felt when they were exposed to Ichor. But his thoughts didn’t linger as he attempted to pull on the feeling in his arm.

He almost thought he could feel the wind rushing past his face as he found his consciousness entering his mindscape. Remembering what had happened last time, he immediately sought out Shine.

Fortunately, he found Shine quite easily, and the familiar figure of his bonded Spirit quickly approached their now shared mindscape.

“Have you seen anything?” Ezekiel asked as he examined himself. “This isn’t the same as before. What do you think--”

“MOVE!” Shine screamed as they slammed Ezekiel to the side.

From behind him, a figure that looked like a skinless hound with horns and claws sprouting from its body in various places, as well as fangs that didn’t entirely fit inside its mouth appeared. Unlike the last time, this figure was much smaller. Only coming up to Ezekiel’s knees.

“Wait. Is that it?” Ezekiel asked in an incredulous voice. “That thing’s barely Tier one. What the hell?”

“Don’t let your guard down! It nearly got you!” Shine exclaimed as Ezekiel turned to look at him.

“Right, right. Sorry. I won’t-” Ezekiel found himself cut off as the Cruor entity leapt towards him.

He had yet to put his guard up. Too shocked at the sheer difference between the two entities that had invaded his soul. Before he knew what had happened, he found several spikes piercing through his gut, even as Shine moved to defend.

“Ezekiel!” Shine tore the Cruor out of Ezekiel’s stomach, throwing the little beast to the side.

“OuTSiDer!!!” The Cruor let loose a warbled growl as it came around for another strike.

This time, however, Ezekiel was prepared. He dodged to the side, bringing a fist infused with his ‘nothingness’ directly into the Cruor’s side. Releasing his mana in an instant, the Cruor let loose a howl of pain before veins of starlight spread through its body. A moment later, it shattered into nothing.

Much like before, Ezekiel didn’t trust that this was the end, so he gathered his mana and let loose a pulse of ‘nothingness’ into his surroundings. After a moment, nothing else seemed to happen, and he fell to his knees, holding his stomach in pain.

“That was so stupid!” Shine was practically crying. “Why did you let your guard down like that?”

“... Just... surprised... I expected so much more, but it was so little.” Ezekiel grit his teeth. While it wasn’t the worst injury he’d had before, soul wounds were a pain to deal with.

If it wasn’t for Shine activating their soul resonance, it was likely that it would take a day or two to fully recover. As it was, he would probably only feel nauseous when he woke up.

Given that he could feel the sensation of falling suddenly overcome him, he realized that that would be right now.

----------



Ezekiel was hanging his head as he finished his explanation. He might not be a true veteran when compared to other Hunters, but he was still too experienced to be making such stupid mistakes. The shame he felt when he saw the disappointed looks sent his way were quite unpleasant. Though he knew that he deserved it.

“I don’t think I need to tell you how you failed, do I?” Exalt Harras said after a moment of silence. “Never let your guard down when it comes to the Cruor. Even if their power is unexpectedly weak.”

“Yes, Exalt.” Was all Ezekiel could say. “I promise you that it won’t happen again.”

“Good. Now get ready. You’re doing this again.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but slump in defeat as he heard the Exalts command.

“Yes. Exalt.” Taking another vial of Ichor in hand and wiping the remains of the previous vial off his arm, Ezekiel opened it as everyone moved back.

“Harolt, don’t bother with any additional equipment. It’ll fail again if you try.” Harolt looked disappointed but couldn’t disagree. It was clear that, to be safe, Ezekiel would have to express his ‘nothingness’ to ensure that nothing lingered.

“Very well. This vial is from a Tier two Bone Cruor. Apparently, the type of Cruor the Ichor comes from indicates what the entity you face will be.” Ezekiel nodded his head in understanding. He had already figured that out, but it was nice to have a like mind to support his hypothesis.

“I figured. Alright. Three. Two. One.” Ezekiel poured the Ichor on his arm yet again.

Sitting down to meditate, the room fell silent as they watched and waited.

----------



It was only several hours later that they finally stopped testing. After the first Tier two Ichor vial was used, they slowly worked their way up to Adept Tier. Eventually, they reached the peak of Tier three, but it was just after Ezekiel had finished using this last vial that the Healers and Death Mages told him to stop.

“His soul is being strained. Which makes sense, since these battles are being fought inside his soul.” Naeri explained when Exalt Harras asked why they were stopping. “As it is, had his soul been Tier three, we would’ve seen this much sooner. In truth, I think this strain is more due to him having to carry the burden of his Spirit’s soul, than any burden on his own.”

For his part, Ezekiel was resting at the side of the room, propped up against the wall. Sweat was running down his forehead, and his breathing was fairly heavy. But even though he was exhausted and strained, he was still able to hear Naeri’s words without issue.

“Don’t let her get to you. If you weren’t there to help me, I wouldn’t be doing half as well as I am right now.” Ezekiel reassured Shine before they could start feeling down.

“I know. I’m getting better at not letting the difference in our strengths get to me.” Though they tried to hide it, Ezekiel could still feel the sadness in Shine’s tone. “Besides, I’m not too far off from Tier four. Give it a few more months and my soul will be able to handle it just fine.”

“Of course. I’m looking forward to it.” Ezekiel smiled as he pushed himself up, making his way over to the Grand Scholars and Exalt Harras.

“So, I know there’s still a lot that needs to be done regarding the testing, but I’m kind of tired. Can I go take a nap?” Ezekiel was as bland as he could be when he asked this.

The most powerful figures in the room turned to him. Exalt Harras looked him over, thoughts racing behind his eyes like the Lightning he commanded.

To the sides, Naeri looked at him with a pitying glance before hardening her features. It was obvious she felt sorry for him, but this was wartime. She couldn’t afford to be too merciful. They all had a duty that they needed to fulfill.

It was actually Harolt that addressed him. But he seemed to be more preoccupied with his notes. Though he did take a moment to look over Ezekiel’s condition.

“I think that should be fine. It’s unfortunate that we couldn’t get our equipment working, but I think your experiences should be enough for us to create some hypotheses and be ready for more tomorrow.” Ezekiel looked despondent at Harolt’s words.

“Will there be any chance of me getting any down time this week? I promised that I would spend as much time with my parents as possible. It’s been eight years since we spent time together as a family, after all.” Ezekiel had really been hoping to catch up and reconnect. But given the new circumstances, it looked like that wouldn’t be possible.

“...Take tomorrow off. Even Guild Leaders are given some down time when they return from missions into Cruor territories, and the Desolate Land. We can’t have you burning out before the expedition begins.” Exalt Harras knew that all weapons needed proper maintenance. As did the Hunters under his command.

Ezekiel, for his part, looked relieved. While it wasn’t possible for him to spend the entire week with his parents anymore, having a full day would still be nice.

“Thank you, Exalt. I’ll be sure to report back here either tomorrow evening, or the morning of the day after tomorrow.” Ezekiel bowed to the Exalt to express his thanks before turning to Naeri and Harolt. “I don’t suppose there’s a room here that I can use. It’ll be easier than returning to the unaffiliated Hunter’s barracks.”

“Of course. I’ll bring you there now. We actually have a surprising amount of space at the moment.” Naeri guided Ezekiel from the room. Leading him to another wind of the Cathedral after bidding Harras and Harolt goodbye.

As they walked through the damaged Cathedral, Ezekiel saw that, even though they weren’t out of the woods just yet, reconstruction had already begun. From what he could tell, it seemed like over half of the damage had already been repaired. Perhaps, by the time they made it back from the expedition, it would already be back in pristine condition.

“Here we are.” Naeri opened the door to a very basic room with a cot and a desk with a small window showing the city. “It's not much, but it’s no worse than the barracks.”

“This is perfect. Thank you.” Ezekiel yawned as he entered.

“I’ll leave you to your rest. Recover quickly, and perhaps we can catch up later.” Naeri left Ezekiel alone, heading off to continue with her duties.

Dragging himself over to the cot, he collapsed onto it, letting himself relax for a moment, and nearly falling asleep.

“... Are we still going to give it a shot?” Shine tentatively asked. They could clearly see that Ezekiel was tired, but given what they had spoken about earlier, they weren’t sure that he actually wanted to fall asleep just yet.

During the testing, the amount of mana they absorbed from the Ichor they had taken in was miniscule. Especially when compared to the amount in the Ichor from the Spine. However, given the sheer amount of mana they had taken in, they had still managed to reach Step six, and were closing in on Step Seven quite quickly.

“Yeah, we’re still going to give it a shot.” Ezekiel sat up, forcing down a yawn. “I may need you to share with me. But we should definitely be able to get me to the next Step tonight. Then we can push you up tomorrow, for sure.”

“Then let’s do this.” Shine nearly seemed to vibrate in excitement. They were always excited to make a breakthrough, but Ezekiel couldn’t say that he was any different.

Falling into his meditation, he began reaching out to the world around him. Slowly gathering mana within himself to make a breakthrough to the next Step.

----------



Back in the room where Ezekiel had been tested, Harras and Harolt were discussing the results of the testing. For the most part, nothing had seemed wrong with testing, but it was obvious from the severe looks on the two men’s faces that something was going on.

“Leave us. I need to discuss something with the Grand Scholar.” The other Legendaries all saluted before exiting the room. As for the Scholars, they also scurried from the room as fast as possible.

Seeing that they were alone, Harras addressed Harolt directly.

“So, what are the results?” Harras’ voice was quiet, as if he was worried about being overheard.

“Hah... Unfortunately, it seems like my concerns were correct.” Harolt looked like he had aged ten more years as he spoke. “Ichor is, in fact, not a separate substance from mana, like it had been theorized since the days of the Ancients. It is simply the physical manifestation of mana in a biological form.”

“Then does that mean that the Cruor were originally some sort of Spirit?” Harras wasn’t as knowledgeable as Harolt in these matters, but he knew most of the theories when it came to the Brood’s and Cruor’s origins when compared to the Ancients.

“No. Spirits are not actually biological lifeforms. They are simply sapient mana constructs with a soul that mimic biological life.” Harolt shook his head as he explained. “As it is, I think that we can safely rule out the theory that the Broods and the Cruor are outsiders from another world.”

One of the most prevalent theories regarding the origins of the Broods that had made the Cruor was that they were originally outsiders that had come to this world from beyond. The Ancients, being the native original lifeforms of this planet, had fought them off and sealed them away when they couldn’t get rid of the Broods.

This theory was supported by the fact that Ichor seemed to negate mana. As well as the fact that Cruor would eat mana but have to convert it to Ichor to grow. If Ichor was actually just another form of mana, then that meant that it was more likely that the Broods were actually natives to this world, just like the Ancients.

“I don’t think I need to tell you to keep these theories to yourself, do I?” Exalt Harras seemed to loom over the elderly Grans Scholar. But rather than be intimidated, Harolt just scoffed in derision.

“Obviously. There are too many ingrained beliefs and delusions amongst the general populace. I’ll be locking this down under the Church’s highest security. Only Grand Scholars that have sworn the proper oaths of secrecy will have access.” Harolt explained.

“That’s not enough.” Exalt Harras was displeased. He didn’t want anyone to know about this at all. Not even the other Cathedrals and Grand Scholars of the Church of Ten. Mana began to leak out from his body as he exuded pressure on Harolt.

“Well too bad. As a Grand Scholar, my loyalties are to the Church of Ten, first and foremost. Not the Empire. Not to you.” Harolt didn’t back down from Harras’ pressure. “Besides, you can’t stop it from being submitted to the Church’s Sacred Archives. Naeri has already done so by now.”

Exalt Harras released a small snap of Lighting. One that his Spirit flew to intercept before it could destroy a part of the room.

“I hold the safety of the world, as a whole, above the safety of the Empire.” Harolt stated. “So, know this, the Empire will not rule the world. I know that that is not your intention, but while you are certainly opposed to the Emperor’s current path, and the way he is utilizing the Inquisition, I know where your loyalties lie. I know you would let millions of non-imperial subjects die, if the Empire could gain an advantage over another faction.”

Exalt Harras looked away. Anger and frustration on his face, but no shame, nor guilt. He knew that Harolt’s words were true. Even now, the only reason he was handling Ezekiel with such a, relatively, gentle hand, was because he knew the Inquisition had little interest in the good of the Empire’s people. They only cared for the nobility. Something that was certain to push Ezekiel away.

“... Do not interfere in Imperial matters again. Do not forget that you operate in the Empire because it is permitted.” Harras turned to leave.

“Do not forget that the Church has plans for each and every defensive formation ever used by the Empire. Including their various weaknesses.” Harolt’s voice was cold and harsh. “Nor the fact that, although weakened, several Grand Scholars were once just as strong as you. So, be careful, else this expedition brings you back down to our level.”

Exalt Harras did not reply. He merely paused for a moment. Clenching his hand in anger, he strode from the room, leaving Harolt to his studies as he pondered over the notes that he had taken.

            

    
        CH 150 (Book 3 Ch 40): Final Days

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel sat in his mother’s recovery room with his parents. His mother was resting in her bed with a number of enchanted bandages covering her arm. Apparently, they were meant to prepare her for the eventual regeneration that would occur. At the same time, his father sat next to her, giving her a hand with her food.

It was lunch time, and the family of three Mages and three Spirits were doing their best to simply enjoy each other’s presence. It was unfortunate that things needed to be delayed due to Ezekiel having to check in and sign a contract not to release the details of the Ichor experiments. But since it was a contract with the Church of Ten, not the Empire, he was much more willing to agree.

Currently, Ezekiel was regaling his parents with some of the tales of his experiments and inventions. The look of pride on his mother’s face when he told them how he had made several breakthroughs in enchanted scriptures brought warm feelings to his heart.

He also enjoyed telling them about the little adventures he got up to when it came to his friends at the Sanafalls Cathedral. As well as the odd jobs he did here and there with Sasha, who had done well for herself. Even after her reservations regarding being an official Guild Hunter were brought up,

“-and then, the floor collapsed underneath him. Right on top of the room he was hiding the safe in. It was filled with countless other things, it was practically a trash heap, but we managed to find the money in the end.” Ezekiel had just finished narrating one of the jobs that Sasha had taken him on.

It was related to a merchant who was operating out of one of Sanafalls satellite islands. He had made several commissions for artifacts on behalf of several companies. Ultimately leading to him being in a great deal of debt. Specifically owed to the Church.

When the third deadline had passed, Ezekiel and Sasha were sent out with a couple of Scholars to go and collect. Ezekiel found himself quite surprised to be working as a debt collector, rather than a pirate hunter and Expedition aide.

Such jobs were much quieter than his other jobs for the Church. The ones when he was acting as a Scholar. He figured that his parents would be happier to hear about these stories than the near-death experiences of his other adventures. Especially given the current situation.

“That must’ve been incredibly messy.” Evelyn seemed much more cheerful than the day before. But even though she laughed at Ezekiel's stories, he could tell she was still upset at what was to come. “How in the world did he manage to hide so much from the Cavern Mage investigators?”

“He had the safe enchanted to float. A common enough enchantment when working in the Archipelago. So, he had it placed in a pool of water, which the Cavern Mages wouldn’t be able to use their tremor sensing to find.” Ezekiel explained. “They’d just come up blank, or it would look like a tub or basin. Nothing of particular interest. Quite smart, honestly. At least, smart for a guy who stuck around in the vicinity of the same people he owed debts to for as long as he did.”

The sheer gall and hubris of the man had disgusted Ezekiel when he had participated in the arrest. The man had enough artifacts and money saved from other elicit dealings that he could’ve easily gotten on a ship and moved to another island.

“... I’m happy that your time in exile wasn’t filled entirely with near death experiences...” Evelyn had her head bowed as she stared into her soup, lost in thought.

The room fell into a heavy silence. Ezekiel had done his best to avoid it, but it seemed like his mother wasn’t letting things go.

“I don’t think that’s the kind of thing we should be talking about right now.” Ezekiel was gentle with his words. “Yes. I’ve been through a lot. Neither I nor Shine would be Adepts at this age if we hadn't been. But the important thing is that I’m here with you. Sure, there’s still some bumps we need to pass over before things settle down for good. But I’m back, and I think that’s what matters most right now.”

“But we’re the ones that should’ve come to you!” Evelyn clenched her hands around her sheets. “We’re your parents. Regardless of what those Relics did to you; you’re our son. We should’ve protected you!”

Ezekiel saw tears dripping from his mother’s face. To the side, Warren turned and looked away. It was obvious that this was something that had been weighing on them for a long time.

From the letters and interactions that he had had with them so far, he was honestly just happy that they hadn’t forgotten him. But it was obvious that they had been doing their best to not allow themselves to fall apart. Most likely for his sisters.

“... Sometimes, the world is just too much... We are not Ancients. We are just people.” Ezekiel muttered as he reached out for his mother’s hand. “Though it wasn’t for as long as I think any of us thought it would be for, I know you both raised me right. If it wasn’t for the upbringing I had, with two amazing parents that loved me, despite my element, my life could’ve been far worse.”

Moving to the side of the bed, Ezekiel held both his parents in his arms. They felt so much smaller than when he was a child. Back then he would be held by just a single one of them. Now, the mighty figures he did and still looked up to, surprisingly seemed much closer to him than their eight years of separation would’ve implied.

For a moment, the family just stayed there. Quietly basking in each other’s presence as they calmed down. Their Spirits, sensing their partner’s feelings, made their way over. Taking up spots near their partners, the familiar weights of their Spirits helped the family calm down. The burden’s within them were shared once more.

Taking his seat once again, Ezekiel held out a napkin to his mother, which she used to wipe her tears. Giving her a smile, Ezekiel leaned back, before asking a few things about his sisters.

It was a nice distraction, and the family slowly became more upbeat as Evelyn and Warren took their turn to tell stories about the things that Wendy and Ellen got up to.

For the rest of the day, the Luminance family continued telling stories, went on walks through the area, and just enjoyed their time together. For as long as possible, they wanted to stick together.

----------



After a day of spending time with his parent’s Ezekiel found himself lying on his back as he stared at the ceiling of the testing room. He had just finished absorbing several vials of Tier three Ichor. The physical fatigue he felt was merely an illusion. But the spiritual strain he felt on his soul was very real.

The gains they achieved, however, made the entire thing worth it. At least when Ezekiel didn’t move or channel his mana. For now, anyways.

“We should take a break. Even with you carrying me, I’m still feeling really tired.” Shine was not happy that they needed to stop once again. But it was getting to the point where they simply weren’t able to provide any aid to Ezekiel anymore.

“This is not an ideal situation to be in right now.” Ezekiel muttered to himself as he gasped for breath. To the side, the same Scholars were once again examining him. Missing from the room were the Exalt and his followers. But they weren’t really needed anymore.

“I wouldn’t say that. I know that there’s a lot of people that would want to be in your position. After all, who else in the world could leap from Step three to Step Eight of Tier three in less than two days?” Harolt poked Ezekiel in the side with a toe. Looking down from above, the old man had an amused grin on his face.

“He’s got you there. Maybe we need to stop complaining?” Shine couldn’t help but feel a flash of concern as they realized just how fast they were pushing themselves.

“Although, I would suggest waiting for a little while before you Tier up. Shine’s soul isn’t quite strong enough to withstand peak Tier three mana just yet.” Harolt rubbed his chin in thought. “Although, they are also the only Spirit I’ve ever known to reach Tier three within ten years before. I haven’t heard of any Mages doing that either, as a matter of fact.”

Shine felt a swell of pride from hearing Harolt’s words. It felt nice to have someone other than Ezekiel praising him. A piece of the youthfulness that shone through, even after all their experiences so far. Though they also felt embarrassed at the reference to their age, and how they were so young.

Ezekiel swatted Harolt’s foot away as he rolled over. Grabbing Shine from where they were laying on the floor, he pushed himself up with a bit of effort.

“Technically speaking, you can count me in on that.” Ezekiel said. I only really started training and gathering mana when I reached Tier one, which was only a few months before Shine came to be.” Ezekiel huffed with exertion. But the pain was fading away to a dull soreness that would disappear within a day.

“Well, you’re a freak of nature, with a ridiculously powerful soul. So, I don’t think it’s fair to compare you with your Spirit.” Harolt turned and walked over to where he had a pile of broken equipment on a table. Several Scholars were examining them, to see if they could discern any methods of shielding them against Ezekiel’s mana.

“It’s a shame you keep breaking our things like this.” Harolt picked up one of the items. “Not only are we unable to examine what exactly is going on, but the sheer amount of money you now owe us is astronomical!”

“The sheer what?!” Ezekiel exclaimed in panic. Internally, Shine was also panicking, and shouting at Harolt in a manner that they couldn’t hear. The worry about the money had caused them to forget that they could technically speak if they used the right spell.

“Enough.” Naeri swatted the back of Harolt’s head with a clipboard. The old man flinched and ducked away when she followed up with another swing. “You don’t owe us anything, Ezekiel. None of the equipment is actually broken. The enchantments were simply made inert. A couple sparks of mana to jumpstart them and put them back into working order is all they need.”

“Oh, thank the Ancients!” Ezekiel nearly collapsed back onto the floor in relief. “I nearly had a heart attack when you mentioned money. I know full well how much the materials for this equipment cost. Let alone the manpower needed to put it all together.”

“In that case, you should try to be more polite when people are examining you. You’re not the child you once were, you know. So, standing up under the pressure of a Legendary Mage won’t be as awe inspiring and as likely to invoke respect.” Harolt harrumphed and blocked Naeri’s clipboard with a fist. “Honestly... this is the first time we’ve ever met a Mage that’s fulfilled all the requirements to Tier up that wasn’t an elderly Scholar. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but it really is disappointing that we need to wait for Shine to get stronger before you can reach Tier four.”

Ezekiel felt Shine’s mood take a turn for the worse. They both knew that Harolt didn’t truly mean anything insulting by it, but it was still upsetting for the Void Spirit. Something that Ezekiel wasn’t going to let stand. Not when, like Harolt said, Ezekiel was the freak of nature in this instance.

“Ow!” Harolt began hopping on one foot as a sharp pain lanced through it.

Ezekiel, smirking as he saw the old man hopping around, held his gun shaped fingers up to his face and blew. While it hurt his finger a little bit, with his reinforcement he could negate the pain. Meaning he could use his Void Stab spell with his finger and turn it into an overpowered poke.

“New spell? Naril couldn’t help but ask.

“Nope. Just a different use of an old one.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but shrug, not too concerned about what he did and didn’t tell the Grand Scholars, or their subordinates.

He would’ve been more comfortable with Issa and Trent, due to their previous work experiences. But the two of them had left Harkem on their pilgrimages years ago. Something that Ezekiel was thankful for. Apparently, both had since reached Tier three, and become official Scholars of their respective Cathedrals.

Apparently, Quentin was also out of the city, having survived up to this point. But he had been taken out of commission due to injuries. Soul strain, to the point of entering a coma, had meant that he was evacuated a while ago with most of the other citizens.

But he had been given honors and the promise of extensive care to help him recover meant that Ezekiel wasn’t too worried. He trusted the Church to take care of their own.

“So, anything else you want us to go over today? Or are we done, because I am not making another attempt right now. I need a bath and some rest. Given how greasy I feel at the moment.” Ezekiel raised an arm and gave himself a sniff. He hadn’t noticed it before, but he smelled like blood. It was not a pleasant scent, as many had pointed out to him.

“No. You can go. Come back tomorrow, however. We can’t get much more information at this point. But we might as well get you to the peak of Tier three. It’s not like Ichor is as expensive as Pure Mana Crystals, after all.” Harolt waved Ezekiel off. “It’s just a shame that Mages can’t reach Tier four without a sufficiently powerful Spirit. Then we might’ve been able to get you to Legendary before you set out.”

Ezekiel paused as he reached for the door. Backing away from it, he turned to address Harolt and Naeri, who were looking over some of the equipment, and ignoring him. An idea began forming in his head. Something he had forgotten about given all the excitement over the last few weeks.

“Are you sure you want to tell them? I’m fairly certain they should already know. Didn’t you give notes and theories to the Church already?” Shine was somewhat apprehensive about sharing the suggestions and theories they and Ezekiel had regarding reaching Tier four without a Spirit.

“I trusted this information to George, Fiana, Riley, Marc, and Cinder.” Ezekiel replied. “Sharing it with the Grand Scholars respect from my childhood, who risked a lot to help me, probably won’t hurt.”

Striding forward, Ezekiel approached Harolt and Naeri. The two turned to look at him with curiosity plastered on their faces. To the side, the other Scholars that were assisting also stole a look, but otherwise didn’t interfere.

“About Tier four... Can I talk to you two in private for a second? I think there’s some information I have that you two might be interested in. Information that I don’t think you could’ve gotten, given the condition of the Cathedral and the conflict you’ve been facing.” The Grand Scholars looked intrigued by Ezekiel’s words and took him to a side office before sealing it from outside observation.

Ezekiel didn’t end up leaving for several hours. As he dragged his feet on the ground, he could barely force himself to wonder what the consequences of his most recent action would be.

----------



Sitting atop one of the walls surrounding the Cathedral, Ezekiel couldn’t help but stare at the partially overcast sky. Before, the city was covered in much thicker clouds, to the point where it was reminiscent of the Desolate Lands. It was only the dim, yet constant, light during the day that kept it different. But even then, the days had been getting darker and darker as time went on.

Over the past three days, however, the skies had begun to clear. To the point where, even during a night like this, the stars could barely be seen through the haze in the sky. Given another week or so, and the artificial clouds that nearly blocked out the sun might fully fade away.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” Ezekiel muttered aloud. “In just a couple more days, I’ll be heading out to the largest battle I’ll have ever taken part in. Yet I’m calmer now than I was when I first left Sanafalls.”

Back then, Ezekiel had been stressed, both because he’d been forced to sneak around to escape his friends and allies, and because he didn’t know if his family would even be alive by the time he got here. The events he had to go through to get past Tarquessa were also a stress inducing situation. But here he was, at his childhood home once again.

“I think it’s kind of nice. We’ve made some personal progress, and we’ve gotten stronger. So, it’s more likely that we’ll be able to survive.” Shine was quiet, but they did seem more upbeat about the situation than before. “It’s somewhat comforting to know that we won’t be the lowest Tier entering the battle.”

That had been something of a surprise for Ezekiel. Originally, he had thought that the lowest Tier being taken along would be Adepts. But after the final batch of reinforcements arrived, and had been properly organized, they realized that leaving only Tier three’s and higher wouldn’t be enough.

Several divisions of Tier twos, that had originally only been in the city for logistic and support purposes, were relegated to coming along to the Broodlord’s den. They wouldn’t be taking part directly, but instead were being equipped with artifacts that the Church was doing their best to put together in as short a time as they could.

“I honestly didn’t think I’d see siege weapons in this lifetime. But it seems like things just keep changing as time goes on.” Ezekiel recalled the awe he felt when he saw the dozen, or so, elemental cannons being rolled out.

Apparently, such weapons were not permitted to be used against other Human or Spirit factions. There were strict agreements that, only if the Cruor had managed to establish a solid territory in the currently controlled Human lands were they allowed to be used.

Of course, the sheer cost of such weapons made it infeasible for them to see regular use. The fact that they needed to be operated by a Legendary Mage to be useful, or a team of Ten Adepts of the same Element, also meant that they weren’t really practical beyond the most desperate situations.

The fact that only the Imperial capital originally had them was also a factor, since they were incredibly expensive. The few that the Cathedral was putting together were just add-ons to the ones that the Willowbrush army had brought with them. Even then, they were only possible due to the fact that an immense amount of supplies was being brought in.

“Meh. They’re just bigger crossbows. Any Legendary Mage could block at least one shot from them.” Shine tried not to sound impressed, but Ezekiel had felt the sheer wonder they had been feeling when they first saw the weapons.

“I’ll try to make a smaller version for you. That way you’ll be able to give it a shot.” Shine felt joy at Ezekiel’s words, before quickly smothering it with just a hint of embarrassment leaking out.

The pair stayed silent for a little while. Simply looking at the stars and enjoying the calm for the moment. This lull in battle was something they could greatly appreciate. There had always been a constant state of worry as the Guilds and Scholars feared that they would come under attack once again.

But it seemed like the Broodlord understood that any attacks on the city would result in a stalemate thanks to the reinforcements and Mythic Hunter that was defending them. They were much in the same boat, after all. The exalt knew that this attack on the Cruor was going to be difficult. Especially if more Spines had been formed.

Reclaiming the territory that the Empire had lost wasn’t going to be a simple task. Originally, the lack of Broodlord in any of the battles that Harkem was fighting meant that the Empire wasn’t too worried and would only fight back with the necessary amount of force to ensure that there wasn’t any unrest in the rest of the Empire. When Ezekiel had found out about the politics involved, he decided to wipe his hands clean of the situation, and simply focus on the here and now for fighting.

“Hey! Stop thinking about that stuff! We’re trying to relax, aren’t we?” Shine cut through Ezekiel’s feelings of frustration and anger at the nobility of the Empire like a knife through butter.

“Right. Thanks.” Ezekiel said as he let out a deep breath to relax. “Just a few more days...”

A comfortable silence enveloped both of them. The fears and worries that they still felt had abated somewhat. Replaced once more by the calm that they had enjoyed in the beginning.

----------



The rest of the week passed with a comfortable ease. Ezekiel managed to force himself to reach the Peak of Tier three via the experiments in the Cathedral. At the same time, he kept himself calm and centered, recovering his soul as he relaxed and spent time with his parents at every opportunity.

Shine had not managed to get past Step eight of Tier three. Their soul just wasn’t grown enough for it. But they had hopes that they would reach the appropriate level by the time they returned.

No thoughts of dying were found in either of their minds. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t be careful. Both were aware that they could die at any moment when the battle began. But they couldn’t let that stop them. Not when they were already at this point.

The fact that Naeri and Harolt had apparently made a bit of headway in their research regarding Legendary ascension also helped. If things went well, then it might be possible for Ezekiel to reach Tier four without Shine’s assistance.

For now, however, they were both silent as they gazed upon the figure of Exalt Harras as he addressed the army of Hunters and Scholars that were assembled in front of him.

He and his group stood off to the side. He wasn’t currently a part of any of the other conscripted unaffiliated Hunters. He had been put into a separate team that had been assembled by the Exalt personally. There were no familiar faces in this group, and it was relatively small. But from what Ezekiel could tell, it was composed of several stealth experts that would keep him safe for as long as possible.

“Everybody, I am not a man of grand and charismatic words.” Ezekiel focused as the Exalt spoke, his voice rolling over the crowd as he infused it with his mana. “Instead, all I will say is this. We are at the height of history, having returned to the age of despair, when the Cruor first conquered nearly half the inhabitable world.”

The people in the crowd shifted uncomfortably, unsure of where the Exalt was going with this.

“But there is a difference between then, and now. Then, we could not be certain of whether or not we would all be killed, and eventually consumed by those wretched Desolate creatures!” Exalt Harras’ voice took a fervent tone. “Now, we have long since proven that the Cruor can be pushed back! That the Broodlords can be killed! Yes, this will be a struggle, and yes, we all will be facing death! But there is hope! There is light that can be found within the darkness! The only choice to be made right now, is will you grab it!”

“YES, EXALT!!!” A cry rose up from the assembled Hunters. Somewhat invigorated by the Exalt’s speech.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but admire the Exalt. He didn’t think it was the best speech ever, but he certainly felt his heart pumping, and many of his worries settled into determination. As he looked around the crowd, he saw that many others looked much more serious as well.

“Now. Let us be off. We have a Hunt to partake in!” Exalt Harras declared before the assembled Hunters and Mages.

With that said, they all set forth towards the north, where the skies were dark, and the land was filled with monsters. Victory, or death, were the only results that they would have.
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Within the den of the Broodlord, Azrak and Nara were currently sprawled out on the floor. Their bodies twitched as pain wracked their bodies. Steam wafted up from their forms as the Ichor that ran through their veins began to boil. They couldn’t even scream due to the amount of pain that they were in.

Around the room, the most powerful of the Winged Cruor, and a few of the Fanged and Bone Cruor that were accompanying them on behalf of their Broods watched from kneeling positions. None dared to look up from the ground. Too terrified of being targeted by the one whose ire Azrak and Nara had wrought upon themselves.

Above them, on a throne forged from bones and steel hardened feathers, the Broodlord sat and looked down upon them. His eyes glowed with an eerie sheen of sickly yellow. Distinct from the brilliant gold of Radiant magic. This was more like a luminescent pus.

“How disappointing... You have failed me, yet again, Azrak” The voice that echoed from the Broodlord’s mouth was not his own. His body was stiff and his demeanor was different. Azrak nearly cracked the solid ground with how violently he spasmed upon being called by name. “You dare to return when you failed to keep the Ichorous Spine safe. I should splatter your bodies across these lands and use you as fertilizer for the newly converted children to grow.”

Azrak and Nara flinched with every word coming from the Broodlord’s mouth. The sheer presence of the being in front of them was beyond anything they had ever personally experienced in this world. The weight and pressure emanated from this being’s aura was heavy from time and experience.

As for the Broodlord himself, it was clear that his own condition was not that great either. Oily Ichor was beginning to seep from his eyes. Reaching up to wipe some of it away, he threw his hand to the side in disgust. His complexion was growing even more pale, and his flesh was becoming more and more sunken in as time passed.

“How disgraceful. Even this vessel, prepared over the course of more than a decade, cannot contain my power for but a few minutes at a time.” The Broodlord’s face turned back to the writhing forms of Azrak and Nara. “Know this; you live solely because the information you brought regarding the Void Hunter was useful, and explained several things that are known to me and my brethren. Your new duty will be to apprehend him, and bring him to the center of our Lands so that we may convert him directly. If you fail, yet still live, your lives will be forfeit.”

The sickly light began to fade from the Broodlord’s eyes. Whatever presence was there had begun to recede.

“Prepare the defenses of this den. It is likely that they will attack in an attempt to remove my chosen Lord from his position. Do not waste further numbers on striking them in their homes. Wait for them to come to us, so that you may fight them with an advantage.”

As the light fully disappeared from the Broodlord’s eyes, he let out a gasp as he leaned forward in his throne. Holding his chest as he struggled to breathe, he threw a hand out to the side. Several dozen feathers flew out and cut into the flesh of some of the kneeling Winged Cruor.

As the Ichor within their veins bled out, it floated through the air, following the will of the Broodlord. As it approached him he opened his mouth. The Ichor flooded into him, filling his body with vigor and vitality once again. The flow of Ichor soon stopped, and though they looked tired, the wounds on the Cruor that had been drained had been healed quite fast.

Throughout the room, none of the Cruor that were present looked up, respectful of the Lord that commanded them. But the terrifying sense of foreboding and awe had disappeared. There was still a sense of caution, but it was tempered by the show of weakness that the Broodlord displayed. Though none would call him out on it.

In the center of the room, Azrak and Nara lay gasping for breath themselves. While they didn’t look as decrepit as the Broodlord had, it was clear that they were in much more pain.

The Winged Broodlord looked down on them, this time fully aware of what he was looking at. He closed his eyes, going over the memory of what had happened when he was not in control of his body.

“You may all rise.” He declared, and the Cruor in the room rose to their feet. Except for Azrak and Nara, who barely managed to roll onto their knees. They tried to stand, but the Broodlord waved them down. “Enough! Our Brood has punished you enough. I shall not turn away the generosity They have granted you in sparing your lives. Go! Return to your quarters and recover. You will both be assigned to the Ichorous Spines that we will be growing here as part of the defenses. There is little point in trying to keep them a secret anymore, as the information regarding the Spines has most certainly spread. We might as well use them more liberally, even if they will only be in their gathering forms.”

Azrak and Nara nearly sagged with relief. Their demeanor showed thankfulness and appreciation for their Lord’s mercy. But their Lord’s next words brought them low once again.

“Feast upon some of the Umbral Beasts to recover your strength if you must. But be ready to lead the efforts to tend to and defend them to the best of your ability. Neither of you two will be heading out again anytime soon.”

“My Lord! How will we perform our duty of capturing the Void Hunter if we cannot leave?” Nara was frantic as she called out to the Broodlord. 

She fell into a coughing fit a moment later, having strained herself too much in her panic. Azrak just looked on. Forcibly calming himself, as he doubted that the Broodlord would order their deaths after what he had just said about their Brood’s mercy.

“Tell me; who do you think they will send to destroy the half grown Spines when they come here to do battle and send us back to the east?” A look of comprehension and enlightenment spread across Azrak’s face. One that was mirrored after a moment of confusion on Nara’s.

“I thank the Lord for his guidance!” The two chanted in unison before standing up and limping out of the room.

The Broodlord then turned to face the rest of the assembled Cruor. Who all, upon being examined, bowed their heads in subservience.

“As for the rest of you. Begin preparations immediately. We can no longer afford to simply harass and push the humans back. They are coming for us now. In numbers that may very well match our own now.” The Broodlord was grim as he spoke to his followers. “We will not be receiving any additional forces from the Deep. But it should not be necessary. With the Spines even partially grown, it should not be difficult to destroy them all.”

With that said and done, the Broodlord held out his wings. Reaching into the shadows cast by their immense size, he flinched, and there was a cracking sound as he grunted in pain. This happened a total of six times.

Retracting his wings, he held six sharp bones in his grasp. Opening his hands, the bones flew off to the six strongest Legendary Cruor in the room. Each one caught the bone that was meant for them and held it with a sense of awe and worship.

“Take these bones and bathe them in the Pool of Chaos. Leave them there until they have absorbed enough Ichor to sprout. They will not be able to grow to maturity, but they will be at least able to grow enough to ensure that the Hunters cannot get too close to us. Ensure they are planted an equal distance away from each other, at the edge of the zone created by the Spine we are already tending to.”

The six Cruor with the Spines in hand left the room in a hurry to see their charges planted. The rest of the Cruor, upon being waved off by the Broodlord, also left the room in haste.

The Broodlord sat there for a moment. His body was still recovering from the effects of hosting his Brood’s will within his body. Finally, he stood from his throne. There was little that he, personally, had to attend to as their defenses were prepared. As such, he decided to see how his project was doing.

Within another room, the pods and sacks that held the once humanoid forms within them no longer seemed to glow as they absorbed Ichor. Instead, it seemed like they were awaiting something. But were otherwise ready to burst open, and enter the world once again.

To the side of the room, several Umbral Beasts feasted on the remains of dozens of pods that had perished during the process. The figures that were once inside were devoured without mercy or thought. All the while, the Broodlord entered the room and walked toward one fleshy sack in particular.

Where once there were two figures, connected by a tendril, now there was only one, which seemed like a warped amalgamation of the two previously separate individuals. 

Unlike before, this sack of flesh did not sit still. It shook and shuddered as the figure inside writhed in pain. The Broodlord’s face took on a pained expression as he placed a hand gently on the sack.

“It will all be over soon. Just a little bit longer, and your pain will end.” The Broodlord was quiet. Tender and caring, as he tried to comfort the being inside.

He remained there for several hours before finally leaving to oversee his followers. He would not allow himself to let down his Brood. Not after all that they had given him.

----------



Exalt Harras looked over the report that the Grand Scholars had presented him with. It had only been a day since the tests that they had Ezekiel perform with the Ichor. It had been shocking enough to hear Ezekiel give his report regarding his experience with the mana rich Ichor during his mission. But to see him absorb Ichor without consequence beyond some soul strain was both incredible, and problematic.

“We cannot let this news be spread. The Church of Ten will know to be discreet. Even if they will allow access to the information for their Grand Scholars.” The Exalt primary aide shuffled through his own copy of the report.

“Thank you for pointing out the obvious, Adrian. But I’m not quite sure how I’ll be able to keep this from the Emperor. If he demands a full report then I will have to reply.” Exalt Harras dropped his head into his hands. A show of weakness he would never allow anyone else to witness.

“And if that happens, then those bastard nobles will most certainly learn of it as well. Then, the experiments will begin, and the Empire will find itself with powerful Mutants, Aberrant Cruor, inside its capital.” Adrian declared.

Exalt Harras couldn’t help but nod his head in agreement. That was exactly what he had been thinking. His experience with the Empire’s nobles, at least the ones that had grown in power since the current Emperor’s ascendancy, were all corrupt, and had no desire to see Void Mages rise. The change in status quo would be too great.

“On the other hand, if a region like Quintessa learns about this, then they will undoubtedly gain an upper hand when it comes to gaining war Mages.” Exalt Harras could see it now. A mass exodus of citizens from all over the world, to the one place where being a Void Mage didn’t result in outright discrimination. A place where they still honored the Ancient Void above all other Ancients.

If they found out that Void Mages could be cultivated to the higher Tiers, then it was certain that they would spare no expense in doing so safely. The mysteries of the Void were far too tempting to be ignored. Worse yet, the Cult of Light might start behaving in a much more zealous manner.

“If the Cult of Light finds out as well, then we may very well have open war all over the world.” Both of them knew that the Cult hated Void Mages. They would certainly try to connect Void Mages to Cruor, even more so than they already were. Once that happened, mass killings would certainly begin.

“... The boy’s father... He’s a Radiant Mage, is he not?” Exalt Harras knew this, of course, but it didn’t hurt to be certain.

“Indeed. Why do you ask, my lord.” Adrian was curious. As far as he knew, there was no reason that a Radiant Mage, even a Legendary one like Warren Luminance, would be important. Even if he was the father of Ezekiel.

“And his wife is an Obscure Mage... I don’t like it, but they may be the only ones that I can trust to do this.” Exalt Harras ignored Adrian’s question. “The threat of death would stay their hand, while their son would ensure that there was no chance that they would refuse...”

Exalt Harras was growing more and more certain that his plan would work. But even still, he knew that he needed to have a contingency, just in case.

“Aiden, I’m sorry to have to do this to you, but it seems like I must entrust my life to you once again.” Upon hearing his lord’s words, Aiden’s face grew solemn.

“Anything you ask of me shall be fulfilled to the best of my abilities. You know this.” Aiden saluted his lord as he spoke. Confidence and determination filled him.

Exalt Harras looked at his aide for a moment. No hesitation could be found as he examined the Legendary Mage.

“In that case, I will need you to accompany me tomorrow. There is something I must do, that will hopefully ensure that neither I nor our fellows, will reveal this secret.” Exalt Harras was grim. He didn’t like what he was going to be doing. But he knew that it must be done.

----------

It was two days after Ezekiel had first been tested. Exalt Harras found himself visiting the elder Luminance’s alongside his aide. After hearing of his lord’s plan, Aiden had been adamant that there must be another means that they could use. But Exalt Harras knew that there would be no one else he could trust to not reveal what they were going to do, to the Emperor.

“Warren Luminance, Evelyn Luminance. It is nice to finally meet you. I’m certain you already know, but I’ve spoken to your son a number of times now.” Exalt Harras tried to be polite. To ease the tension that Warren and Evelyn most certainly felt.

“What do you want?” Warren was having none of it, however, and decided to cut straight to the point. “If it’s to do with my son, then there’s little we can do to stop you.”

Both of Ezekiel’s parents looked utterly defeated. It was their hope that things would turn out well for them and Ezekiel. They were still upset that Ezekiel would be heading out once again. But it looked like there was something else happening. Something that would likely affect their family once again.

“To the point. I like that.” Exalt Harras smiled as he interrupted Aiden, who was about to reprimand Warren for his disrespect. “I need you and your wife to alter my memories.”

To say that Warren and Evelyn were shocked was an understatement. Memory alteration was certainly possible. But there were always side-effects. Not only that, but there was a high possibility of the knowledge leaking at some point, and the sealed or altered memories returning to normal.

Worse yet, since this was an Exalt’s memories that they were altering, if it was discovered, then it was certain that they would be executed. Not even Exalt Harras’ direct support would help them.

To the side, Aiden closed his eyes and sighed as he still had reservations regarding this request.

“Before you refuse outright, know that I am aware of your pasts. It was difficult to find, I admit. But my resources were enough.” Warren and Evelyn turned pale at the thought. Their past was something they didn’t wish to revisit. “Besides; the memories I want you to hide or alter are connected to your son.”

“What do you mean!?” Evelyn exclaimed. Exalt Harras and Aiden winced at the noise. They had been quiet so far, and had set up security and privacy artifacts that should be working. But they would still prefer things be kept quiet.

“I will not tell you what the information is. But suffice it to say, it would greatly threaten your son, and the Empire, if it was widely spread. Others who are aware have been bound in contracts, to keep it secret, from even the Emperor. But due to my own contracts, the Emperor can demand such information from me. As such, I need the information to be removed, sealed, or altered.” Exalt Harras reclined in his seat, side eyeing Theo and Reya, who had been staring with their hackles raised at his own Spirit. “You two won’t risk your son’s safety, so I would have you both take steps to ensure his safety. Which means that I can trust you not to harm me, as it would mean his safety would be at risk. His death, guaranteed.”

Warren and Evelyn were at odds with themselves. On the one hand, if they altered the Exalt’s memories, then it was certain that they would be executed if their involvement was discovered. But if they didn’t do this, then it was possible that Ezekiel would die as soon as the Exalt returned to the Emperor’s side. They knew which choice they were going to make, and it wasn’t a hard one.

But there was information they still needed.

“Why can’t you get a different set of Radiant and Obscure Mages? Couldn’t you just bind them with contracts as well?” Warren needed to know why he and his wife were really chosen. There was no possible way that he and his wife were the only Radiant and Obscure Legendary pair in the city.

“They would not be in my retinue. I currently have no Radiant or Obscure Mages that are within my household that are powerful enough to do this. Yet at the same time, any other Mages would be unlikely to agree to the secrecy contracts that the both of you will also have to sign. The terms that my aide and I agreed on are quite strict, after all.” Exalt Harras pulled two contracts out of his Void Pouch, placing them in front of the couple.

The pair looked over the contract, looking worse and worse as they read through it. To say that it was strict was an understatement. To the point that they would be lucky to survive if the contract was broken. There was an out, of course, but it would only come into effect if Exalt Harras became aware of the information that was sealed.

“We don’t have a choice, do we...” Evelyn trailed off as she finished reading the contract. Yet another secret that they would need to keep from their son.

“We have no reason not to keep this a secret anyways. Not if the Exalt is speaking the truth.” Warren had clenched his hands so hard he was bleeding as his nails dug into his palm.

“I’m happy that you both understand.” Exalt Harras said with a smile.

“Yes, but do you? Neither of us have tried to do what you are asking us to do. While it will not be intentional, there is a high chance that you will risk your mind, your soul, in this endeavor. Worse yet, you will be fighting the Broodlord within a week or so.” Warren had resigned himself to doing this, but he also had strong opinions about the morality of affecting other’s minds with his Magic.

“I trust that you won’t do too much damage. I should recover from any aftereffects before we set out.” Exalt Harras had few worries. He would be acting in concert with the two, ensuring that they had access to his soul to do what they must. “Besides, Aiden has insisted he go first, to see how this will work out.”

Upon being called, Aiden stepped forward, placing himself into a seat between the couple. His face looked grim, like he was reluctant to do this. Not because he was going first. Just because he hated that this was a necessary action that they had to take.

“Obscure magic is not the best at this either. It’s more painful, from what little I know of these magics.” Warren said as he scooted forward to begin. He and Evelyn had signed the contracts while Aiden had sat down. “I have at least some idea of what I’m doing. But Evelyn does not.”

“Then you will need to be extra careful, won’t you.” Exalt Harras’ voice turned hard and cold as Warren and Evelyn leaned forward. Both of them placed their hands on Aiden’s head. They knew what Exalt Harras was implying. 

Nothing else was said as the shadows writhed and light blinked into existence.

----------



Two ice packs were resting heavily on Exalt Harras’ and Aiden’s heads. If it wasn’t for the fact that they trusted each other implicitly, they may very well have killed both elder Luminance’s just a few hours ago.

At first, they had both had their own separate instances of doubt. But they still remembered what they had told each other in code, to ensure that they could understand what was going on. Aiden had also ensured that the Luminance’s identities were hidden when they had used their magic on Exalt Harras. Something they had discussed doing the previous day. But only if their magic worked on Aiden first.

This was to help Exalt Harras from remembering, and potentially revealing, that it was Warren and Evelyn that had altered their memories. Only Aiden would know, and he was not beholden to the Emperor as Exalt Harras was.

“I still feel like this was too much for a precautionary measure. You don’t even know if the Emperor wil dig that deep looking for... whatever it is we have hidden.” Aiden was currently in better condition than his lord at the moment, but he was still clearly suffering.

“I would only take such measures if the Empire’s livelihood was at stake. You know this.” ExaltHarras groaned as he moved his ice pack to a better position. “Besides, it was made obvious that this was the best, if not the most ideal, choice for us. It’s just a shame they couldn’t simply alter the memories, instead of sealing them.”

“If you say so, my lord. But I still think it's strange. I didn’t even realize I had forgotten anything. If not for the headache, I would say that I had forgotten it naturally.” Aiden idly scratched his head as he moved his own ice pack.

“Agreed. The powers of Radiant and Obscure magic... They truly are the closest to the mysteries of the Void. If only because they are the second most mysterious by themselves.” Exalt Harras shivered at the thought of such magic being used more frequently. “We are just fortunate that the only reason they could do such a thing was because they had our full cooperation.”

The duo fell into silence as they did their best to ease their aching heads. Warren had been correct when he had said that this precaution would not be without its consequences.

Only time would tell if the risk was worth it.
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                When the army of Hunters and Mages set out to the north to wipe out the Cruor, Ezekiel had wondered what forces would remain to take care of the city. That frame of thought lasted for the first day of travel before he realized that there would be no point.

If the attacking forces lost, it would most likely mean that the Exalt had died. In such a case, that would mean that the entire region would fall to the Cruor before any other Exalt could arrive in time to assist. Thus, it was better that the combatants join as one, while those that were in no condition to fight would retreat to shore up the defenses in the surrounding regions within the Empire.

“We’re moving much faster than when we were scouting. Won’t that mean that some of the Spirits will be tired before the battle begins?” Shine had been observing their movements as the traveled through the nigh desolate landscape that surrounded them. “That’ll affect the course of the battle, won’t it?”

“Perhaps. But the army is here mostly for the sole purpose of ensuring the Exalt isn’t swarmed. From what I understood from the brief outline of the battle plan. The battle will ultimately rely on how well Exalt Harras does against the Winged Broodlord.” Ezekiel pondered the likely course of battle as he replied. “There’s also the fact that the army won’t be able to proceed without us completing our mission first.”

It had been explained to him that he wouldn’t be participating in the main battle. Just moving with a stealth team to get as close to their mana draining fog as possible. At which point he would set off on his own to wipe out the defenses and Spines that they assumed would be present.

No one was certain as to whether or not there would be more Spines to spread the fog’s area. They had no idea what the cost of creating them was. But they knew they needed to ensure that all possibilities were covered. The only thing they couldn’t currently account for was the possibility of another Broodlord attacking. But given their last known positions, it was hopeful that that wouldn’t happen.

Shifting in his seat, Ezekiel idly reached inside his Void Pouch. Prior to the final gathering before they all set out, he had been given several dozen explosive artifacts created by the Church of Ten. Apparently, they had a timer and a yield that would be nearly twice that of the makeshift explosive he had put together during his scouting mission.

“I hope that things can be settled quickly. It’s unlikely that the Exalt and Broodlord will fight right away. They’ll probably try to drag things out for a while. Especially if they have that mana draining mist up as a defense.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but be worried.

If the Exalt stepped in to fight off any Cruor that tried to get the first strike in, then it was possible that he would use enough mana to tip the balance towards the Broodlord’s favor when they fought. Thus, the Broodlord could technically just remain within the boundaries of the mist, since the Hunters couldn’t enter without being weakened.

A sudden shift in his wagon indicated that they were coming to a stop. It was apparent that something had happened. Getting up quickly, he saw that the other Hunters around him also got ready to depart.

“You ready?” Ezekiel forced himself to calm down as he stepped off the wagon.

“I think so...” Shine was just as nervous but was clearly having more difficulties hiding it.

Far into the distance, a wall of thick misty fog created a clear boundary between the Hunters and the Cruor. It was deceptively calm as they all approached. But everyone here had been briefed on the effects of the fog. Until it was cleared, they could not proceed.

Even now, as they stopped over a kilometer away, it was clear that the battle was going to begin soon.

----------



Neither Ezekiel nor Shine had stuck around to help set up what little defenses they had prepared. At the moment, the Void duo was moving forward with a handful of other stealth specialized Hunters. Shadows could barely be seen shifting as he passed through the trees. Ripples in the air where light reflected, ever so slightly, could be seen if you focused, just right.

None of the other elements were ideal for stealth operations like this, and the group had to take their time as they moved forward. While they could cover the distance of a few kilometers in an incredibly short time, if they wished, doing so might spark the battle before the army was ready.

Though it was clear that the Cruor were just waiting for a signal of their own before they began. For the moment, the Hunter army was just waiting for one of two things; the Exalt told them to attack, or the fog shifted enough to indicate a change in the Cruor’s defenses.

Coming up right to the edge of the fog, Ezekiel noticed a brief shift as several minor anomalies retreated as he moved forward. Taking stock of his surroundings, he quickly marked a tree after confirming that there were no Cruor that he could sense.

Two other trees, well outside the range of the fog, were marked in turn. Indicating that his escort had received the signal. They would wait for a set amount of time, indicated by artifacts that they all had in their possession. Ezekiel as well, so he would know whether or not he should retreat back this way later. For now, however, he was officially on his own.

“Keep your senses focused, but have your awareness spread out. We need to know if we’re facing anything we can’t handle.” Ezekiel could feel his own focus sharpen as he allowed his mind to fall into the Void.

He didn’t like doing this, but he had left a few people with instructions to snap him out of it when he returned. While it was dangerous, he couldn’t allow himself to feel anything that might distract him. That would be even more dangerous in this situation.

“Got it! Nothing close just yet. But I’m not sure where the Spine is.” Shine knew that their role was mostly going to be supportive in this instance. But the moment they saw a chance, they would be backing Ezekiel up with a myriad of Void cutters if need be.

Stalking silently forward, Ezekiel could feel the sensation of the fog trying to grip his mana once again. But it was obvious that it wasn’t able to do anything. If anything, since he had grown so much stronger, reaching the peak of Tier three, the feeling had lessened.

Ultimately, it took only a few minutes before they reached what looked like a patrol of some sort. It had a number of Fanged and Bone Cruor, but no Winged. Which made sense, as there was no point in them patrolling on the ground.

Silently following behind the patrol, the Void duo made their way further and further away from their army, until they eventually reached an area that looked like a camp. In the middle, there was a large, but still much smaller, Ichorous Spine. Unlike the last one they had seen, which was over ten stories tall, if Ezekiel’s memory was right, this one was only about fifteen feet tall.

“I think this one was planted recently. It doesn’t seem to be letting out as much fog. It probably didn’t have time to absorb as much mana from the environment.” Shine’s observations were in line with Ezekiel’s. But even if it wasn't as strong as the one that they destroyed before, it was still a threat and a hindrance.

Looking around, it was clear to Ezekiel that even the camp was new, and likely undermanned. He figured that this was a makeshift defense set up solely for the purpose of defending and watching over the Spine. But given how weak the defenses were, Ezekiel knew that something must be up.

As he observed the forces at this base, he realized that, if he was careful, he could potentially wipe them out without being caught. He’d be dead tired if he did so. But it was still possible. He didn’t move, however, as a familiar feeling of foreboding flooded his body and soul.

“This is a trap...” Ezekiel came to the realization that the camp was not just a defense for the Spine. “They knew that we would be here and laid a trap to have us hunted down after destroying one of the Spines.”

Looking into the sky, he could feel it in every fiber of his being. Something dangerous was waiting above. Specifically, it was waiting for the moment to strike him down.

“It’s strange...” Ezekiel had a sudden thought as he looked up. “Why is it only now that my ability to sense dangerous portents is so much clearer than it was when we saw the first Spine?”

For a moment, Shine wondered what Ezekiel was talking about. But as they thought back to their scout and patrol mission, they realized that not once had their danger sense flared up like it was now.

“Is it because we’ve gotten stronger, maybe?” Shine tentatively pushed forward their idea.

“Perhaps. But I think it’s more likely to do with how we interacted with the last Spine. As well as the amount of Ichor we absorbed.” Neither Ezekiel nor Shine liked that thought. It would mean several things about the changes in their connection to the Cruor if that were true.

“Food for thought at a later date. For now, let's give our ambushers a problem to deal with.” As he pushed aside the possible connections to the Cruor, a plan began to form in Ezekiel’s mind as he readied some of the explosive charges.

Taking a look at the timers on each of the artifacts, Ezekiel couldn’t help but grimace as he realized that his plan would put a snare in the Exalt’s preparations.

“Oh well...” Moving invisibly towards the Spine, Ezekiel formed a number of small Void Panes that moved like a drill, digging a hole beneath the Spine. Setting the timer for as long as it would go, Ezekiel teleported the Artifact underground.

“You’re putting a lot of faith into them not digging up the bombs.” Shine wasn’t so certain of this idea but couldn’t think of anything better at the moment.

“I know.” After making sure the Artifact was buried, and that there were no traces above ground, Ezekiel and Shine left the small camp. “But I don’t think they would risk the chance of damaging them just because of a small suspicion. They seem to care about the well-being of these Spines too much to do anything without proof first.”

Nothing else was said as they left the scene. Given the timeframe they had to work with, they needed to move fast. Back tracking along the patrol route that they followed before, the pair searched for another camp, and another Spine. They wanted to hit at least a couple more if possible.

All the while, the countdown for the beginning of the battle silently ticked closer and closer to zero.

----------



Far above the fog emitted by the six lesser Spines, and one center Spine that the Broodlord had been used for the conversion process in the Broodlord's Den, dozens of Legendary Cruor waited. They were observing as the Hunter army made their preparations under tarps and other makeshift cover.

Two Cruor, in particular, were nervous as they gazed toward the location of the three Spines that were closest to the Hunter army. They had patiently waited for a signal that one of the bases was under attack. Yet, it had been nearly an hour since the humans had arrived and nothing had happened so far.

Previously, they had been ordered to stay at the Broodlord’s den, away from the front lines of the battle. In preparation for when the Void Mage took down the Spines in the temporary bases surrounding the den. Given they were flying high above the center of the den, with the human army still far in the distance, the orders they were given were still being followed. If only technically.

However, as time passed, they were beginning to wonder if they would be able to complete their mission.

A deep aching within their souls spread through them, slowly causing them to feel more and more concern as they could sense their Brood’s frustration echoing through their Ichor.

“How much longer do we need to wait? They know that it will be impossible to fight with the fog up. So why hasn’t the Void Mage been sent in yet?” Nara was biting her talons as she idly flipped her wings to stay afloat.

“We need to stay calm and patient. Once we get the signal we shall head out. Even if the Void Mage showed a strange amount of power when last we saw him, there is no possible way for him to defeat us once we go after him together.” Azrak appeared much calmer, but the tapping of his own talons on his crossed arms showed his anxiety.

“What if he doesn’t even go for the ones nearest to the army? Perhaps he and a separate team split off to attack from behind?” Nara couldn’t help but let her thoughts wander to worse and worse possibilities. The sheer threat that the Winged Brood had made had turned her from the confident warrior she once was, to a nervous wreck that was aching to please her master and lord.

“Logically, that doesn’t make sense, even as a distraction. The army still wouldn’t be able to move forward if the fog was still up in front of them.” Azrak’s face and voice were stoic as he spoke. He knew he needed to keep calm.

All around them the other Legendary Cruor politely kept their silence. But more than a few gave them pitying glances. By this point, any and all enmity had disappeared. They were all aware of what Azrak and Nara faced should they fail. At this point, some of them thought that death at the hands of a Hunter might be preferable to returning in failure.

Suddenly, some movement below caught their attention. Across from them, dozens of flight specialized Hunters began to rise up towards them. At the same time, a loud horn flared through the region. It seemed like the Hunters were going to make a move, even though the fog had yet to fall.

“You two had best prepare yourselves. We must head out to support the rest. Do not leave the perimeter of the den. You don’t know when the Void Mage will strike.” The battle leader of the Winged Cruor waved at his team, and all of them set out, leaving Azrak and Nara behind.

As the battle at the edge of the fog began in earnest, the pair found themselves growing more and more restless. It was looking more and more like they wouldn’t be able to fulfill their mission.

“Perhaps we should go to the Broodlord. He might be willing to--” Narra’s nervous proposal was cut off as a sudden explosion rattled through the ground and echoed through the air.

It was the Spine that was closest to the Hunters. Given how they were spread out, the destruction of this Spine didn’t disturb the fog too much. But given a few more minutes, it would disperse enough to create an area that would lead towards the den.

“There! Let’s move!” Azrak and Nara went into a steep dive as they flew towards the now destroyed camp. But they hadn’t gotten more than a few meters before another explosion rang out. This one came from the Spine that was the next closest to the humans.

“No...” Azrak’s heartbroken voice was a whisper in the wind as he and Nara slowed their descent. Turning to the third Spine closest to the human army, he prayed inside his heart that it would not explode.

His prayers were left unanswered, however, as a third explosion shook the world, and a third Spine was destroyed. Looking at the destruction, he barely heard Nara nearly breaking into tears of terror as three of the Spines given to them by their Broodlord were destroyed.

While not as powerful as the Spines that had been cultivated in the center of the Desolate Lands, the ones provided by a Broodlord were still quite precious and powerful.

“New plan. We move to one of the other camps that haven’t been destroyed yet. He will likely go there next.” Azrak’s voice was thick and gravelly as he choked on his own fear. Given their sudden loss, he knew that he and Nara were worse than dead should they fail to capture the Void Mage.

Moving towards the camp closest to the one that had just exploded, Azrak and Nara frantically began to actively search for Ezekiel and Shine. Ignoring their previous orders to stay within a certain range of the den until the Void Mage’s location was determined.

Given the sudden unexpected development, this fact hadn’t even crossed their minds.

----------



A few minutes before the explosion, Exalt Harras and his advisors gathered in their command tent. They were impatient as they listened to a report given by the Hunters that had accompanied Ezekiel to the fog. It had been hours now, and the original meet up time had long since passed. Yet no word from Ezekiel had been received.

“So, as far as you are aware, there has been no indication at all regarding Ezekiel’s whereabouts?” Lightning sparked as Exalt Harras suppressed his anger and disappointment. It seemed like they were going to have to take a risk to draw the Broodlord out.

“Yes, Exalt, it seems like he has abandoned us.” One of the accompanying Hunters knelt before Harras and his household. The man had been tasked with watching Ezekiel for any suspicious behavior, as they still didn’t know the full extent of Void Magic capabilities.

“No... If he had broken his contract, I would’ve felt it. He’s still under control, for now at least.” The holders of the contracts for all the exiled or otherwise criminal Mages in the army were monitored. So, they were fully aware of just who had and hadn’t broken their contracts. Ezekiel’s contract, in particular, had been handed over to Exalt Harras to personally watch over.

“Harolt! How long do the timers on the explosives last at max?” The Death Mage in question looked up from his notes.

“Well, if he managed to find a Spine and set it within, perhaps, fifteen minutes of entering the fog, then the maximum time they would last would be expiring within the next half hour or so.” Harolt ran the numbers in his head, an idea of what Ezekiel had planned began to form. “You think he found evidence of multiple Spines and is trying to hit several at once. A smart, but risky plan. Something that would make sense if they were trying to set a trap. Especially since they might know that only he can enter the fog without being drained.”

“Indeed. Those were my thoughts. Ready the flight capable Hunters. We need to get a vanguard up for when the Winged Cruors start the attack. Ground forces and mana cannons will be set for Bone and Fang Cruor. Only the Lightning and Tempest cannons will be aimed skyward. Move! We have only a few minutes to prepare for an opening strike!”

The advisors and other Legendaries in the command tent went out to do their thing. It took only a few minutes before they were ready for their assault. Given the nature of the battle and the powers that would be used, it was unlikely the battle would last longer than a day. Thus, everyone had to be prepared, because this was likely going to be the hardest fight of their lives.

In the rear of the army, Exalt Harras and Aiden stood alongside Naeri and Harolt. They knew that opening the battle with the Exalt and Broodlord taking the initiative would lead to an unacceptable loss of life right at the beginning. Better to move the weaker forces first and get a good feel of who was truly on the back foot.

“It looks like everything is ready.” Exalt Harras’ face was set with a grim sense of determination emanating from him. His emotions leaked into the aura he was subtly releasing into the world. “How certain are you that this is the right timing?”

“More than certain enough. There is always the chance that he got caught, but I doubt it. That boy is too clever for his own good sometimes.” Harolt’s reply was calm and emotionless. But the way he clenched his hands showed that he was nervous. “To be honest, given our current state of affairs, we would’ve been able to react when the fog came down, regardless of any prior warning.”

Exalt Harras just grunted in annoyed agreement. The Hunters had all been warned to be on the lookout for any changes in the fog. If it seemed like it was retracting, even a little bit, they were to begin their assault. Carefully, of course, as it would do them no good to get caught in a trap and covered in the fog when they couldn’t retreat.

Just then, a massive crack of thunder rang out in the distance. The fog immediately began to thin out, just after the flying Hunters had taken to the skies. It seemed like the Hunters had managed to grab the initiative on this battle.

Two more explosions shook the ground and echoed through the air. The fog began to dissipate even faster. To the point where it was almost totally clear. An army of Cruor stood, previously hidden, not even a kilometer away from the Hunter army.

“Open Fire!” Exalt Harras’ command rang through the human army like a gong, and the mana cannons that had been charged up immediately let loose.

With a bellowing cry, the front lines of the Cruor charged, only to fall to the opening shots from the hunter army impacted, letting loose a maelstrom of magical effects. Fire rolled over the Cruor, while icicles pierced through bone and flesh. Light melted and thorns of stone and steel hardened wood rose up from the ground. The terrain had become more difficult for the Cruor to traverse as well.

Up above, Lightning spread through the sky like a net, catching and killing many of the lower Tier Cruor. In an instant, the humans and Spirits had taken the upper hand in this battle.

“I think that that may very well be enough to release Ezekiel from his contract early, wouldn’t you say?” Harolt’s voice was mild and idle. As if chatting about the weather. But the smile on his face was wide and gleeful, as he watched the Cruor be devastated by the Hunter’s forces.

“... That all depends on whether or not we win this. I won’t be letting go of any forces that could aid us until after the battle is won. Not a moment sooner.” Exalt Harras was beginning to feel regretful that he hadn’t been able to rope Ezekiel into a stronger contract.

But he knew that doing so would only sow resentment in the young man. Something the Inquisition had already done. That didn’t stop him from planning for different means of doing so later on. He already knew that he had done something to himself regarding some knowledge of Void Magic. Although, according to the little bits of information he had left for himself, and provided by Aiden, it was kept secret for the good of the Empire, so he wasn’t certain whether or not it could be used later on.

Regardless, that was for a later time. Right now, he needed to keep his attention forward, and his senses peeled. The Broodlord could step in at any minute, and he needed to be ready. The same for if the tide of battle changed, and their forces began to dwindle too much.

The balance of battle needed to be kept, until it couldn’t be any longer. He just hoped that he wasn’t the one that ended up breaking it.

At the same time, a worried thought held firm in the minds of the Exalt and Grand Scholars.

Where the hell was Ezekiel?

----------



Hidden behind a large boulder, Ezekiel peeked his head around the corner.

Not far in the distance, a large Spine, roughly the same size as the one he’d first destroyed a week ago, loomed in the distance. Surrounding it was a castle sized structure put together in a mess of construction that barely looked like it was holding together.

“I don’t like this. Are you sure we can’t go and destroy the other Spines first?” Shine was nervous as they sensed the various Cruor that were within the surrounding area.

There were a number of Legendaries, but mostly they were Tier threes and below. The majority of the Cruor forces had left for the front lines. Hence why it had been relatively easy to get close to the apparent den of the Broodlord.

“Given that that’s the first place they’re likely to look for us, that probably isn’t a good idea.” Ezekiel was calm and collected as he gazed at the Spine.

He had briefly taken a break to release his Void, so as to temporarily feel his emotions and let himself get a sense of his true mental state. But as they had gotten closer and closer, he had forced himself to suppress himself more and more.

“Look. They’re sending more Cruor away as we speak. The explosives at the other Spines must’ve gotten their attention. We just have to wait until the Broodlord leaves, and then we’ll be able to take out the center Spine. From there, the battle should fall into our favor fairly quickly. At least when it comes to the weaker ones.”

Shine didn’t really have anything to say that would refute Ezekiel’s words. They were in a prime spot to do some damage to the Broodlord’s den directly. So, for the moment, they were going to sit, and wait for the right opportunity to strike.
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                The Winged Broodlord sat upon his throne as he anxiously awaited for the command from his master to enter the battle. At this point in time, he was so close to fulfilling his personal goal that he wished for nothing more than to remain in his den until it was finished.

At this point, as he looked over the large sack of flesh that pulsed and writhed as it shifted in its place within the Broodlord’s throne room, he could feel a sense of hope and longing well up within him.

“Just a little bit longer...” He had long since moved the flesh sack out of the original chamber that it had been in. For the most part, that chamber had been solely used for the purpose of converting Void Mages captured during their initial incursion.

Doing so had bolstered their numbers by a bit, but most of the converted Cruor hadn’t been fully coherent. The changes ultimately granted the physiology of the Cruor, Winged, Fanged, and Bone, but it basically wiped their minds clean.

These converted Cruor, the ones that had survived, had been escorted back into the Desolate Lands a few days ago. The fact that they had managed to retain nearly half of the number of converted Mages was an outstanding success, as it meant that there were now thousands of potential Peerage Members that may elevate themselves in the future. If they survived that long.

“My Lord...” A scared and quiet voice called out, pulling the Broodlord from his anxious musings.

“What?!” The Broodlord’s voice shook the room due to the power that had been subconsciously infused into it. “I said that I was not to be disturbed unless the Hunters were at our doorstep. They can’t have gotten to the edge of the mist more than a few hours ago. There is no possible way they got here that quickly!”

On the ground, the mostly bird-like Tier two Cruor shivered as she knelt on the ground. She was well aware that she had been sent as a messenger since the Legendaries knew the Broodlord would not be happy with the news she was bringing.

But she guessed that they figured that the loss of a weakling like her was better than the loss of someone more powerful.

“Apologies... But the Spines from the three south-most camps have been destroyed. At the same time. The mist has begun to rapidly dissipate, and the Hunters have been pushing like mad with their Artifacts.” The Cruor woman began to cry as she felt a weight push down on her. “They shall be at the edge of the mist... created... by the den’s... Spine... soon...”

As the Cruor began to lose consciousness from a lack of air, her lungs unable to breathe with the weight pushing down on them, the Broodlord shattered the hand rest of the throne he was seated in.

“Broods damn them to the bloodied hells of the abyss!” The Broodlord’s scream of fury released enough pressure to crush and shatter the bones of the messenger. She died instantly. Utterly unable to defend herself as she turned into a smear on the ground.

The Broodlord rose from his throne, striding towards the sack of flesh in front of him. A look of regret and anger on his face. For a moment, he contemplated not going. He figured that was still a choice.

The sudden pain in the back of his head as he felt the talons of his Brood digging into his soul told him that he was wrong. While he had nearly gotten what he wanted, it was clear his master wanted more. They wanted the death of the Exalt that had come for him.

Nothing less would soothe their rage at the loss of a nearly fully cultivated Spine. One that had come from the center of the Desolate Lands at that.

“ThaT... oR tHe VOid HuNTer...” The Winged Brood’s cacophonous voice whispered in the back of the Broodlord’s mind. Obviously, the most powerful Void Mage in the world would be a great treasure for the Broods. Something that might match the value of a dead Mythic Tier Hunter.

He had no idea where the Void Hunter was, however, and it was possible that looking for him right now would mean a total loss. Worse yet, if the Exalt got to the edge of the den Spine’s mist, then they would be close enough to strike at it directly with a ranged attack.

Something like that, coming from a Mythic level Hunter, would have enough power to punch through the Spine, even with how far it would have to travel through the mist.

He realized now, having been pushed into the corner like he had been, that he had been too preoccupied with his personal mission. Had he been calmer, and focused more on the development of the Spines, and spreading the Desolate Land, then maybe he could’ve kept the Exalt away for a while longer.

But it was too late now to regret his decisions. Attacking Harkem directly had been a choice he made that was right at the time. The feelings of encouragement and satisfaction from his master proved as much to him.

Taking a deep breath, the Broodlord placed a hand on the sack of flesh in front of him.

“I’ll be back for you.” He then released an earth-shattering screech as his wings flared out behind him. Gazing into the sky, through the open roof above him, with a single flap of his wings, he broke the sound barrier, and flew to the south. He had an Exalt to kill, and Hunters to massacre.

The feelings of rage filled glee and anticipation that filled him were feelings that he knew were mostly not his own. But his smiled, nonetheless.

----------



It had been a while since Ezekiel had found an appropriate hiding spot near the den of the Broodlord. While he had been unable to do much from his current position, he was happy to see more and more waves of Cruor heading to the battlefield. The only reason such a thing would be happening was because the Cruor were being pushed back.

“How much longer do you think we’ll need to wait for?” Shine had begun to grow impatient. It seemed like they were eager to finish here and get out as soon as possible.

“Not too much longer, I think.” Ezekiel was uncertain, but the number of Cruor that he had seen around the den had decreased by nearly half. So, it was likely that the Broodlord would be entering the battle soon. It wasn’t like either side could last much longer without the balance being tipped.

During this time, Ezekiel had entered a meditative state several times, swapping with Shine so that they could maintain their Shroud while also regenerating mana. Up until now, this plan has worked fairly well. Their mana hadn’t decreased from the point it was at when they stopped moving. But they weren’t gaining any either. At least, not enough to matter at this point.

A sudden shift in the air indicated something was beginning to move. Ezekiel and Shine both focused on the den in front of them. A loud screech echoed through the area. The Cruor that were still around flew into the air or rallied together in the direction of the battle.

A loud ‘CRACK’, followed by a shockwave of air that nearly shattered Ezekiel’s Shroud knocked him off his feet. He crawled back into cover before he could be noticed. Fortunately for him, he managed to conceal himself in time.

A blurry figure flew out from the top of the den. The Broodlord, whose speed was well beyond anything Ezekiel could follow, had decided it was time to enter the battle.

Behind him, also blurring into movement, the Legendary Cruor that were still remaining followed after him. On the ground, Bone and Fang Cruor charged like a stampede. While in the air, Winded Cruor whipped up a whirlwind of miasmic fog.

It took less than a handful of minutes before the area around the den was clear. The Cruor, much like the Mages and hunters, knew that this battle was now do-or-die. So, there was no point in leaving any forces behind. Perhaps some Umbral Beasts that hadn’t been ridden into battle would still remain. But it appeared that the den was now open for Ezekiel to do with it as he wished.

“How fortunate for us. It seems like we will have the run of the place. Shall we destroy it?” Feelings of anticipation and excitement filled him as Shine wordlessly expressed their answer to him.

They were in agreement. It was time to destroy this den of Cruor once and for all.

----------



Harolt looked towards the battlefield once again. They had been fortunate in that the Cruor had been struck a devastating blow from the unexpected opening attack. Of course, if it wasn’t for the three simultaneous explosions that had occurred, it was unlikely that their first strike would’ve been so effective.

“That boy needs to be rewarded for this...” Harolt’s mutterings were ignored by those around him. He had long since made his stance regarding Ezekiel clear as day to all of them.

For Naeri’s part, she agreed, but was getting annoyed at the repeated phrase. As for Exalt Harras, he was also growing frustrated, but he was also growing tense.

The battle had been going well so far. To the point where he was feeling confident that they would win. That was ultimately the problem he was trying to avoid. Confidence would ultimately breed complacency. Something that he couldn’t afford to have when he finally entered the fray.

As the army of Hunters moved forward, slowly pushing the Cruor further and further back, another wall of mist appeared in the distance. This one was much taller than the previous one.

Exalt Harras recognized it as being nearly the same height, if not slightly lower, than the height of the mist recorded during the patrol and scouting mission a week ago. It meant that there was a nearly full-grown Spine in the Broodlord’s den. They would not be able to proceed much further than this. But given the estimated area of effect of the Spine, he could strike the den directly from here.

So long as he wanted to weaken himself for the battle with the Broodlord.

“Tell our forces to hold their position. Stop pushing forward and prepare for a direct assault.” Exalt Harras voice was firm, but quiet. One of his household members went to spread his command.

Harolt and Naeri tensed alongside Exalt Harras. As did the Other Legendaries that had held back for the moment when the battle had turned in their favor. They could all sense it. A sudden vibration in the air. A sense of foreboding that told them that death, or something like it, was approaching.

“My battle is about to begin. Brace yourselves and be ready to finish things quickly. I may need your assistance.” Exalt Harras’ words were gravelly, and only managed to instill a sense of grim determination in those that heard him.

The Mythic level Hunter quickly donned his Spirit Armor. As the glowing violet armor manifested around him, a spear condensed in his hand. Created purely from Lightning, the Legendaries around him could sense its sheer power.

With the sound of a thunder strike, Exalt Disappeared from where he was near the backlines of the battle. He suddenly appeared directly at the front, where a crack in the sky suddenly appeared.

The shockwave of a sudden impact shook nearly everybody in the area, and they all instinctively looked towards one specific direction. The place where Exalt Harras and the Broodlord were floating in the air. Spear and talons locked together from where the Broodlord was clearly looking to strike the lower Tiered Hunters.

“You’ve come to die! Good! I was worried I’d be waiting too long!” Exalt Harras called out in anger as he locked eyes with the one who had run away the last time. “I do hope that you won’t be running away this time.”

“I had more important things to do last time. I still do, in fact. So, let us finish this quickly. I have matters of importance to attend to.” The Broodlord’s voice was carried over the wind. A Power within his words that matched the might of the Exalt’s mana.

All around them, the weight of their power pressed down on the lower Tiered beings around them. Seeing that their forces were suffering, the two quickly broke off. For a moment, Exalt Harras thought that the Broodlord would retreat into the mist and make a series of quick strikes against him. Perhaps bait him into entering the mist himself, if only briefly.

That was not the case, however, as he found himself in the reverse position of the last time that he had begun a fight with the Broodlord. He found his face squeezed tightly in the Broodlord’s taloned hand. Then, with a flap of his wings, the duo were gone from the battlefield.

There was silence for a moment as everyone just processed what just happened. Not a single soul in the area had thought that they were going to live.

A sudden war cry from the reinforcements from the Cruor’s den brought action back. The battle began again, with the Hunters receiving different orders, to hold the line, and ensure that the Cruor could not assist their master. The same as what the Cruor had planned for the Hunters.

----------



Exalt Harras impacted on the side of a small mountain, far from the battlefield, and outside the mist; having ensured that he would not be pulled in that direction when moved. Said mountain ceased to exist as a mountain and was turned into more of a broken and cratered hill. Looking down on Harras from above, the Broodlord just looked disappointed.

“I do hope you aren’t expecting me to immediately follow up on that.” The Broodlord said, as the, originally, rictus grin began to shrink. “I know full well that you are waiting for me to charge so that you counterattack when I get close.”

Rather than a burst of Lightning, one that would force all the rubble on top of him to fly away in an instant, Exalt Harras merely flexed his body, ever so slightly. He reabsorbed the mana he was charging into an attack. His plan was found out and no longer feasible.

Instead, he idly bushed off the dust and dirt from his shoulders and chest before looking up at the enemy before him. The calm determination had returned, but there was a fury boiling beneath his eyes.

“Before we begin, why did you leave?” Exalt Harras slowly floated into the air, until he was level with the Broodlord. “You got something from us. Something from Harkem. What was it?”

“... Not that it is any concern of yours, but it was someone important to me. Someone who I knew would be there.” The Broodlord sounded frustrated and confused. He had never expected a Hunter to speak to him this way. “Why are you not simply trying to strike me down like I am some beast that must be removed from the area?”

“Because we both know that you aren’t just some dumb Umbral Beast.” Exalt Harras shifted himself into a ready position. “I’d hoped to get an idea of what the Broods wanted here. But it seems like it was personal on your end. So, your reasons don’t matter to me anymore. Rejoice. For you now have the honor of dying at the hands of Harras; Exalt of the Willowbrush Empire.”

The Broodlord just chuckled for a moment. Though, not once did he take his eyes off of Exalt Harras. Instead, he spread his wings out, and took a mocking bow.

“As you have so graciously given your name to me, as unwanted as it was, I shall do the same.” The grin appeared on his face once more as his Brood master howled in sadistic glee. “I am Derrick Driftmark. Ex-Void Mage, and exile from the city of Harkem. Let me just say, that killing you will undoubtedly most pleasing.”

Both figures then disappeared once more. The ground then ruptured and exploded beneath their feet as spears of Lightning and wings of steel feathers clashed once more.

This time, both were determined to ensure the other did not leave here alive.

----------



Ezekiel and Shine were unaware of the events occurring at the battlefield where Exalt Harras and the Broodlord were battling it out. But as they moved deeper and deeper into the Cruor’s den, they realized that this was not the same as the bases that they had been to in the past.

“Is the wall... breathing?” Shine was feeling a mixture of awe and disgust as they wandered around inside the den alongside Ezekiel.

“It certainly looks like it is.” Ezekiel was just as freaked out as Shine. He was just thankful for the fact that he was able to deaden his emotions, or else he would certainly be freaking out right now.

From what they had been able to tell after entering, this den was previously one of the larger outposts that had been constructed by humanity in years past. However, it was obvious that the Cruor had done some remodeling. To the point where it was an almost unrecognizable structure.

If it wasn’t for the familiar carvings in the remaining visible stonework, Ezekiel wasn’t sure he’d have recognized this place as anything but something out of a biological horror film from his past life.

Not all rooms were the same, of course, and it wasn’t as if organs were growing out of the walls. It was just that it seemed like a fleshy growth covered most of the stone, and large veins seemed to connect different areas. From the pools of Ichor on the ground, Ezekiel figured that it must be like piping of some sort.

“Stop! Small group. Fang and Bone. Just around this corner.” Shine’s warning came at just the right time. Given proper prep time, Ezekiel readied Shine in his hands. Still fully Shrouded, Ezekiel was hidden as he chopped off the heads of two Tier two Umbral Beasts. Behind them, before they could get a chance to scream, the Tier two Bone Cruor behind then was pierced through the top of his head from below his chin.

This hadn’t been the first team they had run across up until this point. However, it had been taking less and less time to reach different patrols as they moved on. Ezekiel figured that the patrols would likely go around the more important part of the den.

With this in mind, he started following paths where he was actually more likely to run into guards. That way he knew he was likely on the right track. Shine hadn’t disagreed, so he figured that his idea probably didn’t have too many flaws. At least, not at the moment.

But as they wandered deeper and deeper, it was becoming more and more obvious that Ezekiel had no idea where he was going. Worse yet, it was unlikely that Ezekiel would be able to simply walk up to the Spine like he had been previously. Access to it from outside was nearly totally blocked off. He also didn’t know how his ‘Jump’ spell would work in the mist.

While his bad feeling had dulled somewhat, especially after the Broodlord flew away, it would suddenly send a spike of warning into Ezekiel whenever he considered ‘Jumping’.

“I think we’re getting closer. But I’m not sure if it's towards the Spine, or something else.” Shine sounded nervous as they spoke. “I’m also sensing something different. I can’t tell what it is, though.”

“That’s fine. So long as we have something of a destination, we’ll get there soon enough.” Given the current, relative, emptiness of the den, Ezekiel didn’t think they were in too much danger. But he didn’t allow such thoughts to linger. He couldn’t allow himself to get cocky.

As they crossed the threshold into another room, however, Ezekiel started to feel more confident once again. Within this room there were two noticeable features. The first was a throne. The second, was a strange fleshy sack that had Ezekiel’s guts churning in his stomach like mad.

Ezekiel noticed that the throne seemed to be partially crushed on one side. Recently as well, since the small bits and pieces of rubble were still there. But the thing that really caught his eye was the flesh sack. It was clear that something was inside it.

“... Let’s move on. I don’t think we want to stay here if we can help it.” Ezekiel said to Shine as he walked towards another door to a separate chamber.

Inside, even though his stomach was already churning, it seemed like things could still get worse. Ezekiel was once again thankful for his deadened emotions at this point. It made things seem more like he was looking at a comic book. A painting or a drawing rather than the real thing.

Inside this chamber there were numerous mutated humanoid corpses. Each one looked like a halfway mix between a human and an Umbral Beast. Looking them over, he could see that they also seemed to be incredibly emaciated. But Ezekiel figured that, judging from the wounds and veins connected to their bodies, they were drained of Ichor, rather than starved.

“What is this?” Shine’s horrified voice whispered in the back of Ezekiel’s mind.

“This is what happens when Mages get corrupted by Ichor... I think these are Void Mages that didn’t survive the process...” Ezekiel was aware that non-Void Mages would be turned into Corrupted Cruor and Umbral Beast abominations. But he hadn’t known that it was possible for it to happen to Void Mages as well.

“What makes you think they’re Void Mages?” Shine had their doubts about what Ezekiel said. They hadn’t known that Void Mages could mutate either. Even Ezekiel just had a logical assumption.

“It’s well known that non-Void Mages mutate, no matter what. So, there wouldn’t be any point in trying to corrupt them if they wanted more first generation Cruor.” Morbidly curious, Ezekiel turned one of the corrupted Mages over to look at their face. A face that was half human, half avian, stared back at him; utterly twisted in pain. “I imagine that it would be more efficient to harvest the other Mages for their mana, than to waste time corrupting them.”

A sound like a bursting water balloon pulled Ezekiel from his thoughts. Still Shrouded, he wasn’t too worried about being caught, but he was cautious as he turned around all the same. Moving to examine the room behind him, he was shocked to see that the fleshy sack in the throne room had begun to deflate. A stream of oily Ichor was draining from it via what looked like a puncture to the side.

As the Ichor drained from the flesh sack, Ezekiel subtly sent a few Void Stabs towards it. It seemed like the sack was fairly thick, however, and he wasn’t able to penetrate it.

“What the hell...?” Ezekiel couldn’t seem to look away. A sudden sense of foreboding flooded him as he stared at the flesh sack in front of him. Shine observed in silence.

A large claw pierced the side of the sack, causing more Ichor to leak. A gurgling growl, followed by a hacking, snarling, cough, echoed through the room. What followed horrified Ezekiel just as much as the bodies in the other chamber had.

Bursting out from within the sack, a bird-like monstrosity emerged. It had a set of wings that sat above a pair of what looked like clawed hands connected to relatively long arms that could fold up like the wings. All of its body was covered in feathers. At the same time, it had a long tail that ended in a fan shape that had steel tough feathers. Below that, it had two enormous talons that were clearly meant for ripping and tearing. Fortunately for Ezekiel, it was facing away from him.

“What is that?” Shine squeaked out in Ezekiel’s head.

“That’s a corrupted Mage that wasn’t a Void Mage. Though, it seems much saner than the records of corrupted Mages indicated.” For the moment, Ezekiel could see that the abomination in front of him was not only fairly balanced out for a corrupted Mage, but also seemed to not be falling into an uncontrollable rage.

“We should go. Help me keep an eye on that.” Ezekiel told Shine, hoping they would sense something better than he did. From what little he could sense, the abomination was at least a Peak Adept, if not slightly higher, since its physique would be far greater than Ezekiel’s. Half a Legendary, he figured.

Unfortunately, as they were so focused on the beast in front of them, they failed to realize that there was a loose piece of stone beneath Ezekiel’s foot. He didn’t fall over, but the slight grinding of stone on stone is what made the beast turn sharply towards him.

Ezekiel froze. His mind just stopped, temporarily, as he tried to process what he was seeing. Much like the corrupted Void-Mages, this figure had half an avian face that was twisted into shapes that he didn’t think a beak had the right to twist into. While the other half...

“Drew...?”

The abomination didn’t reply. He just lunged with a painful rage filled roar.
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                Ezekiel found himself thrown out of the way as Drew’s mutated and monstrous form charged towards him. Even with Void suppressing his emotions, he was still shocked into stillness. If not for Shine using their telekinesis to push them away, it would’ve been the last moments of his life.

Instead, Drew’s claws hit open air, and he stumbled. His head rammed straight into the corner of the wall where the doorway was. Stone shattered beneath the blow, but also seemed to put Drew into a daze. Ezekiel hit the ground and rolled from the force of Shine’s shove.

“Get up!” Shine screamed as they tried to put back the Shroud that had shattered when Ezekiel had landed on the ground. “We need to move!”

Ezekiel scrambled to his feet, helping Shine reinforce their Shroud at the same time. They quickly became invisible before running to another area of the room. By this point, Drew recovered from his impact against the wall, and had turned to look for them.

Ezekiel and Shine stayed low; even thought they were invisible. It wouldn’t do for them to catch Drew’s attention while he was out to kill them.

“Ezekiel, we need to get out of here. I’m not certain we can fight him right now.” Shine was frantic as they tried to convince Ezekiel to leave. “Whatever’s been done to him, he’s not quite Legendary yet, but he’s still much stronger than us. Especially since we’ve been using our mana so much.”

Ezekiel was conflicted, however, as a part of him was reluctant to leave his once childhood friend alone. But the more rational part of his mind overpowered those suppressed emotions. He knew that there was nothing he could do. Perhaps he would have been able to purge Drew, just like he had when he had removed the Radiant Lord from Riley. But at this point, there was too much risk.

The fact that he had no idea if the removal of the Ichor in Drew’s body by purging it would allow it to recover, or just kill him, was another issue. From what he understood, it was impossible to undo the physical mutation brought about by Ichor corruption. Attempts had been made in the past, using Life Magic. But they had all ended in failure.

Drew’s nose sniffed the air, and his head swiveled from side to side. Ezekiel could tell that he was trying to find them. Fortunately, his Shroud seemed to be strong enough to keep them concealed for now. Even though they were practically right next to him. Had Drew been forced to the Legendary level, however, then Ezekiel would be much more worried.

“Shine, I’ll keep the Shroud up. I need you to use your telekinesis to move some of the stones on the other side of the room. Grab his attention so we can leave.” So far, Ezekiel hadn’t taken a single step, concerned that he would make a sound. The gravel and rubble covered floor was likely to make noise if he moved wrong. Even with his magic buffering it.

“Got it!” Shine extended their consciousness to the far end of the room. Carefully moving a piece of rubble, they knocked over a small pile of rocks that were leaning against the corner.

Drew’s wings threw up a gust of wind as they charged, even faster than before, across the room. Ezekiel was concerned that the dust and rocks that were thrown up would break his Shroud again. But it seemed that his reinforcements were enough to keep it steady for now. Instead, he ran like mad, getting out of the throne room and into the hall before Drew could notice any movements from them.

“I really wish we could Jump right now. It’d make things a whole lot easier.” Shine complained as they ran down the hall and away from the throne room.

A loud shrieking filled Ezekiel’s ears as they turned the corner at a fork in the hall. Moving objects as loud as they could with their telekinesis, Shine made it seem like they had run the other way, which would hopefully throw Drew off even more when he began chasing after them.

Ezekiel found himself agreeing with Shine’s complaint as they ran. But he was still getting a sense of warning whenever he thought about “Jumping” so that simply wasn’t an option right now.

A crash in the distance, followed by another shriek, indicated that Drew had run in the opposite direction. So, they were relatively safe. At least compared to when they were facing him directly.

Sensing Ezekiel’s feelings regarding the last few seconds, Shine couldn’t help but also feel a bit nervous. They hadn’t known, nor cared, about Drew beyond their one meeting. Back when Drew had saved Ezekiel at the initial battle in Harkem.

That meeting had left a bad impression on Shine. To the point that they hadn’t even questioned it when they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Tempest Hunter at any point over the last couple of weeks. They, and Ezekiel, had assumed that Drew hadn’t wanted to see them.

While this had upset Ezekiel a little bit, given the state of things, he hadn’t had any moments to really think about it. A part of him had hoped that they would be able to get the chance to reconnect when things were over. But another part of him had dreaded it and had known that the possibility of Drew dying was high.

Now, however, Shine could feel the guilt and the dread emanating off Ezekiel as they realized that, even after all this time, Ezekiel hadn’t once known that Drew had not returned from that initial battle.

Even beneath all the Void Magic he was using to suppress his emotions and keep himself focused, Shine could still feel that sense of guilt and anger. Towards himself and the Broodlord for doing this. Something that made Shine feel guilty as well, because they knew that they could’ve brought it up at any point, but had ultimately chosen not to.

Shine didn’t say anything, however, as they knew that Ezekiel was already distracted, and needed to focus. Worse yet, they knew that anything they said would just redirect Ezekiel’s anger. Either towards himself alone, or to Shine as a form of lashing out.

For the moment, they would focus on the mission, and fulfill his objective. Afterwards, when they weren’t in danger, they could rage and cry and mourn as needed.

----------



The crack of thunder and the howling of the wind shook the world as Exalt Harras and Broodlord Derrick exchanged blow after blow. A swirling mass of clouds formed above them as Mana and Ichor clashed. Around them, what was once a mountainous forest landscape had been leveled. Craters and canyons littered the region as the ground was torn asunder.

Derrick was covered in cuts and bruises, having taken far more damage in this battle than he had in the last. But that was mostly due to him choosing to fight directly, at the urging of his master, rather than simply hold off as his minions fulfilled their mission.

He was forced to drop from the sky in order to dodge a blow from Exalt Harras. The sky seemed to ward at the speed he moved. The spear of Lightning bending as Exalt Harras shifted the mana that made it, in order to hit his target.

The air itself snapped apart at the speed of the spear’s movement. A series of stray bolts flew into the distance. Over a dozen new craters were formed as the ground turned to glass. Yet, a moment later, the howling winds brought about by Derrick’s passing found them shattered and eroded in an instant.

Harras looked to be in far better condition than Derrick in this instance. A result of the fact that the experiences they both relied on were far different than expected. As Harras had learned from their previous battle. No longer falling for the Broodlord’s hit and run tactics. Pressing his advantage to the best of his abilities and preventing Derrick from getting a chance to do anything but dodge.

For Harras to have reached Tier five, he had to undergo countless trials and tribulations in order to encourage the growth of his soul. Only after decades of hard work, dedication, and battles where death had nearly embraced him, was he able to stand at the peak of humanity.

Derrick, on the other hand, hadn’t experienced countless battles and near-death experiences. His soul had been forcefully grown through pain and suffering. Stretched out like a balloon so that it might expand just a little bit more. Time after time after time.

He was ultimately the only Void Mage in his ‘batch’ to survive the procedure. Right now, it was only the greatly enhanced instincts that came with his body’s metamorphosis that allowed him to fight toe-to-toe with Harras for so long.

If he had simply been running away, or was trying to stall, things would be different. Perhaps a more even fight, like the last time he went against Harras. But the fact that Harras had so drastically changed his fighting style, from its cautious striker style, to a more aggressive and overpowering one, was too much for him to handle. He just didn’t know how to adapt soon enough to matter.

Hence why the Exalt only had a few small cracks and scratches here and there. The Lightning Hunter hadn’t even spilled blood yet. But all the same, Derrick wasn’t stupid, and it seemed like Harras was beginning to slow down. Something he had noticed as he put a temporary stop to his assault.

“You’re trying to wear me down.” Harras’ statement was met with a chuckle, and he was forced to dodge as a set of talons raked across his chest. Derrick had charged forward, taking advantage of Harras’ temporary cease in movement.

“Indeed.” Derrick lost some feathers as he narrowly avoided the counterattack from Harras. “I had honestly expected you to notice that several minutes ago. We both know that your Mana and my Ichor were originally at nearly equal levels. Yet how many of my attacks have matched yours in might?”

Harras didn’t reply. A part of him was honestly ashamed that he hadn’t noticed sooner. Originally, he had simply thought that Derrick was a horrible fighter, and that was it. Something that was true; the Broodlord was indeed a horrible fighter who was not the best at direct and consistent confrontation.

“Previously, you did not try so frantically to kill me. You would lead me on a chase, forcing me to follow, only to strike the moment I got too close. That won’t work this time, obviously, but you would still be doing better if you weren’t taking every chance to attack.” Harras couldn’t help but frown as he felt confused by the Broodlord’s actions. There was no way he was just trying to tire him out. “Tiring me out is too risky for you as well, as it means that you spend too little mana to properly avoid my attacks, or you leave too many openings for me to attempt to take advantage of. So, why are you fighting like this?”

The world went quiet for a moment. Harras was tempted to take advantage of his opponent’s opening, but now that he realized he was being baited into using his mana, he didn’t. Instead, he allowed his curiosity to make him wait for Derrick’s answer.

For his part, Derrick looked cautious as he waited for the Exalt to take a shot at him. But when nothing came forward, the warbled voice in the back of his mind grew louder, and he winced in pain.

“My master wants you dead this time. They will accept no alternatives. As such, I must do all that I can to kill you. Even risk my life, if need be.” Derrick shifted into a looser stance, his wings began flapping harder and harder, as his muscles flexed, and his veins began to pop. “It’s time for this to end.”

The Broodlord let out a horrifying screech. One that traveled all the way to the battlefield where the Cruor and Hunters were fighting en masse. As this happened, a shift in the air occurred. One that Harras was not the only one to sense.

A brief lull occurred. Harras took this opportunity to strike at Derrick, but his spear impacted against the Broodlord’s wings, which had wrapped around him to create a feathery cocoon. Knowing what was about to happen, though having never truly seen it for himself, Harras’ eyes widened in shock, before he immediately flew backwards to put some distance between him and the Broodlord.

Away on the battlefield between Cruor and Hunters, the shift in the air had also been felt, and many of the Legendaries made as powerful a strike as they could against the Cruors that they were fighting. This didn’t happen to the Adepts and below, however, as they merely paused for a moment before all the battles became much more rushed and frantic.

Few of the Cruor’s Legendaries actually died in that instant. Instead, they temporarily retreated, only for their forms to warp and contort as a change began to occur.

It only happened to the Winged Cruor, but their bodies grew larger, and their more animalistic features grew more prominent. Each one grew two more sets of wings, ensuring each one had three pairs. Similarly, their hands and feet grew and elongated into wicked looking talons that were nearly five times larger than before.

Their faces hardened around their mouths, extending into viscous beaks, while their eyes multiplied and moved to the side. Capable now of looking forward, sideways, and backward at the same time. Feathers now covered their entire body, and what little clothing they had had been torn away.

For Derrick, however, his figure had grown by far the most out of all of them. Nearly five times larger than the next largest Cruor. His wings had not grown in number, but instead, he had grown a second set of arms, tipped by similarly wicked talons. He also grew three tails, each one tipped with a feather as hard as diamond and as sharp as a knife.

Derrick didn’t say anything as he let out another screech, though this one was much louder, and far more rattling than the previous one. It was so strong that it actually forced the Exalt to cover his ears.

A fanged beak clamped around his chest before he could recover. But as he released a bolt of Lightning down the Broodlord’s throat, he found himself freed, if bloodied. But he had no time to check himself over. His enemy was attacking once again, and he couldn’t afford to get distracted again.

As he found himself being pushed back this time around, he managed to get a glimpse of the Broodlord’s eyes. There was no longer any intelligence in them. Just rage, and hunger.

For the first time since he was a Legendary Hunter, the Exalt, Harras, was hoping for a miracle to help him in this battle.

----------



A lower Tiered Umbral Beasts choked on its own Ichor as Ezekiel stepped off of its body. He had been forced to kill it directly instead of avoiding it as he moved deeper into the castle. It was like a maze inside, and he felt like he had been wandering around for hours, though he knew it had only been minutes. But he knew he was finally getting to where he needed to be.

Throwing up his Shroud once more, he and Shine pushed past the door that the Umbral Beast had been sitting in front of. Two other beasts of the same Tier were splayed across the floor as well. But they had been dispatched even sooner.

“I’m surprised that an alarm hasn’t been raised yet.” Shine kept their senses sharp as they proceeded. The mist seemed to be getting thicker, which they hoped meant that they were closer, as this wasn’t something that occurred at the other Spines. “It’s not like these were the first beasts we killed in the last few minutes.”

“They’re likely distracted by the corrupted Hunter that woke up. Unlike Umbral Beasts, Corrupted Mages don’t discriminate between Cruor and Umbral Beasts, and Mages and Spirits.” Ezekiel focused on the task at hand, moving down the corridor at a quick pace and making his way closer to his goal. “Although, I’m surprised that it didn’t simply begin rampaging and destroying everything in sight.”

“The fact that it looked so... clean, compared to even Umbral Beasts makes me curious about how he was changed. Don’t corrupted Cruor made from Mages have tumorous growths and excessive numbers of limbs and such?” Shine knew that asking something like this might upset Ezekiel, but they felt this was a necessary question to ask.

“...We don’t know for certain where Jesse went...” Ezekiel was quiet as he mentioned Drew’s Spirit. Shine said nothing in return as the thought of Drew and Jesse both being corrupted was horrifying. Spirits didn’t get corrupted, after all. They simply got melted and eaten by any Ichor that touched their fading corpses.

“That’s... what kind of...” Shine wasn’t able to put their terrified thoughts into words, as they realized that the Ichor used to corrupt Drew likely came from whatever had consumed Jesse. If some other process wasn’t involved.

Before either of them could say another thing, however, they finally reached their destination. Only to see something that greatly disturbed them at the base of the Spine.

“How did he get here before us?!” Shine was shocked as they saw Drew’s body hunched over a pile of Cruor and Umbral Beast Corpses. “We’ve been moving almost non-stop!”

“Shortcuts he stumbled upon, or maybe he just flew. This is a Winged Cruor den, after all.” Ezekiel briefly glanced upwards after eyeing the other openings that lead to paths outside the open chamber with the Spine. There was a large opening which the Spine passed through as it ascended towards the sky.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything as he and Shine used telekinesis to move some rocks down one of the other hallways. But while Drew swiveled his head to look, he didn’t go running after the noise. Instead, he stared for a moment before going back to devouring the Cruor and beasts in front of him.

“This isn’t good. If he keeps this up, he might be able to forcibly breakthrough to Tier four.” Shine sounded worried as they thought of the possibility of being in the same room as a Legendary level Cruor. As insane and unfocused as it may end up being.

“It’s too late for that.” Ezekiel immediately ducked out of the room as he saw Drew’s figure begin to swell larger and larger. His body shuddered as he began to undergo another metamorphosis.

Another set of Wings sprouted along his back, while the human side of his face disappeared. He was now, officially, fully corrupted, and Ezekiel could feel it as Drew’s power seemed to make the air thrum. A flap of his wings blew up a gust of wind that nearly threw Ezekiel off his feet.

He ignored all of this, however, as he ran from the room with the Spine. He hadn’t been caught so far, but he wasn’t willing to risk it just yet.

“We need to find a better spot to try again. Hopefully one that isn’t in full view of Drew’s position.” Ezekiel took a corner at a clip and nearly ran into another Umbral Beast. Given its low Tier, he dispatched it with ease, and continued moving forward. His footsteps quietly echoed in the hall as he conserved his mana. No longer bothering to hide it as he ran. Drew was too focused on his food to listen for him.

“Agreed.” Maybe we can use a mix of barriers and Telekinesis to move the bombs into place.” Shine desperately tried to help Ezekiel with his planning. They had gotten so close, but now they were even further away from their goal than when they had first entered the den.

They needed to hurry up. If they couldn’t make it to the Spine soon, then it was likely that a couple of Legendaries would return. At which point his mission would be impossible to achieve.

He could only hope that the primary battle was going much better, and that his fellow Hunters could hold out for a little while longer. All the while, he prayed for a miracle to help him.

----------



High above the den’s Spine, two Legendary Cruor looked down at the mess that had been made of their home. All the remaining Cruor had been killed. Rotting flesh and freshly spilt Ichor covered the ground. While at the same time, Umbral Beasts of varying low Tiers panicked and ran around in confusion. Unable to connect their instinct to obey the stronger Cruor’s orders, and their instinct to run from the beast that was devouring them.

“What happened here?” Nara had a wide-eyed expression as she started in confusion. “It’s barely been a few hours since we left. Even then, this shouldn’t have happened if the Broodlord had any standing orders for those left behind.”

Azrak gazed silently at the destruction below. He focused his senses towards the Spine, the most valuable thing in the den. There, he could faintly discern the gnawing of a fanged beak clacking and scraping against bone.

“It’s the Lord’s experiment.” He muttered with a restrained, yet wrath filled, voice. “It seems to have hatched while the Broodlord was away.”

“So, this wasn’t the work of the Void Hunter?” Nara was both hopeful and disappointed as she asked this. On the one hand, that meant that they couldn’t be blamed for the situation. On the other hand, it meant that they were no closer to finding their target.

“No... but I do believe that he is here...” Azrak could faintly hear the sound of rushing footsteps moving through a separate corridor. They sounded nothing like the click, clack, and scraping of talons, claws, or bone, on stonework. “He is headed towards the Spine. Let’s go.”

That said, the pair moved towards the Spine. Taking just a few seconds to descend at a decent pace. All the while, Azrak kept his focus solely on the sound of unfamiliar footsteps.

----------



Back at the central battlefield, things had taken a turn for the worse for the Hunters. For the most part, Cruor only reverted to their Primal form when they were in a life and death situation and had time to do so safely. Altering themselves in such a fundamental way took a toll on their souls. Doing so too quickly might turn them into an Umbral Beast in full. With little to no intelligence left to revert back.

Given that this was a primal command from their Broodlord, they didn’t have a choice.

At the same time, however, they were intrinsically more powerful than Umbral Beasts of the same Tier. This was because their bodies were more ‘natural’ than even Umbral Beasts that were ‘born’ as such. Thus, their bodies were more efficient at killing and fighting.

For the most part, Mages, alone, were weaker than a Cruor of the same Tier. Hunters had a slight advantage, but were closer to evenly matched, due to the, essentially, doubled mana capacity. Legendary Hunters were considered stronger, not only due to the doubled mana, but also due to the fact that their Spirit armor increased their physique to be able to match a Cruor of the same Tier.

That balance shifted again when a Cruor reverted to their Primal state. Their physique grew and toughened up to the point where it was much more difficult for Hunters to cut through them.

They still had the advantage when it came to maneuverability. At least compared to most Cruor, only Winged Cruor could really fly. They also had a greater variety of skills and abilities thanks to their spells. But it was the difference between being a jack-of-all trades, and a master of one.

Hunters could do many things with their magic. Killing and fighting included. But Cruors would always have that slight edge. That innate instinct that made them killing machines.

“Group up! Form Teams! Take them out one by one! Do not engage alone!” One of the more powerful Legendary Hunters called out as he frantically defended himself from a Primal Cruor that was nearly three times his size.

Two other Hunters of the same Tier struck from the side. Piercing through the Cruor’s flesh and bone, they managed to take off one of its wings and set fire to its organs but were shaken off as it battered them away with its remaining wings.

Having fought for so long, the Hunters were growing tired, and for the most part, the Cruor had gained a second wind. The only saving grace the Hunters had at this point was that they still outnumbered the Cruor. For the moment.

In the distance, the sound of thunder had become quieter. Spread out more through intermittent periods of time. Given that this had happened right after they all heard the Broodlord’s command, everyone knew that the Exalt was facing just as hard a time as they were.

A cacophony of cannon fire echoed through the air as the elemental cannons used up their last few shots to take down just a handful of Primal Cruor. The Mages manning said cannons quickly evacuated the area. As there was little else that they could do once the cannons were out of shots.

There was no time to switch out teams for charging it. They needed to pull back before they became a target for the Primal Cruor’s that were still fighting.

“Move aside.” Harolt said to the team at the Death mana cannon. They were one of two remaining teams that hadn’t completely abandoned their post.

Placing a hand on the cannon, he directed his mana into it as quickly as he could. The cannon focused his mana in seconds in such a way that would have taken him minutes to do so alone.

Directing the cannon towards the Primal Cruor that was charging their position, he let loose a shot of condensed Death mana. The Cruor immediately found its torso rotting away as necrosis set in and devoured it in seconds.

“Fall back! Now!” Harolt yelled as he stored the cannon away before retreating himself. The other cannons were stored just as fast by his fellow Scholars. But he wasn’t moving as quickly as before. That one shot had taken an entire Step of his mana. He was down to the same level of mana as a peak Adept at this point. He wouldn’t be much use fighting the higher Tiered Cruor.

“How did things turn to shit like this? We need a damned miracle at this point.” He knew, of course, why things had taken such a poor turn. The Broodlord was, apparently, crazy.

To the point where he was willing to risk the souls and sanity of his followers, just to kill the Hunter’s Exalt. It was rare that the Broods would force their Cruor to revert like this. As it almost always led to a loss in their forces. Usually, it was up to the individual Cruor as to whether or not they shifted like this. For such a thing to be done en masse was utterly unheard of.

Though, from what he knew from what records there were of the previous Winged Broodlord, this was what had happened the last time. Only the Broodlord had been slain. At the cost of the life of the Mythic Hunter who had killed it.

Hopefully, they would be able to at least achieve a repeat performance.

Glancing in the direction of the battle between the Exalt and the Broodlord, Harolt couldn’t help but feel doubt. Things were not looking good for them anymore.

----------



For Ezekiel, his luck just kept taking turn after turn for the worse. Staring at the Legendary talon that was currently pressed up against his neck, he knew that this was likely the end of the line for him.

He had taken too long to fulfill his objective, and now, it seemed his worst fears had come true.

“How are we going to get out of this?!” Shine was panicking as Ezekiel stared directly into the eyes of the Cruor that was holding his neck. “That’s two Legendaries! Not one: two!”

Given that Ezekiel was nearly down to the second Step of Tier three when it came to his mana capacity, he knew full well that he couldn’t put up a fight right now.

“So, you’re the one my Master wants for Themself... I can see why They would think you were a good match to become Their vessel. To reach such heights with mana... you could go even further with Ichor.” Azrak was nearly muttering as he stared at Ezekiel with hatred and hunger in his eyes. “Oh, how I dearly wish to slice through your neck right this moment.”

Behind him, Nara was standing over Drew’s crumpled body. They were currently inside the open area where the Spine was located. The two Legendaries had crashed down just moments ago, as Ezekiel had found another entrance to the area.

Nara had taken a few seconds to incapacitate Drew, the corrupted Cruor had been driven by instinct to fight, but Nara was more powerful within Tier four, and had more experience. On top of having full mental facilities.

At the same time, Ezekiel was still halfway in the hall leading to the Spine when his danger sense, which had been blaring for several seconds by now, had suddenly become a deafening shriek as he immediately stopped moving, just as Azrak’s talons touched his throat.

“Just keep focusing. We have a job to do. If it works, then we might just get out of this alive.” Ezekiel tried to calmly comfort and encourage Shine. But he knew that his words were much harsher than intended. His own nervousness leaked through his Voided emotions.

As it was, since he had been somewhat warned beforehand, Ezekiel had made preparations that were somewhat risky, but needed to be done, else he would not succeed in his endeavor to escape.

“Your eyes show defiance. No fear at all. Tell me; what do you have planned?” Azrak asked as he swung one of his wings forward. The steel hard, knife sharp, feathers pierced through Ezekiel’s arm, causing him to grunt in pain, and Shine to cry out in his mind.

Not once did Ezekiel let go of Shine, however, even as blood began to run down his arm and cover the opalescent blade in crimson.

“Azrak! I want him dead, just as much as you do, but the Brood wants him alive! While He did not say undamaged, I cannot believe that our Master would want his new body to arrive as harmed as you are making it.” Nara’s words showed Ezekiel that the Cruor didn’t even think of him as an animal. They thought of him as a puppet. A plaything for their master to use as they saw fit. A Toy, and nothing more.

A soft ‘tink’ sound was barely perceptible from different points of contact on the Spine. The quiet noise drew Azrak and Nara’s attention, and they whipped their heads around to look at it. Only to see several bombs lying next to the Spine at different intervals.

“NO!!!” The two Legendary Cruor cried in rage and fear as a small glowing crystal on each one blinked, then went out.

Ezekiel knew he couldn’t ‘Jump’ in this situation, the sense of danger connected to doing so was still present, nor did he think that he could survive the twitch of the Cruor’s talons if he tried to jump away. Even if Azrak was distracted.

So, knowing what was about to happen, just before the Cruor did, he took a chance to form a thin layering of barriers beneath his skin. As well as throwing as much mana as he could into covering the rest of his body with barriers as well.

A moment later, the room was rocked with a massive explosion. One that was exponentially greater than the one from the destruction of the first Spine.

Ichor flew through the area, but almost immediately vaporized. Something that hadn’t happened before, as the force of the explosion wasn’t strong enough previously.

As this happened, Ezekiel could faintly feel something that he didn’t expect. Although he couldn’t see it, he felt that it was similar to the effects of Glacier and Flame mana clashing with one another. Canceling out and forming a Void that immediately dispersed into the atmosphere, taking the form of other elements, or enhancing them.

He didn’t have too much time to think about it, however, as he was blown backwards, his neck getting scraped, but not lacerated, by Azrak’s talons as he moved to try and save the Spine, just before it exploded.

It was too late, of course, but the Legendary being’s incredible speed meant that Ezekiel was alone when the explosion threw him backwards, down the hallway, and just past the falling rubble as the corridor collapsed.

Rolling to his feet with a grunt, he used his mana to run as fast as he could. The building around him crumbling to the ground with him inside.
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                The battle between the Hunters and the Cruor had reached somewhat of a stalemate. Though they had fallen onto their backfoot when the Cruor transformed, the Hunters had managed to rally themselves into a defensive formation. But this was not entirely a good thing.

Given that the Cruor were naturally powerful and didn’t need to constantly expend their energy when fighting like Mages and Hunters did, this meant they could generally last longer in an even fight. Thus, while they weren’t gaining any more ground right now, once the Hunters ran out of mana, it would be over in an instant.

That wasn’t to say that victory was guaranteed for either party just yet. The Exalt and Broodlord were still fighting, after all. So long as the Exalt won, or the Broodlord retreated, then they would survive.

The thought of a tie, where they took each other out, was not something that the Hunters allowed themselves to think about. Such a pyrrhic victory would ultimately lead to their loss.

“Divert spells to the eastern side! Cover the gap! Move, move, move!” Harolt was calling out orders to the grouped-up Hunters. There were Adepts fighting alongside Legends, and spaces where attempts at performing a pincer on the Cruor were made. Mostly to mixed successes.

A sudden weakness momentarily overcame the Cruor that were charging towards a trio of Legendaries. Sensing their sudden sluggishness, the Hunters attacked with a renewed Vigor, killing at least half of them in a clash of steel. They immediately retreated back into the line before they could get picked off.

In the rear of the group, Harolt fell to a knee as he gasped for breath. “Dammit! That’s the last of my mana... I can’t help any more than this.”

Naeri, who was treating a wounded Legendary Hunter, looked over to her old friend. “Don’t push yourself too hard. While I won’t discount the effect of small differences in battle, it does us no good if you die. Understood?”

Harolt just nodded. Seeing his agreement, Naeri got back to work. “It’s times like this I wish I was a Life Mage. I’d be ten times the healer I am now if I was.”

Blood was quickly washed out of an open wound, carrying Ichor with it, while one of Naeri’s assistants helped revert the damage done to the Hunter’s flesh. The man jolted in pain, which brought out a cry of anger from his Spirit.

“Quite! The fact that he’s hurting means that he’s alive! Or would you prefer something different?” Naeri glared at the little canine shaped Spirit. It bowed its head in submission. Naeri turned back to her work.

“Incoming!” Harolt moved to the side as one of the Hunter’s got blown backward.

The Spirit that got angry at Naeri turned its head. A thin line of flames shot from its mouth. It bisected the head of an incoming Winged Cruor. It’s head splitting down the middle, enlarged beak and all. Two nearby Adepts quickly threw the corpse away, even as the Spirit fell to the side, exhausted.

Naeri and Harolt shared another look. They both knew that they weren’t going to last much longer at this rate. The groups that had been put together in a roughshod fashion to fend off the Winged Cruor in their Primal state weren’t in a good enough state to sustain themselves. They were finally flagging.

Just as Harolt was about to say something, a ripple seemed to pass through the air, accompanied by a loud explosion in the distance. All of a sudden, the world seemed to stop. Several Cruor died in an instant, having halted all movement, and taking a blow they should have dodged.

For a moment, the Hunters were all confused, and looked around in caution. All of them trying to figure out what had happened.

As one, the Cruor turned their heads back towards the foggy mist that had previously been behind them. Like the opening of a curtain, the mist began to part, and fade. For the Legendaries in the know, a second wind filled their bodies, as they once more took advantage of the Cruor’s shock.

“ATTACK!!!” The cry of several Guild Leaders brought the Hunters to awareness, and several more Primal Cruor fell to the ground, dead. While entire groups of lesser Cruor were wiped out by Legendary attacks. The flow of battle immediately shifted once more.

But the Hunters weren’t able to press the attack. The Cruor immediately began to retreat. But what was worse, was the sudden scream that emanated from the fight between the Exalt and the Broodlord. So loud it was, that the air rippled once more, a loud ‘CRACK’ nearly deafened the assembled Hunters and Mages.

A crack of displaced air followed. No longer were the transformed Winged Cruor acting like rampaging beasts. Instead, they charged at full speed, back towards their den. Cracks of air echoed as they moved at speeds that were beyond what an Adept could follow. While those that were slower did all they could to follow without being caught and killed.

“Guild Leader!” Harolt called out, catching the attention of three Legendary Hunters. He ignored their confusion when they couldn’t figure out who he was addressing. “We need to send a team to the Exalt. The fact that he hasn’t already returned, as a Lightning Hunter, means that he must be injured.”

The three Legendary Hunters paled beneath their helmets as they heard Harolt’s words. They immediately grabbed a couple of Adepts each, including healers, before setting out in the direction of the Exalt’s assumed position. Fortunately, one of the Guild Leaders had been a Life Hunter, so Harolt figured that Exalt would be okay. At least, he hoped that he would be.

He idly noticed several move figures charging off in the direction of the Guild Leaders. Most likely members of Exalt Harras’ household, but he couldn’t tell from where he was at the moment.

Moving back to Naeri’s side, Harolt collapsed to the ground in full, sitting on the dirt with a heavy sigh. As he looked around the battle, other than a few Umbral Beasts that were quickly cleaned up, no Cruor forces were left in the vicinity. It also seemed like the Leaders were being smart, and not chasing after the Cruor.

“That boy... He couldn’t have moved just a little bit faster?” Harolt ignored the slap to the back of his head from his fellow Grand Scholar.

For the moment, as old as he was, he and Naeri were just happy to be alive, and they knew it was thanks to a Void Hunter that they both cared for. Now they just had to wait and see if Ezekiel would be returning to them.

----------



Moments ago, a bleeding and bruised Harras was cutting into the side of the Primal Broodlord’s side. A vibrating blade of Lightning parted the reinforced flesh in an instant. The Broodlord shrieked in pain, but a beat of its wings threw the Exalt away.

Tumbling backwards through the air, Harras managed to steady himself in time to dodge an attack from the Broodlord. Rips in the air appeared where his claws passed through. The Exalt waved his hand. A spherical cage of Lightning appeared around the Broodlord.

He cried out in rage and pain as the Lightning began to char his flesh. But this was not the first time he had had to deal with this spell. It took just a few moments to tear himself out of it. But the Exalt had managed to retreat a great distance.

There was a momentary lull in battle as the Broodlord and Exalt stared at one another. Exalt Harras was bleeding from several large gashes, with bone visible through his flesh in several places. His left arm was still attached, but essentially useless at the moment.

For Broodlord Derrick, he was gasping for breath. A spark of intelligence had reappeared in his eyes. Something that Exalt Harras knew meant a change in battle was likely to occur. The Broodlord had begun fighting more cautiously ever since it had appeared.

Words had ceased to hold any meaning in this battle. Only the deadly determination to win remained. Though a sudden explosion in the distance changed that.

As the air rippled from the force of the explosion, Derrick's head turned so fast that the Exalt was surprised it didn’t snap off. But he didn’t take advantage of the opening just yet.

To his shock, however, he could see what appeared to be a struggle within the Broodlord’s eyes, shifting from madness to sadness. A tear streaked down the Broodlord’s face.

Unable to figure out what was happening, Harras readied himself to charge.

A wall of sound as the Broodlord screamed so loud that Harras’ ears began to bleed and stopped him. Dazed and confused, his balance gone from the destruction of his eardrums, Harras dropped several feet towards the ground. A part of him knew, in that instant, that he was going to die.

Yet, the death blow from the Broodlord never came. Instead, even as deafened as he was, he regained his balance and stopped falling to the ground. In the silence, he felt a slight shift in the air. A ‘crack’ that he could feel since he couldn’t hear.

The Broodlord had disappeared by the time Harras had recovered enough to reach out with his senses. When he did, he noticed in the distance that the mist created by the Cruor’s Spines was swiftly fading away. Even faster now, since the Winged Cruor were moving the air with every flap of their wings.

Slowly, he descended to the ground. He kept his guard up, just in case, but he allowed himself to take a moment to breathe. To regain his bearings after the hardest fight he had ever experienced in his nearly one hundred years of life.

He idly sent feelings of relief and concern to his Spirit. Relief that he had been able to survive, and concern regarding his Spirit’s condition. But it seemed that, although broken and beaten, his Spirit was no worse for wear than he was. So, he took a seat on a nearby boulder, a tiny fragment of the mountains that had been destroyed in the battle.

The presence of nearly a dozen figures caught his attention, but he allowed himself to relax when he realized that it was a group of Hunters. Several Legendaries, with a number of healers in their group.

A moment after they landed, roughly a hundred feet away, Harras also sensed his personal guards and Adrian reached his range as well. He motioned for the Hunters from the Guild to hold back for a moment, until Adrian and his household approached first.

Still deafened, he couldn’t hear Adrian’s cries of worry and concern as he sat on the boulder. Instead, he motioned for the man to be silent, before speaking in as calm and steady a voice as he could.

“Catch me up on the situation later. I need someone to heal my ears.” Harras dispelled his helmet, showing a grim and bloodied visage as he pointed at his ears. The part of his head that was bleeding the most.

As the healers got to work, Adrian and the rest of Harras household watching for any foul play, Exalt Harras couldn’t help but internally sigh. Given the situation, he knew that he most likely owed his life to Ezekiel. The only one in the entire world that could have destroyed the Spine and dissipated the mist. He couldn’t help but feel a sting to his pride at having been saved by a mere Adept.

However, Harras still wondered just what had caused the Broodlord to retreat as he had. Given how badly he had tried to kill Harras, it would only make sense that he would’ve stayed to finish the job.

Then, he realized that the Broods might have a much more valuable target than himself. Standing at the ready the moment his ears were healed, he knew how he would even the score with Ezekiel.

If he failed, the Cruor would gain a much more valuable piece than what humanity would lose.

----------



Outside the crumbling castle that had acted as the den for the Cruor, Ezekiel was limping away as fast as he could, having nearly been trapped in the rubble as the stonework of the building fell down. At the moment, Shine was also being used as a crutch.

He was essentially out of mana at this point. Having spent a large portion of what remained defending himself from the blast that destroyed the Spine. Unlike the first time, he was not up close to the explosives, nor was he caught off guard from the blast. But it was still nearly over a dozen times more powerful, at the least.

As it was, he knew that, even with Shine helping him to escape, their chances of getting out of there were slim to none. But he still had to try, no matter what it took.

The fact that almost all the nearby Umbral Beasts and lesser Cruor had been killed by Drew during his rampage, meant that there weren’t any enemies for Ezekiel to run into.

But the shrill scream coming from the south sent shivers down his spine, and he limped away even faster.

“What was that!?” Shine was panicking. They had been channeling as much mana as they could into Ezekiel’s body, but his injuries from the blast and falling rubble meant that his mobility was still hampered.

“Nothing good. Get ready to ‘Jump’ as far as possible.” Ezekiel continued to move. He knew that the chances of him ‘Jumping’ far enough to escape were slim to none. But he knew that he would have to try. If he could get close enough to the Hunter army, then there was a possibility that he would be able to get help and escape.

The massive shadow that appeared over his head made him freeze in terror. A pressure pushed down on him. Far greater than the miniscule amount that Exalt Harras had used. This was the full weight of the anger of a true Mythical being.

The ground crunched beneath the large behemoth’s feet as it landed. Ezekiel expressed his concept of ‘Nothingness’ and regained the ability to breathe. In the back of his head, he tried to check on Shine’s condition, but all he could feel was the Void Spirit’s soul shivering in fear. Soft whimpers echoed through his mind as Shine barely managed to hold on. Ezekiel shared his strength as best he could, but he wasn’t certain how long he would be able to hold on either.

“YoU!!!” A warped warbling voice spoke to Ezekiel. It sounded quite like the Cruor remnants he encountered whenever he tried absorbing Ichor.

The world fell silent as Ezekiel waited for the beast to speak to him further. But instead, a soft crackling sound, followed by grunts and moans of pain were all he heard.

He didn’t dare to look behind him, however, as he was afraid that any sudden movements would cause this creature to end his life. His instincts screamed in warning over and over again. But there was nothing he could do.

Finally, the noises stopped. Only for countless more shadows to appear above Ezekiel as a great number of massive creatures landed all around him and the first figure. Similar noises of painful grunts and moans filled the area.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel could see one of the large figures slowly shrinking into a regular looking Winged Cruor. At that moment, he knew what had happened. The Legendary Cruors had reverted to their Primal state. He greatly feared what the outcome of the battle between the armies was.

“You wretched little enemy of life!” Ezekiel felt a clawed hand grab him by the back of his neck and throw him into the rubble of the Cruor’s den.

As he crashed through a stone wall, he nearly fell unconscious from the impact. But he managed to stay awake and see a long, feathered, tail reach through the opening in the wall and rip him back outside. Held up by his neck, he was barely able to breathe. Something that he wasn’t sure he could do for much longer. His grip on Shine was already starting to weaken.

“You are a Void Mage! Just like I was! So, why! Why do you fight against us! Why do you fight for Humanity!!! Why did you murder my son!!!” Broodlord Derrick was screaming at this point.

None of the grace and primal majesty that the other Cruor witnessed before had remained. The Broodlord was crying, having known that there was no way that his son could’ve survived the explosion that took out the Spine. Even if he didn’t know that Drew had completed his transformation, the dead Legendaries he could vaguely sense beneath the rubble told him exactly what he needed to know.

For Ezekiel, he could barely breathe, let alone speak, so the Broodlord loosened his grip, ever so slightly. Hearing the terrified whimpers of his Spirit, and hearing the pain in the Broodlord’s voice, Ezekiel couldn’t help but get angry. If things had been even a little bit different for him, he might’ve been the one leading the Cruor on an attack against humanity.

As it was, however, he could feel a sense of pride inside himself, at having not given in to the despair that the Broodlord so clearly felt.

“Because... I am human... and so... is... my family...” Ezekiel barely managed to wheeze out those words, only for the grip on his throat to tighten up once more.

“If that is the case. Then let us see what you will do when your precious Humanity is stripped from you.” Under the watchful, terrified, eyes of the Cruor, that were, even now, still returning, Derrick Driftmark carried Ezekiel to a special place in the den.

Clearing out the rubble from the collapsed castle, a pool of Ichor was revealed. It was filled with rucks and other remnants of the building. But unlike the Ichor from the Spine, which had turned white and chalky, this Ichor was still thick and viscous.

Seeing the large pool of Ichor, Ezekiel’s grip on Shine nearly slackened, but he knew that he couldn’t let go, even if the Ichor managed to corrupt Shine as well. Letting his Spirit go would essentially mean letting them fall into the hands of the Broods. Something he would not allow.

“I’m sorry, Shine... I’m sorry everyone.” As Ezekiel was unceremoniously dropped into the pool of Ichor, he barely had a chance to scream as it flowed into his open wounds.

Thrashing and crying, he let go of Shine, who fell alongside him to the bottom of the pool. The pain was all encompassing, but the moment he hit the bottom, his consciousness fell inward. The world was stripped away from him, and even the pain seemed to dull into a soreness that reached every part of his being.

Finding himself in his inner world once more, he readied himself for what was to come.

----------



Derrick stood tall as he looked at the pool of Ichor in front of him. In the back of his mind, his master, the Winged Brood, grumbled in anger at his actions. But there was a begrudging approval, as this was the perfect test to see if Ezekiel would be worthy of becoming a true vessel for the Brood.

Besides, even if the transformation failed, and Ezekiel became a corrupted Cruor, that was fine as well. At least as far as Derrick was concerned. The Void Mage had murdered his son, after all.

“You, there!” Derrick gestured to a group of Bone Cruor that had just arrived. “Go with a handful of my Peerage. There should be three bodies beneath the rubble by the Spine. Find them and bring them to me. Now!”

The group of Cruor moved to do as commanded, while the rest stared at their lord. Exhaustion was clearly displayed on their faces. All of the Primal Cruor had reverted back to their more rational states. Some had died due to having lost control in full, but the majority that hadn’t been killed by Hunters had managed to retreat. But all of them were tired, including the Broodlord.

If the battle were to begin again, it would be impossible for them to transform. The battle had been lost, and their numbers were too little, and too far from home, to maintain a presence here. As much as he hated to say it, they needed to retreat. They had lost this war.

“The rest of you, prepare to retreat. Gather what usable supplies there still are and move to--” A crack of Lightning striking against the pool of Ichor cut him off. The blast as it impacted threw him sideways, and the arcs of Lightning that scattered around the area killed several Cruor that failed to get out of the way.

Whirling around in shock and pain, Derrick tried to find out where that had come from. But there was no one with the range of his senses. The only way that could be the case was if the attacker was from multiple kilometers away. Perhaps as far as the frontline of battle, where the Hunters were still recovering.

“Harras...” Derrick growled in anger as he realized what was happening.

He hadn’t killed the Exalt, so the man must’ve gotten his healers to help him recover enough to make a number of attacks from afar. As it was, they were now on their back feet, and it wasn’t likely they would recover in time to defend themselves properly. The Human army might be getting ready to attack even now.

A second bolt of Lightning struck the pool of Ichor. Though, this time none of the Cruor were killed with the aftereffects. But as he stared at the pool of Ichor, Derrick could hear his master howling in fury. There was no time to wait for Ezekiel to be converted. Usually such a thing was a process that took weeks to complete anyways. But given their combined rage at Ezekiel’s actions, they had decided to increase the speed, even if it greatly increased the risk of failure.

“My lord! We’ve found the bodies!” The Cruor that had been digging through the rubble called out. But, as the Broodlord looked at the corpses, he realized that two of them were merely the disgraced Peerage members that had lost the first Spine.

While the other was clearly a corrupted Cruor, though one that was nearly identical in appearance to a Winged Legendary Cruor’s Primal state. At that moment, something inside him broke, as he knew that his son had died, even before Ezekiel had blown up the Spine.

A third strike of Lightning hit. This time it missed the pool, but it nearly killed several more Cruor. Looking around, he felt his master’s frustrated resignation, and the command to retreat and not lose any more forces.

“Fall back! Head to the east! Return to the Desolate Lands!” The Cruor immediately fled, either by taking to the sky, or running across the land.

The Broodlord stared at the pool for a moment longer. Watching as it bubbled and rippled from Ezekiel’s movements at the bottom. Turning his head, he spat on the ground and glared at the pool one last time.

“Good riddance.” The Broodlord then took to the sky with a flap of his wings. Not once looking back, even as he idly dodged out of the way of a Lightning bolt that had been aimed at him, and not the ground.

For the first time since his return to the Willowbrush Empire, Derrick Driftmark, Broodlord of the Winged Cruor, experienced defeat.

----------



Back at the Hunter army, Exalt Harras was standing next to Adrian, Harlot, and Naeri. His household had set up a small perimeter around the group, and specific Scholars, those that were still alive, had been called over.

“The Broodlord is gone, as are the rest of the Cruor. Though there are still Umbral Beasts nearby.” One of the Hunters in Harras’ household stated. Her Spirit had gone ahead to scout, flying far higher than any of the Winged Cruor had. Allowing her to stay out of the range of the Broodlord’s senses.

“Good. Now, let’s go save the hero of the hour. I don’t think he’d be turned into a monster just yet.” Harras face was set in a grim expression, knowing that he had been just seconds too late in his attempt to save Ezekiel. But at least he had prevented the Cruor from taking him away, which was a good thing in its own right.

Beside him, Harolt and Naeri had matching expressions, even as they readied themselves, exhausted as they were. To rescue the man that had saved them all.
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                It was a scene of devastation that Harras and his followers arrived at. Though it had been reported to them earlier, it was still a sight to see. Almost nothing when compared to the destruction that was done by Harras and the Broodlord, but still impressive.

“Direct us to the last place you saw the Void Mage.” Hearing Harras’ order, the Tempest Hunter brought them along to the pool of Ichor that she had scouted out earlier.

“It’s here, Exalt, but I don’t see why we need to be here. My Spirit hasn’t seen anything out of the ordinary since the Void Mage was thrown into the pool.” The Tempest hunter didn’t understand why they needed to look for Ezekiel. As far as she was concerned, he was already dead. If not a total monster by now. “If he isn’t a mutant by now, then he’s surely dead. Isn’t he?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out. You two, go over there. Make a hole in the ground. One that’s big enough to drain this one.” Harras directed two Legendary Hunters, both Cavern elements, to the side.

Currently, there wasn’t much that he was capable of doing on his own at the moment. He was covered in bandages. His Spirit armor had long since dispelled, and his Spirit was lying next to him on a cushion. All while he was seated on a reclining chair that was being carried by several of his household’s Hunters. Leaning over his were two Life Mages that were doing their best to keep him together and help him regain as much of his health as possible. For a man that was near death not long ago, he was remarkably healthy now that his battle had ended.

Harolt and Naeri were silent as they stood alongside the handful of Scholars that were bound by contracts. At the moment, they were fully aware of the fact that Ezekiel could’ve survived. But they could sense something was wrong as they were called forth. The Exalt had only said that they were to aid in Ezekiel’s retrieval, but no mention had been made of the tests they had conducted.

Needless to say, they were wondering why the Exalt hadn’t simply been forthright with them regarding his intentions. It was as if he wasn’t aware that Ezekiel could absorb Ichor.

Of course, had they been made aware of what Adrian and Harras had done to their memories, then their confusion would’ve been cleared up right away. As it was, Adrian had simply requested they keep certain secrets to themselves. Without alerting anyone else as he did.

“I am aware of your concerns in this instance. But we need to at least attempt to retrieve the body of the one who saved us.” Harras ignored the strange looks that he was getting from the Scholars. “The fact that he isn’t a rampaging monster right now, means that the ability of a Void Mage to fend off the effects of Ichor when their Chakra is open is stronger than expected. For all we know, he’s hiding down there, waiting for a sign that the Cruor are gone.”

By this point the Cavern Mages had carved out an appropriately sized hole. Signaling for the Cavern Hunters to proceed, the smaller pool was opened up to the much larger, and deeper, hole in the ground. The Ichor swiftly drained, and the Mages all stepped back to avoid being splashed.

It only took a couple minutes for the Ichor to fully drain, and when it did, the sight at the bottom nearly caused a couple of the Mages to puke.

At the center of the now drained pool, Ezekiel’s body was covered in the slick, oily, Ichor that previously filled the pool. But that wasn’t the sickening part. It was the fact that his body was convulsing, and his limbs and bones were snapping as they were broken, only to be healed an instant later. Not once did he heal in the wrong manner, however, as his body seemed to warp back and forth from being in the right and wrong positions.

“Wash him off! Get him up here now!” Exalt Harras voice snapped them all out of their dazed confusion. Though she was tired and drained, Naeri was the first to summon water with her mana. She essentially flooded the Ichor pool with water, washing away all the previous remnants of the Ichor that remained. Feeling the drain on her mana, she knew that she couldn’t keep this up for long.

Suddenly, a pillar of stone rose from the ground, lifting Ezekiel into the air. This helped, as she and the other Glacial Mages could focus on using their water to clean him off more easily. As the Ichor was washed off of him, Ezekiel still continued to convulse. But it was worse than that, as they could all see that his body had seemed to have lost all its color. Except for the red and black veins that stood out on his pale skin.

“His sword...” Harolt muttered as he looked around the empty pool. “We need to get his sword!”

As the rest of the group moved Ezekiel’s body onto more solid land, they were careful not to directly touch him. The Cavern Mages shifted the stone on the ground to make manacles to prevent him from moving. While the Life Mages did the same with vines and roots. It helped, but not a lot.

“There! You! Come here. I need you to make a vine ang grab that sword!” Harolt pointed at the opalescent sword that was at the bottom of the pool. Just like Ezekiel, it too had black and red veins, more like cracks, running up and down its length.

The Life Mage Scholar looked concerned, but Naeri pushed her to go. As he went to fetch the sword with roots and vines grown from seeds kept in her sleeve, the other Hunters all looked confused.

“The Sword is his Spirit. Better they both fight this off together than leave each other to fend for themselves.” Harolt explained as he gestured for the Life Mage to move the sword over Ezekiel.

“Are you certain this will help him?” Harras was somewhat doubtful that Shine could help at this point. Ezekiel was basically dead; he just hadn’t stopped moving yet. Though the fact that he hadn’t mutated meant that things were not the worst-case scenario just yet.

Harolt ultimately didn’t reply, instead, he just nodded his head to the Life Mage, who placed the sword vertically on Ezekiel’s chest.

The effects were immediate. He stopped convulsing the moment the sword was laid on top of him. But what happened next shocked them all.

With a feat of strength that none of them were expecting, Ezekiel ripped his arms free from where they had been restrained. Grasping Shine by the blade, Ezekiel began to bleed. Sickly Ichor drained from his hands and down from his body in rivers. It was as if his body was doing all it could to purge the Ichor from his system.

“Let him bleed!” Naeri called out as one of the healers moved to stop the bleeding. Turning her head, she addressed the Mages that weren’t any good at healing. “Bring me all of the blood replenishing potions we still have from the medical cart. All of you, use your mana to help direct his blood flow to expel the Ichor that’s inside him.”

“Naeri! What is happening?” Harras called out, nearly having let loose a bolt of Lightning at the sight if the Ichor spilling from Ezekiel’s hands.

“He’s fighting the Ichor off, but so long as it’s in his body the fight will go on for too long. This Ichor is much stronger than any that he’s come into contact with before. Likely from the Broodlord himself.” Naeri didn’t turn away as she spoke. Too focused on directing Ezekiel’s blood flow. “As it is, there’s a chance that he’ll survive.”

“How do you know if this will work?” Harras was beginning to have his own doubts at this point.

“I don’t. At this point, since he hasn’t mutated, either he dies from a lack of blood as the Ichor is purged from his body, or his blood turns red again. Which should mean that he’s out of danger. For the most part.” Naeri couldn’t help but mutter that last part under her breath.

The group fell silent as they all either watched, or worked, on Ezekiel. As the Ichor was purged from his bloodstream, potion after potion was poured down his throat. Soon, the Cavern Mages were called once again to use the last of their mana to create a raised table that would allow the Ichor to drain onto the ground.

Soon, a new pool of blood, far greater than what should’ve been able to fit inside a human body, had accumulated beneath the table. Yet it still didn’t stop. They were nearly out of potions now. Less than half were left. But Ezekiel just laid there. Fighting for his life in a world that none of them could see.

----------



Finding himself once more within the confines of his own soul, Ezekiel was fighting for his life in a far more harrowing battle than his previous experiences. Currently, beyond doing his best to simply not be consumed, he was unable to do much beyond expressing his ‘nothingness’ against the corruptive ooze that seeped through his entire body.

As he tried to fend off the tendrils and pustules of ooze, he found himself missing the standard figures of the Bone, Fang, and Winged Cruor that he had fought before. But most of all, he missed his Spirit, whose connection to him had been cut when he had let go of their hilt.

Usually, his connection to his Spirit wouldn’t be severed so easily, but clearly the Ichor in the pool was more unique than he had expected. From what he could tell, it was blocking off all forms of mana. Though the fact that he was already out of mana when he was dropped in the Ichor certainly didn’t help.

Ezekiel threw himself to the side as another tendril tried to pierce him through. But he found himself losing ground as he continued to run and dodge. The Ichor was spreading further and further into him. Growing stronger and stronger as time went on.

He knew that, so long as he remained in the pool, he had no chance against the constantly growing ooze. There was simply too much more of it, compared to himself, to properly face.

A sudden shudder ran through the world that Ezekiel was in. The ooze in front of him hadn’t spoken once, only letting out growls and shrieks of rage and anger. But this time, it seemed to let out a pained groan, and Ezekiel saw something that gave him hope.

The ooze was beginning to shrink. It had stopped growing and was now being eaten away by Ezekiel’s will and ‘nothingness’.

But Ezekiel knew, while this was certainly helpful, if things went on as they were, he would still run out of steam well before the being he was fighting.

As he started fighting back, being careful not to be taken out in one blow, Ezekiel continued to think about how he could win. How he could turn this around.

He knew that it was possible to absorb Ichor, turning it back into mana for him to add to his reserves and use for himself. But that had only ever happened when he had already defeated the remnant of the Cruor that was within the Ichor.

He didn’t think that his soul would hold on for long enough to do that.

‘I wish you were here, Shine... Maybe we could’ve figured something out, together...’ Ezekiel’s stray thought nearly brought his fight to an end, as he was unprepared for the sudden jump in power that the ooze suddenly experienced. As if it had received an influx of power to bolster its attack.

He managed to dodge it, however, by giving up an arm that brought him immense pain as he lost it. Motes of light faded away from the severed limb, and Ezekiel felt himself growing weaker. But there was a calmness that seeped into him as well. A familiar feeling had returned to him, and he felt himself pushing harder than he ever had before.

Charging through the ooze that was in front of him, he allowed himself to be wrapped up for just a moment as his hand reached into the amorphous mass. Grabbing onto a small but welcome hand, Ezekiel allowed his mind to burst with the last little bit of strength he had.

His ‘Nothingness’ spread out, far stronger than before, even though it left him nearly motionless with exhaustion. But he had done what he had set out to do. He had freed Shine from the grasp of the Cruor.

The little Spirit, dazed from the sudden shift, saw Ezekiel weakly floating in front of it. They immediately connected their soul to his, and fled before the Ichor could get to them again.

In that moment, Shine cursed their weakness, and wished that they were just a little bit stronger. An idle thought crossed their mind in that instant. A risky plan far greater than anything Ezekiel had put them through came to them. One that they could only pray to the Ancients wouldn’t kill them.

Behind them, Shine could hear the ooze shaped Cruor screaming in a cacophony of rage filled madness. But given that Ezekiel was barely holding on at the moment, Shine decided to take a risk that Ezekiel hadn’t been willing to.

“I’m sorry. But I don’t know what else to do.” They said with regret. Ezekiel did not reply, but he understood what Shine was doing. Even if he knew that this would hurt, far more than what had happened before. 

In that moment, Shine exited the primary mindscape of Ezekiel soul, and entered into his Spirit Pathways, which had already begun to experience the corruptive effects of the Ichor. As the ooze followed after them, a searing pain spread through Ezekiel’s body and soul.

“Just hold on, please hold on... I have an idea, but I don’t know if it will work...” Ezekiel couldn’t reply. He was too lost in the pain, fighting as hard as he could, just to hold his soul together. But the cracks that were spreading through the Spirit Pathways the three beings traveled through showed that he wouldn’t last for long.

All the while, Shine continued forward. Searching for the only thing he could think of that would give them an even miniscule chance of surviving. 

----------



Back in the physical world, Ezekiel’s body had been surrounded by several walls of stone, and a makeshift medical room was erected to keep him safe while he was being worked on. Given the state of several of the other Hunters, additional rooms were set up as well. Harras was actually sitting in one of them as he was treated by his followers.

However, regarding Ezekiel’s state, Naeri was, surprisingly, not the first to notice when his condition shifted.

“His soul is breaking down!” It was one of the Adept Life Mages that realized what was happening.

Given that she was fairly low in power when it came to her status as an Adept, she had been regulated mostly to observation of the non-essential aspects of Ezekiel’s soul. The parts that could be damaged and not result in immediate death.

All the same, Naeri’s face went from determined and focused, to looking even more grim.

“Focus your efforts on maintaining his physical condition. Stop all efforts to purge the Ichor from his system. We’re nearly out of potions anyways.” The Healers all looked shocked at her orders.

Off to the side, in a connected room, Harras also looked shocked to hear what she said.

“The Ichor has gotten into his Spirit Pathways. Purging his body won’t be enough. At this point, all we can do is ensure that his body doesn’t break down. For the Life and Death Mages who specialize in spiritual wounds, you need to do your best to hold his pathways together.” Naeri continued to direct her assistants. “Set up a multilayered weave, with at least three layers between yourselves and the area of the Spirit Pathways you are working on. Do not let the Ichor in his soul touch your own. The moment even a single layer of your weave is affected, recall your mana and wait for it to dissipate before you attempt to continue your efforts.”

Several of the Scholars and hunters helping Ezekiel’s condition looked grim, and more than a few looked reluctant to continue working on Ezekiel. Given the increased risk to themselves, this was somewhat understandable.

If the Ichor had infected his soul to the point that it was spreading through his Spirit Pathways, that meant that the corruption was more than capable of infecting them through their own souls.

“If you are unwilling to help, then get out of my medical room.” Several Healers immediately left, not bothering to look back. These were the ones who were reluctant to spend time on what they had considered to be a useless endeavor. Naeri and Harolt made a note of who they were for later.

Only one or two more left after that, but these ones had legitimate excuses. Mainly the fact that they were too low on mana to meet the minimum requirements to create a multilayered weave. The regretful looks they gave Ezekiel as they left put them in Naeri and Harolt’s good graces.

“Exalt Harras!” Harolt called through the open makeshift doorway. “I’m sorry, but I think that we will need some privacy to continue the treatment. He’s not going anywhere, obviously, so you can check on our efforts later.”

Harras didn’t seem like he agreed with the Grand Scholar’s assessment, but a hand from Adrian held him back. Unlike Harras, Adrian had realized that everyone that was left in the room was a Scholar. He had also seen how Harolt had assessed them all before speaking up.

“I believe that the Grand Scholar has his reasons for doing this. For now, I think it best we let him proceed.” Harras was confused by his old friend’s words, but seemed to understand what he was implying.

“Very well. Keep me posted regarding our hero’s condition.” Harolt nodded in thanks before shifting the makeshift door closed. He then took several artifacts out of his Void Pouch, placing them around the room, and sealing it off from outside observers.

“Alright, they can’t hear us now. So, does anyone want to tell me what’s happening for real?” Harolt was calm, but there was an undercurrent of threat in his voice. “I don’t know why the Exalt is acting like he’s unaware of our previous experiments, but I think we can speak of it properly now.”

“Everything I said was true. I just didn’t say what I think Ezekiel is doing to overcome this.” Naeri continued to work on Ezekiel’s body as she spoke. “As you know, Ezekiel could only absorb the mana rich Ichor in our experiments after he defeated the remnant of the Cruor, or rather the Broods, that existed within it. However, given the difference in the strength of this Ichor, compared to the previous specimens, I don’t think that option is available to us.”

Each of the Scholars still present looked to Naeri in confusion and concern. If it was impossible for Ezekiel to fight off the remnant, then what was the point in their efforts.

“As such, I believe that Ezekiel, or Shine, or both, are going to make use of the Ichor in a more direct manner.” Harolt looked worried when Naeri mentioned using the Ichor.

“How so?” Naeri was silent for a moment. “Naeri, how do you think he’s going to use it?”

“... Ezekiel is at the peak of Tier three. At this point, the Ichor keeps his consciousness, and Shine’s, internalized, allowing them to continue to delve into Ezekiel’s Spirit Pathways for as long as he wants. As such, all he needs is a sufficient power source, to open his fourth Chakra.” For the first time since she started working on Ezekiel, she looked up at her fellow Scholars. “Doing instantly regenerates any and all lost mana, bringing him from almost nothing, to the first Step of Tier four. That, I think, is what they’re trying to do. But it’s risky. As the Ichor travels through his Spirit Paths, it also destroys them. If he can’t find his fourth Chakra in time, he’ll die. Simple as that.”

Turning back to Ezekiel, her glowing blue hands restarted their work on keeping Ezekiel’s body together. Seeing their Grand Scholar returning to her work, the rest of the healers got back to work. A sense of worry and apprehension mixed with hope and curiosity filled them all.

Each and every one of them was a Scholar, after all. The sheer amount of information and discoveries they were making, as well as the number of theories that would be proven or disproven if Ezekiel’s mad plan worked, would open up countless possibilities for each and every one of them.

But only if Ezekiel survived.

----------



All around them Ezekiel and Shine witness cracks form and be filled with a reddish black oily substance. The space that represented Ezekiel’s Spirit Paths, the countless channels through which Ezekiel’s mana would flow when enacting his spells, continued to break down.

By this point, neither of the two had any idea of just how long they had been fleeing and searching. Ezekiel had managed to get somewhat of a second wind. But Shine also had limits. Their only advantage was the fact that it was apparently harder for the Ichor to seep into a non-living entity.

Hence why Shine’s soul had been consumed and covered, rather than chipped away and eaten in truth. Since there was no body for the Ichor to effect, it was forced to slowly seep into Shine’s soul. Something that would take much longer due to the lack of Spirit Paths that Humans had.

If Shine had been a normal Spirit, then things would’ve been different. They would’ve simply dissipated as all of their mana was drained away. As it was, their experience within the strange ooze was merely the most painful experience of their life, rather than an immediate death sentence.

As it was, thanks to the fact that they were now more firmly entrenched in Ezekiel’s soul, the Void Spirit had gotten a chance to recover. But they were also running out of steam.

“How much longer can you last?” Ezekiel’s voice was weak, even though it was merely thoughts being projected to his Spirit.

“As long as I need to.” Shine was firm in their choice to stick with Ezekiel.

“Even if this works... There’s no guarantee that I’ll be able to use magic again...” This was the main reason why Ezekiel hadn’t jumped onto this possible solution right away. But Shine cared more about keeping Ezekiel alive at this point.

“You don’t know that.” Shine was desperate to keep Ezekiel’s fading consciousness with them.

“If I can’t, I want you to find a new partner... I think the world needs you more than it needs me right now...” Shine couldn’t agree with that. They couldn’t even imagine having a bond with someone other than Ezekiel.

Suddenly, the two of them felt like they had fallen into the shadow of something massive. But there was no sense of dread or worry. Only a firm certainty of hope.

They had found Ezekiel’s fourth Chakra.

Behind them, the remnant Cruor howled in rage. It didn’t know what was happening, but it knew that Ezekiel and Shine no longer felt as scared as they had just moments ago.

“Move! Move now!” Ezekiel screamed as he and Shine charged forward. Just a little bit further.

A tendril shot forward, wrapping itself around Ezekiel’s leg. Just as he and Shine impacted on something solid. Followed by a crash as the Cruor slammed into them.

----------



Naeri and the other healers recoiled from Ezekiel in an instant. The Legendary Glacial Mage turned pale, but the others just looked confused. Like they couldn’t understand why they had retreated.

“Everybody out!” Naeri yelled a warning for them all, but it was too late.

Ezekiel’s eyes opened. A pure white light flooded the room. Steam burst out from his body as his veins were flooded with white light. The presence of a Legendary Mage filled the room, nearly bringing the Adept Scholars to their knees.

A loud ‘crack’ nearly deafened the occupants. All of them were thrown against the walls. Then darkness, and silence, was all that remained in the room.

            

    
        CH 157 (Book 3 Ch 47): Consequences

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel found himself floating in the Void once again. Alone, this time, as Shine was nowhere to be seen. This was something that would usually be a major concern for him. But given his current circumstances, he knew that he had bigger things to worry about.

Specifically, the massive number of rips and tears that split the cosmos that he was within. The endless expanse of stars was ultimately marred by these cracks in space and time.

They swirled and mixed erratically. The majestic sight that once brought him awe was now an utterly wrecked and ruined canvas that he did not know how to restore.

Staring at the stars in the distance, he could feel a pull, the tiniest of tugging sensation that attempted to draw his eye towards them. But he found himself unable to fall into a state of enlightenment.

Instead, he felt a hollow numbing sensation. One that was a stark contrast to the feeling of an endless expanse that his mana usually gave him.

Holding out one hand, he attempted to channel his mana. He had expected pain. Perhaps even an agonizing burning sensation that would run through his veins like fire. Such descriptions were common among those that had damaged their Spirit Paths.

Instead, he found something far more terrifying. A complete and total lack of anything.

No pain. No burning agony. No exhaustion. No sluggish movement of mana.

There was Nothing, and it scared him.

----------



Pained groans were the first thing heard when Exalt Harras had one of his followers rip open the door to Ezekiel’s medical room. The small lights being used to illuminate the sealed chamber had been broken when a pulse of magic had been released from Ezekiel’s body.

However, other than having been flung into the wall, and receiving some bruises in the process, each of the Scholars was okay.

“Harolt!... Harolt! What happened?” Exalt Harras didn’t move from where he was being treated, but he shifted enough to get a look into the room.

“Explosive backlash. Extreme measures were taken, and it caused all the magical energy in Ezekiel’s body to be purged. Including the Ichor.” Harolt didn’t know this for sure. But given what he had learned about Ezekiel and Shine’s apparent plan, the Grand Scholar felt that he could safely assume his words were correct.

If they weren’t, then he could just claim that it was an unexpected reaction to the attempt that was made. Dealing with Ichor was always an unknown worry, after all. Especially when it involved Void man, which they still knew oh so little about.

“And Mister Luminance? Is the hero of the hour, okay?” As the Scholars all climbed to their feet, Harolt looked to the table where Ezekiel was laying.

Rather, the table where he should’ve been laying.

“He’s gone! Must’ve been a reaction to the purging of his magic. He should be somewhere within a couple of kilometers of us. Probably won’t be too hard to find. So long as nothing gets to him while he’s out.” Hearing Harolt say that Ezekiel was gone, brought Naeri and the others to awareness much faster.

“Why the hell are you so calm about this?” Harolt just looked confused for a minute, before Naeri noticed that his eyes seemed cloudy and there was blood running down the side of his head. “Dammit! Come here, get yourself checked over before you do something stupid.”

Holding her own head in pain, she stumbled out of the room. Very few healers were left to help. Most of the ones that had been in the room with her were also injured in some way or another. But it seemed like head injuries were few and far between. Just Harolt and one other had gotten struck in the head with any significant force.

“Lord Exalt. Given the amount of mana that Ezekiel had left, which was basically none, his ‘Jump’ spell wouldn’t have gotten him far.” Naeri sat down in a chair as an Apprentice healer that had been dragged along as backup started examining her. “Please send out a team of people that you trust to try and find him. Usually, with the Cruor’s retreat, I’d say that our presence would ward off most things that would try to kill him. But we can’t be certain of that. Especially since I’m fairly certain he’s still unconscious.”

Exalt Harras looked conflicted between asking for more answers and going with what Naeri suggested. He still needed Ezekiel alive to be of use at some point.

It would do him no good if word got out that he let the man die after doing so much to save him. Even if his existence was a pain in the ass when trying to keep the Empire stable. Potential tools needed to be treated well, after all.

“Adrian. Assemble a team led by at least two of my household to ensure that Mister Luminance is found.” Adrian moved to do as told, but not before leaning in, to whisper something into the Exalt’s ear. It was completely silent to everyone else in the room, but Harras’ looked annoyed, yet resigned, as he motioned for Adrian to proceed with his task.

“Recover quickly. We need to move as soon as Mister Luminance is found.” The assembled Scholars nodded in understanding, and Harolt’s eyes were beginning to clear up as the fog faded from his mind. Each of them was looking forward to getting out of there. Even if it was simply to return to the ruins that were once their home.

They had won the battle and, for now, the war. There were preparations to be made. Both for mourning, as well as the eventual celebration.

Harkem City might’ve been destroyed, but the land remained in humanity’s hands. It was only right that they take care of it, and build it back up, better than before.

----------



It was roughly ten minutes later that a runner came back from the group that had been sent to find Ezekiel. There was much confusion when he insisted that they needed the Grand Scholars to accompany him back to the site. But as they approached, it became obvious why.

Lying in the air, several feet above the ground, Ezekiel remained motionless as he floated above a perfectly smooth concave hole of earth and roots. One that was nearly twenty feet wide.

It was as if something had taken a spoon and scooped out that ground beneath Ezekiel. But in such a way as to not otherwise mar the landscape.

From what those that had assembled could see, whatever had caused him to ‘Jump’ to this place had seemingly destroyed anything and everything on his person. Not that there was much, as his clothes had long been cut off for his treatment.

What was strange, however, was the fact that his body had clearly undergone some kind of metamorphosis. Before he had fallen into the ichor, his skin was a relatively warm and slightly tan color. Due mostly to his years in the Archipelago.

When he was thrown into the pool, his complexion turned sickly pale, nearly gray, and his veins were clearly showing through his skin.

Now, his hair seemed to glow with a faint white light, and his skin seemed to shine with the same opalescent sheen that the blade he held against his front did.

“Why haven’t you taken him down yet?” Naeri and the Scholars were prevented from moving forward when Adrian asked this. He had been sent with the Scholars when Exalt Harras couldn’t go himself. The man was getting sick of these unexpected delays.

Rather than saying anything, one of the Mages, a Flame Adept, raised a finger before pointing it at Ezekiel. Slowly, a stream of fire flew in Ezekiel’s direction. Naeri nearly screamed at him to stop. But what happened next shocked her into silence.

As the flame hit the invisible boundary of the spherical area around Ezekiel, the fire immediately dispersed. The mana was fading away, rather than being absorbed. But it was still startlingly similar to the effects of the mist. Though not so surprising that the Scholars could say that they’d never seen it before.

During his testing and training, Ezekiel had shown off the effects of his ‘Nothingness’. Something that the exalt was also aware of. But for those that weren’t in the loop, this was scary development.

“As you can see. None of our magic works when we cross that boundary. I didn’t want to risk my people crossing it physically. Not even Cavern Mages can do anything. Their constructs just crumble as the mana is dispersed.” Adrian frowned as he listened to the scouts' report. This would make things difficult. Especially since it wasn’t likely that any volunteers would be willing to go into the hole directly.

“You folks really have lost your minds. Haven’t you.” A sigh from Harolt drew everyone’s attention to him. “Watch and learn, children.”

The man then walked over to a fallen tree. Snapping off a fist sized piece of wood from a branch, he lobbed it at Ezekiel. He ultimately ended up beaning the Void Mage with a dull ‘thud’. At which point, Ezekiel’s head moved to the side, and whatever force was holding him up faded, as did the light that was emanating from his body. Unceremoniously dropping him to the ground.

To test his next steps, Harolt spat out a small cloud of miasma that drifted and settled just within the previously existing boundary. It wasn’t dispersed in the slightest.

“There. Problem solved. Now, let’s go save our hero, and get him back to Harkem. Where he can be treated properly.” Under the dumbfounded gazes of his fellow Mages, and a few confused Spirits, Harolt strode forward, jumping into the hole, and picked Ezekiel up with a grunt. He then threw the young Void Mage over his shoulders like a man half his age would. He didn’t forget to pick up shine from where they had fallen either.

“To be honest with you all,” Harolt looked at the Mages that were still staring at him from atop the hole in the ground, “I am done with this war, done with this ruined landscape, and done with not being in a bed. I’ll worry about propriety and appearances after I’ve slept. Now, can we move on?”

Holding out a hand as he approached the lip of the hole, Naeri seemed to shake herself out of her tired stupor. Reaching forward, she helped pull Harolt and Ezekiel out of the hole. Before immediately putting a glowing blue hand against his head. Just to be sure that the concussion had been treated properly.

With a tired sigh, she slapped Harolt’s shoulder before following after him. Just as the rest also moved to follow. While they were confused at what had just happened, they could all agree on one thing.

Harolt was right. They all wanted to go home, and rest in a proper bed.

----------



The journey back to Harkem was surprisingly calm and swift. It took longer to return than it did to get to the battlefield. The trip took a full two days thanks to the lack of need to rush, but it ultimately meant that people were able to recover as they traveled.

Of course, Not once did Ezekiel wake up during this trip. Instead, he was kept within a private carriage alongside the Scholars. Adrian, having slightly more information regarding the secret surrounding Ezekiel, spoke briefly to Harolt and Naeri. Ensuring that they knew what was going on, and that they knew they needed to keep things vague for the time being.

Fortunately, both the Grand Scholars felt a dark joy in knowing that Harras and his household needed to hamstring themselves due to their sense of duty. The Scholar’s primary loyalty was to the Church of Ten, after all. Though that didn’t mean they would be spreading the information. Oaths had been sworn, and Scholars had no desire to spread chaos and discord through the world, after all.

Besides, they both needed to work on the state of the Church. While they would get support from the other Cathedrals, it would still take some time before they were operating at full capacity. Something that they knew certain factions would take advantage of.

Especially since the Exalt would be heading back to the capital, now that the Cruor’s presence had retreated. Though there were still some concerns regarding this plan of action.

“Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do about it. The Emperor has declared that the matter regarding our border has been settled, and that it is not my responsibility to overlook the reclamation and resettlement myself.” Harras had more or less fully healed from his injuries. Though he did still have a few scars that made moving in certain ways somewhat difficult. “It’s not like you Scholars want me here anyways. Especially since I might find out something I shouldn’t know about.”

“You mean, something that the Emperor shouldn’t know about.” Harolt had a solemn look on his face. He knew that the Emperor was likely a part of the factions that were going to be against the Church’s recovery in Harkem.

“Indeed.” Harras was blunt in his reply. While he respected the position of Emperor, the current one clearly had no concern regarding the state of the Empire. Something that was shown in his behavior regarding the recently settled conflict. “But that is not your concern. Here.”

Harras held out a contract to Harolt, who took it with careful hands. Looking over it, he let out a sigh of relief as he glanced over the contents.

“This is good. Thank you for releasing him from his contract.” The document in Harolt’s hands was an official recognition of services rendered by one Ezekiel Luminance.

It basically freed him of all previous contractual obligations and ensured that Ezekiel was free from all previously imposed punishments. As well as ensured that all previous crimes were pardoned. Including any that might’ve popped up during his service. Which there weren't’, but this covered all the holes that other nobles might try to take advantage of.

The Emperor might be able to overturn this document, but not without breaking faith with the nobility, on top of creating further friction with the three Exalts.

“I heard that his family was reuniting in Tollren, correct?” Harolt looked back to Harras upon hearing this inquiry. “From what I understand, that is where the Alkena family, one of the Luminance family’s supporters, has moved their operations to.”

“Indeed. That is the case, from what little I paid attention to. Why?” Harolt was somewhat concerned. He didn’t want the nobility causing further problems for the Luminance family. They had suffered enough. Especially given the number of contributions they had made.

“Nothing major. Just know that that is the hometown of my fellow Exalt, Talia. While not directly under her jurisdiction, she does like to keep a hand on things that happen there. Make sure that the Luminances know this. We Exalts have a responsibility regarding those that reach a certain threshold of power. Even if that won’t be an issue with Ezekiel.” Harras tone turned dark, with a hint of frustration that showed his annoyance at what had happened.

It was something that everyone who had bothered paying attention to had noticed. Though it had taken several hours after his recovery from the hole he had made for himself.

Whole his body had recovered in full, even though he hadn’t woken up, he didn’t seem to be regenerating his mana. Something that the Scholars that were treating him noticed first. After Harras had found out about it, he had declared that it would be kept a secret. Though it was implied to be a method of keeping Ezekiel safe, those with more political knowledge had other thoughts.

Specifically, they figured that it wouldn’t look good for the Empire if the Church of Ten’s greatest contributor to modern Void Magic was now a cripple. Especially since it had happened under an Exalt’s watch. They’d be lucky to continue enjoying the same level of cooperation with the Church in the future.

Given that the Empire had also lost an important potential tool, Exalt Harras also had little reason to keep being as kind as he had been. He would grant Ezekiel all that he deserved, of course. But he wouldn’t bother investing into a lost cause. Though he did make a note to keep track of the Luminance family’s twin sisters.

If Ezekiel took a hand in training them, even as crippled as he was, they’d likely grow up to be powerhouses in their own right. These were thoughts the Exalt decided to put aside for now, and revisit later, when it became more relevant.

Regardless, having given the document over to Harolt, Harras and his household swiftly vacated Harkem. Recovery and construction relief had been sent by the Empire, the Cathedral, and some of the neighboring towns and cities that had been barely affected by the Cruor.

No nobility had been officially assigned to the city as its Ruler, but that would likely happen after the repairs were finished. If not just before. As it was, it was the few Guild Leaders with ties to the nobility that were given the temporary power of authority that were currently acting as the administrators and government officials.

Something that usually wasn’t permitted due to the Guild, officially, not having ties to influence ruling and governing factions. The only exceptions were when proper governing bodies were unavailable.

For Ezekiel, none of this mattered, as he continued to sleep. But for the rest of the world, time kept going forward, and so did they.

----------



It wasn’t until nearly a month after returning to Harkem that Ezekiel finally awakened. At which point, the first thing he noticed was that the only thing he could feel was an all-encompassing numbness that spread through his body.

It was like when a limb fell asleep from laying on it wrong. But this was everywhere.

Seeing that Shine was still with him, he tentatively tried to reach out to them through the connection he was certain he could still feel.

All he got was static. A faint voice could barely be heard. But nothing he could understand.

Needless to say, when Naeri entered the room to see him quietly crying while holding a sword to his chest in a death grip, with his hands bleeding from how tightly he was holding on, she immediately called for assistance to keep him from hurting himself even further.

It took nearly an hour before Ezekiel was fully caught up on what had happened. Most of that time had been spent having several Scholars try to pull Shine from Ezekiel’s death grip. But it seemed like, although he had no apparent mana available to him, his body was even stranger than before.

After her examination, Naeri determined that Ezekiel was, physically, as strong as a Tier four Cruor. Something that hadn’t been expected by any of them. Though it was apparent that this didn’t matter to Ezekiel. His lack of mana was enough to nearly put him into shock. All his years of hard work had disappeared in an instant.

“Ezekiel...” It was only after Naeri had left Ezekiel alone, ensuring that he wouldn’t do anything stupid before she did, that a quiet and muffled voice called out to him.

Turning to look at Shine, the tears that had stopped not long ago started up again. It had been so long since they had last used it, that Ezekiel had nearly forgotten that Shine could technically speak aloud now. Hearing the Void Spirit’s voice, as faint and unclear as it was, brought him significant relief.

“Shine... I’m sorry... I don’t know what happened, but I don’t think I can feel our bond anymore.” After his first failure, Ezekiel continued to try and reach out to Shine. But after enough tries, he realized that he was tricking himself with a false hope. While he believed he could feel his bond with Shine, his inability to actually connect with the Spirit had shown him that he was likely just false hope.

“It’s okay... I can feel it... Our bond... it’s still there... just blocked...” Hope swelled once again in Ezekiel’s chest. But it dimmed somewhat. He couldn’t help but feel like he had heard of something like this before. A story of a man whose punishment was to forever have food and drink just out of reach.

That was exactly what he was feeling right now. After thirteen years of having a companion literally connected to his soul, the sudden lack of that feeling, but knowledge that it was there, was enough to make him feel hollow.

Determined to find out what the hell was happening, Ezekiel fell into a state of meditation. Feeling himself entering his inner world and seeing the motes of mana floating about all around him, Ezekiel felt relieved to know that not everything was broken.

But as he examined himself further, he realized what had happened. His Spirit Pathways had shattered. Like branches of a tree that were blown off by the wind, the pathways that his mana used to flow when he used his spells or reinforced his body were broken into pieces.

They weren’t even twisted or mangled. They were simply in pieces. The amount of his soul that his consciousness could access was basically a one-foot-tall stump, compared to the several meters tall tree that it once was. Worse yet, it almost seemed like he could sense where the different pieces of his Spirit Paths had ended up. Like splinters that were spread through his body that, for some reason, he couldn’t feel.

From what he could tell, it was one of these areas of his soul, where his Spirit Paths were disconnected, that his bond with Shine directly manifested. Thus, his bond hadn’t been severed, but his ability to sense it had been cut off when the channel that interacted with it was cut off.

He was still greatly confused, however, as he knew that such injuries should’ve meant that he was in an endless loop of pain. Portions of his soul were literally shattered. Sure, it was mainly the pathways that ran through his soul that were broken, not his soul as a whole, but it still didn’t make sense.

Coming out of his meditation and looking toward Shine, Ezekiel determined his next course of action.

“We need to speak with Naeri and Harolt. Now.”

Needless to say, neither one was happy when Ezekiel, unused to his new physical strength, broke through several doors trying to find them.

----------



Needless to say, after calming down and hearing Ezekiel’s explanation, Naeri and Harolt directly examined him again. This time, bringing in a Life Mage to cover anything they might’ve missed. Naeri was good at healing the physical aspects of the body but given her element she wasn’t as good when it came to the soul. Though she was still far better than most healers.

Unable to find anything out of the ordinary, besides the obviously broken Spirit Channels, the Adept Life Mage was dismissed, and it was only Naeri and Harolt that were left with Ezekiel to discuss things.

“So, any ideas on what might be wrong?” Ezekiel looked to Harolt with an incredulous expression on his face. He had gone to the Grand Scholar to ask for his expertise. Not get questioned on it.

“Don’t give me that look. You’re too smart to be so confused. At this point, I have some ideas, but I’m pretty certain you already know the answer. You just haven’t connected the dots yet.” At this point, even Naeri was looking at Harolt in confusion. “I’ll give you a hint: emotions.”

Ezekiel and Naeri still looked confused for a moment. But as Ezekiel connected the thought of emotions to his magic, he realized what was happening.

“You’re saying that, somehow, I’m enacting a state of Elemental Emotional Influence onto my body. Thus, numbing the pain and other physical sensations I should be feeling right now.” The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. When he allowed it to, his mana would numb his emotions to the point that he could push past any sort of traumatizing experience and operate at nearly peak efficiency. So long as his stubbornness didn’t get in the way.

“Indeed. I believe that it is likely a side effect of what is probably happening to your mana right now. I don’t think that it’s not regenerating, but rather, since your Spirit Paths are so broken, your mana is flooding your body as it regenerates.” Harras explained his own theories, which he was almost giddy to think about as this was a completely untouched field of study. “It also likely has to do with your ‘Nothingness’ as well.”

How so?” Ezekiel knew that his seemingly ingrained understanding of the concept of ‘Nothingness’ was deeply connected to his theories regarding reaching Tier four without a Spirit but wasn’t sure how it concerned the current situation.

“It is not well understood but, as you theorized, Spirits and Mages obtain a certain level of understanding that is ingrained in them when they reach the Legendary level. While not obvious, this understanding has a subtle influence on how a Hunter will use their magic.” This was new information to Ezekiel. He had always thought that a Hunter or Mage’s magic use was determined on their training, and the traits of their bonded Spirit.

“Naeri, for instance, gained an understanding of water and Glacial magic that, ironically enough, had ties to life, thus leading her to be an incredible healer, even though she is not a Life Mage. Whilst I obtained an understanding relating to ‘the spread of death’ which is why I am particularly good at gaseous poisons and other airborne means of death.” Ezekiel got chills up and down his spine as Harolt casually implied that he was basically a living plague. “Not that this knowledge is common anymore. Since we both have long since left the active battlefield. Except for wartime, of course.”

Naeri quietly snorted in the background. Ezekiel figured there was some sort of inside joke that he wasn’t privy to, so he didn’t question it.

“Regardless, it’s likely that, once you opened your fourth Chakra, and your understanding became one with your mana in full, rather than an influence you needed to impose, it started affecting your body more easily. Hence why you only feel a numbing sensation, rather than all-encompassing pain.”

The reminder that Ezekiel had, technically, broken through to Tier four brought about another wave of regret. He had finally reached what was considered the top of humanity, with Mythics being beyond humanity, only to find out he couldn’t use his magic anymore.

“Hold still.” As Harolt suddenly grabbed Ezekiel’s arm, he grew confused for a second before he saw a black rot spreading from where Harolt had grabbed him.

“Harolt! What are you doing!?” Naeri nearly screamed as she reprimanded Harolt, ripping his hand off Ezekiel in the process. But before she could begin healing him, Ezekiel’s arm began reverting to its original color.

“Hmmm... Seems like that theory is right as well. You are immune to external influences of magic.” Ezekiel and Naeri just stared at Harolt as he looked over Ezekiel’s arm.

“But... that doesn’t make sense. We used magic to heal him. To observe him. How could he not be affected by magic?” Naeri had used her magic on Ezekiel several times. There didn’t seem to be any issues at the time.

“You weren’t actually healing him though, were you? You said it yourself when he was first checked over after we recovered him from that hole. He was physically fine, just needed to recover himself. Maybe you thought you were aiding him, but more likely your mana was just dispersing like mine was. Something that happens to a healer's mana when they expend it to heal their patients.” Harolt’s explanation turned Naeri silent. Until she reached forward and tried to use a spell on Ezekiel.

It was a simple healing spell. One that helped with blood flow for patients with gaping wounds. It was also one of the spells that she would notice the effects of, given Ezekiel’s currently healthy state. But the magic just faded away, like there was nothing there.

For his part, Ezekiel just looked lost. His ability to use magic had been taken from him due to his own issues. But it seemed like he had gained something new. The ability to passively, and totally, dispel any magic that came into contact with his body was useful when fighting Mages or Spirits.

His body being as powerful as the average Legendary Cruor was also great. Both of these things meant that he could still fight and defend himself against threats. But there was a nagging feeling in the back of his mind. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but he could tell that, so long as he didn’t have his magic, the future was going to be grim.
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                Even though he was cleared as being fairly healthy, besides the constant state of physical numbness, Ezekiel wasn’t able to leave anytime soon. He did receive word that his parents had reunited with his sisters in Tollren, however, so at least there was some good news.

His mother had also reunited with Lina, who had apparently been a part of the earlier evacuations. He had missed speaking with her when he had first returned to Harkem. But that was to be expected, given how chaotic it was.

The thing that annoyed him the most, however, was the fact that he still had to submit a number of reports to the Scholars. He had been lucky regarding the Empire’s forces. As he hadn’t had to answer to any Inquisitors. But it seemed that bureaucracy was going to follow him to the gate of hell and back.

When he reported his findings regarding Drew, however, he ended up receiving a number of pitying glances from the Grand Scholars. While they had fallen out of contact, and their first meeting after eight years was brief, it had still been hard for Ezekiel to deal with the emotions.

At least, it was after he finally figured out how to retract the emotional suppression, and finally deal with everything that had happened during his last mission.

“You’re certain that the corrupted Cruor you found was Drew Driftmark?” Harolt asked for what seemed like the fiftieth time. Ezekiel had gotten annoyed by this point. But he could see that there was something he was missing as he looked past the pity in Harolt and Naeri’s eyes.

“Yes. I am. What’s going on? No offense, but you seem strangely worried about a mere Adept... Yeah... I’m sorry about what happened...” Ezekiel’s voice grew quiet as he remembered the shrieks of rage and pain. Drew’s half human, half avian, face came to the forefront of his mind before he shook it off. “Why was he the only one they corrupted, anyway?”

Harolt and Naeri shared a glance. It was apparent that they were conflicted regarding how they should answer. But, after a silent conversation, Naeri nodded her head, to which Harolt just sighed.

“According to an account by the Exalt, the Broodlord claimed to be Derrick Driftmark. Whom, after searching what remains of our populace records, was Drew Driftmark’s father. Which means that your actions won’t be just a matter of enemy action. It will be personal for this Broodlord. We’re not certain what the outcome from this will be.” Harolt’s voice had a gravelly whisper to it as he seemed to regret what had happened as much as Ezekiel.

The Void Mage had frozen up, however, as the words that the Broodlord had screamed at him when he was holding him by the neck returned to him. He could now clearly recall the Broodlord asking why Ezekiel had killed his son. But a corrupted Cruor wasn’t the person that they used to be. Even if Drew had seemingly retained a sense of stability, in the physical sense, it was clear that he hadn’t truly been turned into a Cruor. Such a thing was impossible, after all.

So, why had the Broodlord decided to force his son to undergo the mutation regardless. There’s no way he would’ve been willing to destroy his son like that. Not if he was so enraged and heartbroken when Drew had died.

“You don’t think that the Cruor have begun to figure out how to mutate non-Void Mages, do you?” Ezekiel was ashen faced as he asked this. But it seemed like the only reason he could think of that would cause the Broodlord to do such a thing to his son.

“Unlikely. While your report indicates they’ve possibly found a way to prevent the more... malignant mutations, it’s unlikely that they’ve managed to do as you say.” Naeri replied this time. Her expertise and study of the effects of Ichor gave her a better idea of the situation. “It’s not impossible, of course. Just unheard of. What’s more likely is that the Brood that Derrick Driftmark contracted promised him a ‘chance’ that Drew would convert in full. Perhaps it didn’t. Regardless, I think it was a desperate hope from a desperate man. One who wanted to see his family more than anything else...”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but tilt his head to look at the floor. He didn’t have to see their faces to know what kind of looks Harolt and Naeri were giving him. Worry at how familiar the Broodlord’s story was in regard to his own. Though not nearly as self-destructive and grotesque.

“...I think we can call it here. You have remained under watch for a week now. No major changes to your condition, and the caravan heading to Tollren is leaving tomorrow. I’m assuming you’ll be heading out with it?” Harolt raised an eyebrow as he adjusted some papers.

“Yes... I need to send a message to Gates, however. I left some people behind, and while I’ve let them know about my recovery, I’ll need to let them know where I’m going.” Ezekiel stood up from his seat, giving the Grand Scholars a bow of thanks. “I’m sorry to leave you all to continue the work here, but I need to go...”

Naeri and Harolt waved him off. “Get going. This city is no place for you. No offense.” Harolt’s reply made Naeri sigh in exasperation. But Ezekiel just nodded, understanding the sentiment.

While it hadn’t been said out loud, Ezekiel had seen a missive from the capital on Harolt’s desk. The Inquisition would be moving in in full force roughly three days from now. Given the roads, none would be crossing his path to Tollren. But better to leave sooner, rather than later.

----------



Ezekiel sat in the back of a wagon as it rolled down the magically carved stone road to Tollren. It had been two days since he had set out with the caravan, and it was expected to be another three before they reached the city. Though there were a couple of villages that they would be able to stop at on the way. One where he had mentioned he would try to wait for Riley, and any of his Scholar friends who could get away from Gates. Though he knew that the latter was unlikely.

A book was in his hands, and he was wearing a cloak over a set of mixed armor pieces. There hadn’t been much for him to obtain for travel. Worse, his Void Pouch had been destroyed a while ago. So, he basically had just a sack with his belongings, as there weren’t any Void Pouches for him to acquire.

Fortunately, the caravan he was with, whale small, had plenty of provisions for those that needed them. He hadn’t been the only one to lose his Void Pouch. Those that still had one were asked to share some space for supplies. The accompanying Guild chose to accept. Something that Ezekiel was grateful for, but had expected, given the Guild that was accompanying them.

“Oy! You doing alright back there?” Herend stuck his head in through a flap on the side of the wagon. He was seated on top of Philips Spirit as they rode together along the path.

On the other side of the wagon, Filia and Tracy, who were a welcome sight to Ezekiel, rode in another cart that was being pulled along by a pair of mundane draft animals. Surprising, given that there were more than enough Spirits to do the heavy lifting. But Ezekiel figured that the trip was likely doubling as downtime for a number of Hunters.

“I’m fine. Just figured I’d get a bit of reading in as we traveled.” Ezekiel was calm and collected as he addressed Herend. “Besides, it’s not like there’s much else I can do right now. Practice is impossible for me at this point.”

Herend winced at Ezekiel’s blunt tone. Outside the tent, Philip mirrored the Glacial Hunter’s actions. The team that Ezekiel had been working with had been informed a while ago about what had happened. It was one of the reasons Garrad had volunteered them for the caravan escort.

Garrad himself couldn’t leave the city. None of the native Guild Leaders were given leave. Which made sense, as they needed to hold down the city until a new Ruler could be assigned.

But, given that the sky was clear over the city and the surrounding areas, it was unlikely that the Cruor, or Umbral Beasts, would be moving in large groups anytime soon. The areas further north, near and past the Broodlord’s den, were a different story. As it was obvious that at least one Spine had managed to Bloom. The expansion of the Desolate Lands was proof of this.

“Well, just let us know if you want to stretch your legs. I know you don’t spend all your time in there but try not to stay cooped up in there for too long.” Heren ignored the sense of pity he felt for Ezekiel. He knew that the Void Mage wouldn’t appreciate it.

Before Ezekiel could reassure Herend that he was alright, another voice cut in.

“Stop worrying about that cripple. Focus on your job and keep watch.” A Rude and loud voice called out. It was one of the Conscripted Hunters that had been forced to act alongside the Guild Hunters. He was a large and burly man who rode a black and brown tiger Spirit. The man’s own hair and eyes denoted him as an Adept Cavern Hunter.

Ezekiel stuck his head out from the wagon to get a better look. More curious than anything else. He had long since stopped caring about what others thought of him.

Upon seeing who was making such a ruckus, Ezekiel recognized the man as one of the Hunters that had been in Gates. If he remembered correctly, he was also one of the ones that had been a part of the groups that had disapproved of his presence as a Void Mage.

“Stupid brat! Getting out of doing the hard work just because you got hurt. Some ‘hero’ you turned out to be.” Ezekiel saw the man take a swig from a flask on his hip. Many of the other Hunters glared at him. This was not the first time the man had acted like this. But not once did he realize that no one approved of his actions.

Seeing Ezekiel sticking his head out of the wagon, the man sneered in his direction.

“What are you looking at? Ya stupid cripple!” The man patted his Spirit on the head. A rock came flying out of the ground, aimed right at Ezekiel’s face.

While still unaccustomed to his current physical state, Ezekiel was still able to whip his arm around and catch the rock before it did anything. Much to the man’s shock.

Ezekiel then proceeded to split the rock in two with one hand and flick the pieces back at the man. The impact of the stones as they impacted against the man and his Spirit made a loud ‘crack’ echo through the group. Everybody flinched as the man fell to the ground, choking as his ribs were broken. His enchanted armor was also shattered.

His Spirit growled as menacingly as it could with a collapsed side. But while he couldn’t perform magic, Ezekiel could still exert his presence on the world. It was just muffled since his mana was undirected. Though, at Tier four, that was much less of a problem.

Regardless, upon hallucinating a massive figure made of stars hovering over Ezekiel, the Spirit collapsed under the weight of Ezekiel’s soul pressing down on it. This had the unfortunate side effect of making everyone who was watching recoil. The man who insulted Ezekiel actually fainted.

“...Sorry about that...” Ezekiel’s voice was quiet as he pulled himself back into the wagon. “I’m still trying to figure things out.”

“...It’s fine. He’s the one who tried to strike a Legendary being without cause...” Herend gave a nervous smile as he and Philip moved back into position. The man who started the conflict was unceremoniously thrown onto another cart, alongside his Spirit. A healer was called up to make sure the man’s injuries were properly treated.

For Ezekiel, his hands were covering his face as he rolled onto the floor of the wagon. His head resting against a pile of supplies. The book he was reading was long forgotten as he mentally screamed at himself for what he had just done.

“...Ezekiel... Are you... Alright?” The static, yet recognizable, voice of Shine quietly called out to Ezekiel. “How... bad... was... it?”

“Not the worst. But I still need work.” This hadn’t been the first time Ezekiel had nearly broken something beyond repair due to his abnormal physique. If you didn’t include the trees that he toppled just from punching them.

“It’s... okay... we’ll work... on this... toge...ther.” Ezekiel could hear Shine’s voice starting to falter. He hoped that, when he got to Tollren, the Church would be willing to take a commission for help in creating a voice box. It would further progress the Com-Slates to actual direct communication devices. As well as grant Shine an easier method of speaking to Ezekiel, now that they couldn’t speak mentally.

“I know, Shine. I know. This will not be the end of the road for me.” Sitting back up, Ezekiel grabbed his book and began reading once again.

The words “A Study of Spirit Pathways: Effects of Shattering and Attempts at Healing” were emblazoned on the cover. A half open satchel with similar books lay next to him on the bench he sat on.

----------



After that incident, no one else ended up doing anything to taunt or agitate Ezekiel. For the most part, besides the team that he was friends with, most of the other Hunters actively avoided him. While he wasn’t able to cast magic at the Legendary Tier, he was still as strong, physically, as a Legendary Cruor. This basically meant that he was more than capable of essentially wiping them out if he wanted to.

There more or less headed straight for the city. Only stopping at two of the villages on the way. Spending their time camping out on the nights they had no inn to rest at. Though, it seemed the caravan would have to move before Riley could arrive.

A letter had been sent ahead, however, and it informed him that Riley would be heading straight for Tollren. Apparently, it would be a simpler journey for her to go that way instead. This evened things out for Ezekiel, who was much more relaxed when they set out.

The journey ended up being quite quiet, for the most part. Due to the Empire being fully settled land, there were far fewer Wild Spirits unless it was within specifical wilderness zones. As such, a journey that might have resulted in at least three skirmishes only had one. And it was dealt with easily enough.

For his part, Ezekiel just picked up a few rocks and threw them at anything that got too close. Nothing died during this incident. Which was good, as it meant that the Spirits were smart enough to flee.

“So, that’s Tollren...” Ezekiel sat at the front of his wagon. “It’s smaller than Harkem... But maybe that’s why it feels so much more inviting.”

Tollren was considered of equal rank, as a city, to Harkem, but was still slightly lesser. Mostly because there was less need for a large Guild presence, as they were not that close to the borders.

It acted much like a checkpoint city on the way to the capital. It was situated a couple weeks north of the city that was one of Gates’ sister cities. Much like the cities of Rime, Chime, and Zime, there were the cities of Crossings, Trimble, and Gates.

Trimble, being the city south of Tollren, was currently having difficulties at the moment. As a large amount of trade was having difficulties due to the war in Tarquessa. Something that Ezekiel realized that Gates was likely experiencing as well.

“Do... Evelyn and... Warren... know... you’re coming?” Shine was sheathed on Ezekiel’s hip as usual, but garnered some strange looks from the Hunters who could actually hear them now.

“Most likely. I said we would be arriving sometime today or tomorrow, depending on the weather and road conditions. But even if they don’t, they left instructions regarding how to find them.” By this point, their caravan was coming up on the gates to the outermost city walls.

Passing through the checkpoint was simple enough. Though Ezekiel did get several strange looks when he passed over his identification. The fact that he was a Legendary Mage was clearly included, as was the requirement of the Church of Ten to be truthful regarding their citizenship documentation. Though, if Ezekiel had his way, he’d be back in the archipelago soon enough.

He had a feeling that wouldn’t be the case, however, as many of the routes leading back there would mean traveling through areas that were not in a peaceful state of being right now.

Ezekiel and Shine accompanied the Wandering Titans to the small Guild sector of the city. There were a number of inns with available rooms, and the Hunters weren’t required to return to Harkem for two weeks. So, they would likely stay in the city for at least a week before they set out for their home.

Given that neither Ezekiel nor Shine saw anything relating to Evelyn and Warren as they traveled through the city, they decided to follow up on a few things to try and find them.

The first thing they did was visit the hospital. It was one of the places that Warren had said they would likely be. Thanks to their contributions, and as compensation for the fact that Evelyn was nearly assassinated, they had been greatly compensated. To the point where a full regeneration of Evelyn’s arm was possible. But those took time, and numerous treatments to complete. Usually around a year.

However, when they arrived, they were informed that, while she was a patient who was on a limb regeneration program, Evelyn had finished her treatments for the week, and wouldn’t be checking in for several more days.

As that was a dead end, Ezekiel sighed as he looked towards the large Cathedral in the distance.

He had two more places that his parents indicated were the most likely places that they would be staying. The first was the Noble sector, where the Alkena family had planted some roots. Temporary ones, until Allon and Sherra could return to Harkem.

The second was the Cathedral of Tollren. Where Evelyn and Warren would likely be working out of until they could get themselves back on their feet. Neither were particularly fond of Guild politics. So, they would probably look for work as unaffiliated Hunters working for the Church as escorts and assistants.

Looking at the sky, Ezekiel saw that it was getting late. Which made sense, as they had arrived just after noon. He decided that it would be smarter to look for wherever his family might be lodging with the Alkena’s. Looking himself over, he knew that he looked like a vagabond mercenary Mage.

Needless to say, he fully expected to be accosted more than once as he traveled through the noble sector. Especially since it was getting late.

“We could... try an... inn?” Ezekiel was glad to hear that Shine was getting better at using their ‘voice’ but couldn’t help but disagree with their suggestion.

“Sorry... but I really want to see my parents right now... I trust you to get us out of anything troublesome.” Shine’s blade hummed in delight at the trust Ezekiel had in them. But for Ezekiel, he couldn’t help but feel down. He knew that Shine was happy but couldn’t feel it like before. It made him feel somewhat hollow, to know but not understand.

But with their next destination in mind, the pair set off. Grimacing just a little bit as they passed through the opulent archway leading into the noble sector.

----------



It took roughly an hour of making his way through the noble sector before Ezekiel was standing in front of a fairly large manor with a large contingent of guards patrolling the area.

Apparently, given his, seemingly, aimless wanderings, and the questions he asked a few passersby for directions. Word had moved faster than he had. As it seemed like there were several guards that were expecting him. As well as barring any entry.

“Look. Like I said, I’m not here for trouble. I’m just here, because I was informed that this was likely where my family resided. Warren, Evelyn, Wendy, and Ellen Luminance. This is the Alkena estate. Is it not?” As he said this, Ezekiel gestured to the intricately engraved letters on the side of the entryway to the manor. The name ‘Alkena’ was proudly displayed for all to see.

“No entry without proof of identity. Only those that are permitted by the Alkena family, or with references provided by the honorable Morse family, may enter.” The guard in front of him glared as he spoke. It was a look that Ezekiel knew quite well. It was the look of a mana staring at a pile of shit he had just stepped in.

Listening to the man’s little speech, Ezekiel could clearly tell who this man truly owed his loyalty to. He was likely a guard on loan to the Alkena’s by the Morse family. Whoever they were.

Seeing the other guard, one who looked like he was clearly new, and was only following the orders of his superior, Ezekiel put together a plan that he hoped would work.

“Fine. I don’t want any trouble, so if you could simply send word to the Luminances that their son has arrived from Harkem, it would be appreciated.” Ezekiel glared at the man who was barring his entry.

A heavy weight pushed down on the man as Ezekiel allowed a bit of his intentions and desires to press upon the world. The man who looked down on him found himself frozen in fear. Unable to move, as a figure so much more powerful than him gazed upon him like a person might gaze upon an ant. All while holding a boot right above it.

“I am certain that whoever informs them will be rewarded, while the one who decided to break protocol, and bar my entry without even bothering to check with the estate owners, will receive their just rewards. Likely from their true masters.” With those parting words Ezekiel turned and dashed away. Moving so fast that it looked to the guards like he had simply disappeared.

For his part, Ezekiel was tumbling through the air. His full strength being too much to retain full control as he leapt away. Fortunately, Shine managed to catch both of them before they crashed into a public fountain in one of the noble sector’s parks.

“Was that... a good idea?” Shine barely paused this time.

We’ll find out tomorrow. For now, let’s go back to the Wandering Titans. While they don’t have the most influence in this city, the Guilds still have better accommodations for visiting Hunters.” Marching back to the Guild sector, Ezekiel rubbed his grumbling stomach. He hoped that the inn would still have food available. It had gotten dark a little while ago.

----------



Early the next morning, at the entrance to the inn that Ezekiel had stayed at, he had half expected the city watch to have arrived to arrest him for his intimidation the previous evening. However, it seemed like several other guards from the Alkena estate had arrived instead. All of them looked quite tired.

This time, however, Ezekiel recognized a few of them from eight years ago. When he had last set foot in the Alkena’s Harkem estate.

“Harry? Is that you?” Ezekiel saw the man leading the guards and knew that it was the one who usually led him to the training hall back when he would visit the Alkena’s.

A melancholic smile spread across Harry’s face as Ezekiel approached.

“Indeed, it is. Long time no see, Ezekiel.” Harry held out a hand in greeting. Ezekiel shook it with a bit of enthusiasm. It was good to see that there were still people that thought well of him. “Sorry about last night. One of the other guards watching the wall overheard what happened. He reported it to master Allon, but you left so fast that it was impossible to catch up to you.”

“And the guard that kept me out?” Ezekiel was happy to hear that things were as he expected. In that the guard really was breaking protocol.

“Both of them have been fired. As have every other guard that were found to have been spies for other noble families.” Harry grimaced, as did the rest of the guards, as they remembered the questioning they had been through. It had taken all night to find out who was trustworthy enough for this mission. Even now there were still investigations going on back at the manor.

“Even the new guy?” Ezekiel hadn’t been certain that the younger man had been in on it but didn’t feel guilty about what happened either way.

“He was working for the Morse family as well. Actually, most of the guards that were fired were ones that were hired on the suggestion of the Morse family.” Harry didn’t look too pleased as he said this. “Needless to say, this means that certain relations will be strained moving forward.”

By this point, the group had moved out of the inn and were headed back to the Noble sector.

“Who is the Morse family anyways? I’m not well versed on the noble families of the Empire. They don’t matter to me, for the most part.” Ezekiel was nonchalant as he said this. Showing that he truly didn’t care for the nobility. Something that the guards had mixed feelings about. But were placated, since they knew he didn’t mean anything by it regarding the Alkenas.

Harry looked befuddled for a moment, but then his eyes opened in realization. A look filled with pity soon followed. One that made Ezekiel feel uncomfortable.

“You didn’t know? That’s a surprise.” Harry said as he seemed to get lost in thought. “I’m sorry to say that the Morse family is, currently, the most powerful ally of the Alkena family. Specifically, their young master is our young mistress’ betrothed.”

Silence spread throughout the group as that information hit Ezekiel like a brick to the head.
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                “Ezekiel?” It was Shine that brought Ezekiel back to his senses. Their voice cut through the silent streets. Many of the guards looked confused, not knowing where the voice came from. But since there weren’t any threats, they just let it be and moved on.

While Ezekiel had only paused in shock for a few moments, it was still noticeable. Harry grew a smirk on his face as he saw Ezekiel’s reaction. But he didn’t understand the true cause of it.

“You know, back when you were children, the guards would often make bets regarding the two of you. One of them was how old you two would be when you started courting each other.” Ezekiel had gathered himself and the group had begun walking once again. But when Ezekiel heard Harry’s words, he nearly choked on his own spit.

“I guess I can understand that. Given how close we used to be. But I don’t think I’ve even seen her that way. It’s also been eight years. We’ve spent more of our lives apart than together at this point. Even as just friends.” Ezekiel began to relax as the group made their way down the street. “Ultimately, I was more shocked at the fact that Shari was willing to settle down so soon. I figured that there would be some sort of elaborate challenge that I would’ve heard about beforehand.”

The guards all cuckold at the thought. It seemed that there were more than a few like minds regarding the matter. But it was Harry who shook his head and replied. He didn’t actually believe Ezekiel’s words about his feelings on the situation.

“It’s actually an arranged marriage. Though I understand that the two are fairly good together. None of that nonsense where there’s a conflict of interests. But that isn’t the case in this situation.” Ezekiel raised an eyebrow as Harry continued. “The young master of the Morse family is also the third child, who is marrying into the Alkena family, so it isn’t like Shari is losing out on anything either.”

Ezekiel was once again surprised, but this time much more happily than before. His previous shock had come from the fact that he had assumed Shari was being given away to another family. Thus, she would be losing out on her position as heiress, and eventually matriarch, of the Alkena family.

As there had been no word of the Alkenas having another child, this would essentially mean that the family name would end with Allon. Shari becoming the next head of her daily was something that she had wanted quite dearly. At least, she had seemed to when Ezekiel had last seen her.

For his part, Harry was worried that Ezekiel was going to do something stupid. As he gave Ezekiel a look over, to gauge his reaction, he didn’t see anything that stood out.

“I wonder if I’ll get to meet the guy. It'd be nice to clear up any misunderstandings between us.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if it was stories about him that Shari had shared that were the reason that he was treated so poorly by the guards last night.

If they were simply defending their young master’s interests, then it was somewhat less insulting. Misunderstandings were like that, after all. But it still didn’t excuse the fact that it was clear that their loyalty was divided. That was something that Ezekiel knew could not be allowed when it came to nobles and their families.

“Perhaps.” Harry turned away, hoping nothing bad would happen when the two eventually met. The Morse family had been curious about Ezekiel as well. Which wasn’t too uncommon. There were a number of people that were curious about the most powerful Void Mage in the world. He just hoped that things didn’t take a turn for the worse when said meeting occurred.

The rest of the walk was a mixture of idle chatter and silence. Everyone wondered about what would happen once Ezekiel finally reunited with everyone once again.

----------



Given that it was early morning, it seemed like the Alkena manor was livelier than Ezekiel had been expecting. He had thought that there might be a small gathering in front of the estate, where he would greet his parents and sisters with hugs. While at the same time handshakes and other gestures of respect would be exchanged between him and the Alkenas.

Instead, Ezekiel found himself wrapped up in a hug by his parents, while Allon and Sherra stood to the side and watched. The guards also stood to the side, but far more awkwardly than the rest.

He couldn't help but feel somewhat confused. There had been a message sent before his arrival, so it shouldn’t have been the case where his parents didn’t know he was coming. If anything, they should’ve expected his arrival the day before.

“My baby. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry...” Ezekiel’s mother cried into his chest while his father held them both in silence. But he could feel the man shaking as if holding back tears of his own. His sisters were, thankfully, not there at the moment. Likely eating breakfast, or otherwise getting ready for their classes.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” Ezekiel finally moved to hold his mother, giving his father a confused look over his shoulder. Warren just grimaced and looked away.

“Your magic! The letter from the Church told us everything!” Evelyn’s voice cracked as she said this. To the side, Ezekiel saw Harry and the other guards looking confused, while the Alkenas just looked away.

It hit him like a truck. The Church hadn’t told him that they had informed his parents of his current condition. They had just said that they had sent a letter to his parents, updating them regarding his health and having woken up from his coma. If they knew he couldn’t use his magic, then it was no wonder they were upset. It was well known just how much Ezekiel loved his magic.

The fact that many Hunters and Mages had killed themselves, rather than live without their magic, had likely caused them some concern as well.

“... Thank you, mom. But... while it’s not okay, I’m getting through it. Besides, I still broke through just before I was crippled. I’m, technically, as powerful as you are right now.” Ezekiel tried to pry his mother loose as he gave her an awkward smile. “I’m... going to figure something out. I promise you. Things will be fine.”

This seemed to settle his mother somewhat. But it was clear that she was still upset.

“But... the pain you must be going through... I’ve seen the effects of what happened to you on others. They needed to be drugged at all times or else they couldn’t even function.” This statement brought shocked gazes to Ezekiel’s direction.

“Void Mages are different. Thanks to a certain... understanding that I have regarding my element, the effects of my condition are not the same as with others.” Warren had backed away, holding his wife as Ezekiel continued. “Instead of pain, I just feel numb. No sense of touch whatsoever. They told me it was somewhat of a defensive reaction that my body adapted to.”

Ezekiel hoped that his emphasis on his ‘understanding’ of his element got through to his parents. It was something that only Legendaries tended to have knowledge of. There was no point spreading it around to the lower Tiers. Not when it wasn’t considered something important.

Although Ezekiel’s theories regarding the understanding of one’s element being a requirement for breaking through to the Legendary Tier might change that.

“Besides, with how tight you’ve been holding on to me, I think you’d have noticed if I was feeling any sort of pain.” Ezekiel had hoped that his joke would help his mother relax, but it was obviously the wrong thing to say. She flinched and pulled her hand away in an instant.

The family continued to stand there. Awkwardly wondering what they should do next. Evelyn was worried about Ezekiel, to the point where she was treating him like glass. While Warren was doing his best to comfort her.

Not sure if he was doing the right thing, but knowing he had to do something, Ezekiel decided to break the tension. He stepped forward and pulled his mother into another hug.

This time, it was Evelyn who stiffened up in shock. Ezekiel stood several inches taller than his mother. Holding her head to his chest. Reaching forward with one arm, he pulled his father in as well.

“You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m here, mom. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere. Not anytime soon. Not in a few days. Not in a few weeks. Not in a few months.” Ezekiel’s words finally calmed Evelyn down. But tears were still falling from her eyes. Warren also had tears forming in his eyes. But he had much better control of himself.

The family ended up just staying like that for several minutes. Simply basking in each other’s presence. Each one finally relaxed and calm, as they were safely together once again.

----------



When Ezekiel and his parents finally finished with their moment, things fell more in line with what Ezekiel expected. He gave his greetings and thanks to Allon and Sherra. The fact that they were taking care of his parents was something he would always appreciate.

Even if they were Legendary Hunters, Warren had only just recovered from his injuries, and his body was still weaker than usual. While his mother was still missing an arm, even if it had been partially regrown at this point.

“I’m sorry to hear about your auction house. I know how much it meant to you and your family.” Ezekiel was listening to Allon recount his family’s situation as they walked through the halls of the manor.

The move to Tollren was only temporary, but it was still something that was taking a toll on their family. The primary income stream for the Alkena family was their family’s auction house. Something that was ultimately abandoned during the war with the Cruor.

It was meant to be something that they would return to. But since it was destroyed alongside much of the city, it was unlikely that the Alkena’s would be returning permanently within the year. Though they would likely move back and forth a few times to make sure the reconstruction went alright.

“Thank you for your condolences. While it hurts to know that my family’s auction house was destroyed, I am glad to know that things will, hopefully, turn out for the better moving forward.” Allon tried to sound lighthearted. But, as Sherra placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, Ezekiel knew that it was hitting the man harder than he showed.

“Regardless, this event has allowed our family to strengthen its ties to our allies. Though I’ll admit the fact that so many of our guards had split loyalties was disturbing.” Allon shrugged and gave Ezekiel a look. One that he interpreted as somewhat accusatory. “But it’s better to find these things out sooner, rather than later.”

Ezekiel winced and a hand came up as he rubbed his head in frustration. This wasn’t the first time this had happened. He knew that the Alkenas had changed guards due to their treatment of him before. Though at least this time it was an issue that wasn’t directly tied to him. Just brought forth because of him.

“Well, are you ready young man?” Allon, Sherra, and Ezekiel’s parents stood to the side of a set of doors. The four had told Ezekiel that they had kept his arrival a secret from his sisters and Shari. They wanted it to be a surprise when he showed up and greeted him.

“As ready as I can be. Though I’ll admit I’m fairly nervous. They all grew up without me, after all.” To say that Ezekiel was nervous was understatement. A part of him wanted to run away in fear. But a comforting set of hands on his shoulders from his parents encouraged him.

As did the poking sensation coming from Shine. The Void Spirit used their telekinesis to express themself silently. Not certain if they should be speaking aloud right now. As well as being nervous themself regarding actually speaking to Ezekiel’s family.

Stepping forward, Ezekiel opened the doors wide, throwing them to the side just softly enough to not slam them against the walls.

Inside the small dining and lounge room, Shari and his sisters were sitting on one of the couches. They appeared to be looking over some books that Ezekiel figured were homework or study materials.

“The confused looks he received were somewhat hurtful, but he knew full well that he was utterly unrecognizable from before. The same could not be said about the three girls on the couch.

Shari was certainly taller, and her face slimmer and less childish. But she greatly resembled her mother, if not for the brown hair instead of red. But Ezekiel could still see the same stubbornness that made her so good at her family’s business glimmering in her eyes. A determination that made her push forward when things got tough. Something he couldn’t help but admire.

At her feet was a large boar with a bow tied to its tusks. Bonnie had grown quite a bit, and though he couldn’t feel it, he was certain that she and Shari had both reached the upper Steps of Tier two.

Ellen and Wendy, on the other hand, still had matching hair colors, but their eyes had changed color to gold and black, respectively. Something that had certainly happened well after Ezekiel had left in exile. But to see his sisters so much stronger and more mature, looking more and more like their mother, Ezekiel felt a mix of happiness and regret.

“Hello, who are you?” In the hallway, the parents all winced at Shari’s question.

“... I deserve that. But still, it’s me. Ezekiel.” The girl’s eyes widened in disbelief, but before they could say anything, Sherra poked her head into the doorway. Locking eyes with Shari, she nodded her head, confirming Ezekiel’s words.

The next thing he knew, a brown-haired missile slammed into him. Nearly knocking him off his feet in shock. But he managed to hold his ground. Even as two smaller impacts slammed into him right after.

“You’re back! You’re really back!” It seemed like Shari and his sisters were just as worried about Ezekiel as his parents had been.

“Ah... yeah... I’m back, and I’ll be here to stay.” Ezekiel wrapped his hands around the three girls who were holding onto him. He had been worried, since they’d only communicated via letters for the last eight years. But he was glad to see his worries were unfounded.

“Good! You’re not allowed to leave. Not again!” Wendy and Ellen had somewhat mixed feelings about their brother. “You need to stick around, and make sure you keep mom and dad happy!”

Ellen and Wendy’s words were a bit harsher on Ezekiel than he had hoped. But he knew full well that it was understandable.

Living without him for most of their lives meant they didn’t have as many clear memories of him as their parents did. But they were still happy to see him and knew that his presence would make their parents happier as well.

For Ezekiel, all he knew was that he was happy to be back with his family. Even with the slightly stilted reaction from his siblings.

But he figured that he’d have time to bond with them. He had nothing holding him back from doing so. Not at this point at least.

----------



It was several hours later that everyone finally calmed down. Ezekiel had been telling stories about what he had been up to. As had his family, regarding their own lives until now. It was a far more enjoyable time than the few exchanges of letters that they had had to settle with, up until this point.

Ezekiel’s strength was something that was of particular interest for everyone there. To the point where most of them didn't actually believe what he said. His parents did, since they received confirmation from the Church. But for Shari and his sisters, it was almost impossible for them to comprehend that he was a Legendary Hunters who wasn’t even twenty.

For them, Legendary Hunters were usually in their thirties at least. Even then, that was only because they had their Spirits to aid them. Even Shari, who had a Spirit, was still only Tier two after eight years. Though it had to be said that, if she dedicated her life to training, she would probably be in Tier three by now. Drew had been, so it was likely that she was simply focused more on her family’s business.

“How about we go to the training hall, and I can show you all that I’m telling the truth.” Ezekiel’s suggestion was met with voices of protest. Mostly from his parents, who didn’t want him fighting anymore. But given the life he had lived up till this point, asking for such a thing was basically impossible.

“Then let’s do something else instead. Sherra, can you please create a ball of fire in your hands?” Confused by the strange request, Sherra did as she was asked, but nearly flinched back in shock when Ezekiel pushed his hand into the fire.

The screams of shock and fear dwindled out when they realized that nothing happened. Sherra was even more surprised, as she could actually feel the mana within her spell dissipate without her input.

From this, she could confirm, without a doubt, that Ezekiel’s body did actually nullify all magic it came into contact with. At least, all magic that wasn’t self-contained. It was obvious that most enchantments still functioned in his presence. So long as they didn’t have an effect on the atmosphere.

“It was actually confirmed by the Church. Any mana that my body directly comes into contact with simply dissipates. Much like how Void mana dissipates into the atmosphere when it’s naturally created by external forces.” Everyone was surprised, as this was still technically a magical effect. Although Ezekiel’s parents were upset, thinking that he would go back to fighting when he could.

They needn’t have worried, however, as Ezekiel had a number of things he needed to do before that happened. Fixing his Spirit Paths being the top among them. This granted them some relief. But since he was still going to be experimenting, they were still somewhat upset.

It was only the fact that they knew they couldn’t really tell him no that stopped them from holding him back. They were fully aware of the fact that their son had his own life to live. One that they were barely a part of.

Moving past that less than pleasant topic, however, Ezekiel did ask about some others. Specifically, he asked about Drew’s mother, and if the Alkena’s knew anything about her whereabouts.

To his surprise, she was actually located within the city. Apparently, she had family in Tollren that helped her get back on her feet. She was working with them to pick up her old carving business. Something that Ezekiel was glad to hear about, but also upset for.

He knew he wasn’t going to be able to put it off for long, but that didn’t mean that he was looking forward to speaking with her right now. But she felt she had the right to know what had really happened. Since it was likely that the Church, and probably the Guilds as well, had only told her the bare minimum.

That was for later, however, and Ezekiel spent the rest of the day focusing on his family and friends. It was something he greatly cherished. The calm and relaxing atmosphere. As well as the emotions coming from everyone else. All seemingly happy that he was home.

There was still an awkward disconnect, however, as they had all, ultimately, made their lives away from each other. But they were moving past that. Slowly, but surely, they were moving forward.

----------



It was later in the evening, after the twins had gone to bed, that Ezekiel found himself leaning on the railing of a balcony as he looked up at the stars. While he loved the peace and the quiet, it was almost too much. He had spent so much of his time doing something or other, that the lack of action was eating away at him. His body might’ve been numbed by what had happened, but he was still filled with tension.

“Are you... okay?” Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s melancholy. The Void Spirit was floating towards him. Resting against Ezekiel’s chest before dropping, only for Ezekiel to catch them.

“I’m... not fine. Not yet. But I think I will be. I just need to find something to do. Once I get busy again, I’m sure I’ll feel a bit more comfortable.” Ezekiel held the Void Spirit closely. He tentatively reached out with his soul to try and feel their presence.

A sharp jolt of pain lanced through his head. The effects of his mana’s ‘Nothingness’ temporarily faded as he reached through broken Spirit Paths. Shine vibrated in his grip. Upset at what he had just done to himself.

“Stop!... Don’t hurt... yourself.” Ezekiel just shuffled awkwardly, knowing that, in order to fix himself, he would have to hurt himself sooner or later. Something that Shine begrudgingly accepted, against their will.

“Very well. But you need to promise me that you’ll still work towards breaking through. Even if it means taking what mana you can from whatever reserves of mine that you can access.” This was one of the things that had upset Ezekiel the most.

Due to their ordeal, Shine’s soul, after recovering, had become strong enough to reach Tier four. However, because they didn’t have their own ‘Understanding’ of the Void just yet, that meant that it wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. The fact that they couldn’t piggyback off Ezekiel due to his broken Pathways meant that it would take longer to gather the necessary mana as well.

“... Fine...” The only reason Shine agreed to such demands was because they knew they needed to be stronger to continue working with Ezekiel. A part of them actually hoped that they’d be stronger than him by the time he found out how to heal himself. Ezekiel honestly hoped for the same. He knew it was impossible to tell how long it would take to fix himself.

A gentle knock from the door pulled Ezekiel from his thoughts. Turning back to the glass door of the balcony, Ezekiel saw Shari standing there. It seemed like had been getting ready for bed herself, as she had changed her clothes to something more comfortable. Not quite sleeping clothes, but certainly not her regular daily wear. Bonnie stood at her side, nearly coming up to her hip.

It was a sight that he couldn’t help but take in. Shari had matured to be quite the beauty. Someone that Ezekiel found himself quite attracted to. Physically, at least. His thoughts went back to when they had parted. When he had told her that the things that they wanted in life were too different for them to be together. Something that he still believed in even now.

As his thoughts turned to romance and relationships, one particular face came to the forefront of his mind. Something that actually shocked him for a second.

A second knock from the door pulled his attention back to Shari.

Ezekiel gestured for her to come out and join him. He was still dressed in the armor he had managed to put together back in Harkem. The contrast between the two became even more clear as they stood side-by-side on the balcony.

The pair were quiet. Clearly, Shari had something she wanted to say. But it was just as obvious that she wasn’t sure how to say it. So, Ezekiel decided to say something first.

“Has your husband-to-be gotten to see you like this?” Ezekiel’s teasing seemed to work in helping Shari relax. Her face turned red, and her cheeks puffed up for a moment before she schooled her features.

“I see you’ve turned into quite the scoundrel. The old Ezekiel would never have spoken so crudely.” Shari huffed and crossed her arms under her chest. Ezekiel noticed the motion but didn’t let his eyes linger. Instead, he tilted his head to look at the stars once again.

“Are you happy? With your betrothed, I mean.” Shari looked confused for a second, before her eyes widened in surprise. “I’m not trying to pry, or anything, I know it’s not like I have a say, or anything. It’s just... you’re still my oldest friend. I want you to be happy. That’s all.”

For a moment, Shari felt a bit indignant. Ezekiel had been gone for nearly a decade of her life, and here he was, asking about her betrothed. After their parting, when he had basically rejected all of her feelings towards him, she almost felt like punching him in the face.

Ezekiel would’ve been fine with this, as he knew his question was fairly rude. They may not have been strangers, but they certainly weren’t the closest of friends anymore.

But Shari must’ve seen something in Ezekiel’s eyes and posture, because when he looked back at her she had clearly calmed down. It seemed to him like this was the topic she had been avoiding.

“Yes. I’m quite happy with my betrothed. Especially so, since I found out how he screamed at his sister for splitting the loyalty of our guards. He’s actually quite interested in meeting you.” Shari followed Ezekiel’s gaze towards the sky. “What’s so interesting about the stars? Even when we were kids, you always seemed to love looking up at them.”

Ezekiel rubbed his head. He hadn’t done any serious stargazing in years. Not since he’d seen them during his breakthrough. He hadn’t even really noticed that he’d fallen back into that habit.

“When I was a kid, I remember dreaming about the stars. Even more so when I touched those Ancient Void Relics.” The implication of what that meant wasn’t lost on Shari, who had learned a few things since Ezekiel’s exile. “I used to think that one day I’d get to touch them. That the answer to Void Magic was in the stars... It turns out I was right. But I’m not certain it matters anymore.”

The fact that Ezekiel was crippled was left unspoken.

“I guess I’m just hoping that I’ll find the answer I seek in the stars once again. Or, at least, that the stars I once saw will be visible to me once more.” Ezekiel turned away from the sky, looking at Shari’s face this time. It seemed like she had been absorbed by his words. As she was looking at the sky just as intently as he was a moment ago.

A thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind as she turned to face him. He realized that tomorrow was the day that Riley was likely to arrive at Tollren. It would probably be best if he told Shari about that particular incident. It was something he’d glossed over when they were telling tales earlier.

“Shari... there’s something you need to know. It’s about Riley... and while I’m at it, I might as well tell you about Drew, as well.” At the mention of Riley, Shari’s face scrunched up in distaste. But she remained silent as Ezekiel told his story.

Hearing that Riley had been brainwashed, just like her brother, melted her heart a bit. But it was what Ezekiel told her about Drew that really brought tears to her eyes.

“You’re going to tell her, aren’t you?” Shari was referring to Macy, Drew’s mother. Given how he had asked about it before, he wasn’t surprised that she connected the dots.

“Yes... In part, because I think she deserves it. But also, because I need to know about her husband.” Ezekiel’s voice deepened as he nearly growled at the thought of the Broodlord that had essentially crippled him. “It’s unlikely that, with the way the world is going right now, that I won’t be meeting him again. He had a grudge against me now.”

Shari looked away from Ezekiel at this point. He could tell that she disagreed with his intentions. But he wasn’t certain why. It made sense to him, after all. Drew’s father was an enemy of humanity. One that was coming for him. Wasn’t he right in wanting to let Macy know about this, and get information that would help him later on?

“What about the Cult? Aren’t they an issue as well?” Shari changed the topic. It hadn’t been discussed before, but it was clear that the only reason the Cult had not interfered with the Harkem conflict more than they already did was because of politics. Imperial politics at that.

“Given that I’m crippled, it’s possible that they’ll lighten up a bit. But even if they don’t, I still have several means to survive if needed.” Ezekiel had confidence in his Legendary body. As well as the effects of his body when it came to foreign mana.

He might’ve been at a bigger disadvantage against Cruor, but against other Mages he was actually much stronger. Something that the Cult didn’t know about.

“Regardless, I was hoping that you and your family could let Riley stay here for a little bit. Just until she can become a Church affiliated Hunter. I don’t think she’s interested in becoming a Guild Hunter.” Shari just sighed in exasperation. But she nodded her head, nonetheless.

“Very well. This young mistress will allow an old friend to rest and recover in her home.” Ezekiel chuckled at the mockery of noble speech that Shari used. He relaxed a bit, knowing that Shari wasn’t against their old friend. “You, on the other hand, will have to start working. I won’t have any freeloaders living in my house, after all.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow as Shari headed back into the manor. Bonnie followed behind her.

“What kind of work?” Ezekiel knew he wasn’t in a position to say no, but he still wanted to know.

“You’ll see.” The doors closed behind Shari as she grinned at his confused look.

Ezekiel just sighed, before once again turning back to look at the stars. Beside him, Shine vibrated slightly in their sheath. Their presence continued to give him comfort as he ruminated over the direction his life had turned to.

----------



It was mid-morning the day after Ezekiel had met up with his family. He stood alone in the market sector of the city, looking at a shop that had yet to open. As for the rest of his family, they were all preoccupied with their own errands and appointments.

Ezekiel’s mother was at the hospital getting treated for the regrowth of her arm, and his father was going to go with her. At the same time, Ellen and Wendy had classes at the Church that they needed to attend.

The two were considered to be prodigies that were likely to pass the Academy exams that were going to be taking place later this year. So, they needed to get in whatever lessons they could to ensure that they got accepted. Something Ezekiel wished them luck for.

Allon and Sherra had their own responsibilities regarding their family’s business. Which Shari was taking part in. Apparently, it also had to do with him, but his presence wasn’t necessary.

There were also several hours before he had to meet up at the tavern that Riley said she would try to meet him at. Supposedly, it was a place that a lot of Scholars tended to go to. At least, that’s what she heard from one of the Scholars in Gates.

Looking forward, Ezekiel saw a familiar woman walking toward the store in front of him. Macy Driftmark had certainly seen better days. It had only been eight years, but the woman seemed like she had aged two or three decades. Clearly what had happened to her family was something that had worn on her.

Staring at her as she opened up the shop, Ezekiel couldn’t help but have second thoughts about what he was doing. He desperately wanted to talk to her, and tell her about Drew, and ensure that she knew the truth that the Empire had undoubtedly kept from her.

“Ezekiel?” Shine rattled slightly in their sheath, having noticed him pause and not make any moves to go forward. “Didn’t you... want to find... answers, regarding... the Broodlord?”

Looking at the poor woman in front of him. He realized that all his planning and preparation had been wrong. In his mind, he was justifying himself as being someone who was helping her. Giving her the truth that no one else likely had. In exchange, she would give him information on her estranged husband. Something that would help him survive in the future.

But he realized that he was being selfish. Looking at the woman who had suffered so much already, he realized that his words would only hurt her even more. Even if she already knew. As he would simply be ripping open old wounds.

“Let’s go... We’ll deal with whatever comes, when it comes.” While confused, Shine didn’t say anything as Ezekiel turned away.

For Ezekiel, seeing the aftereffects of everything that had happened, not just to himself, but to the civilians and those that weren’t directly involved, he was starting to wonder just what else his decisions had done to the people he cared about.

Heading to the tavern Riley had mentioned, he decided he needed a drink. He was in no condition to have such conflicted thoughts running through his mind,
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                Harras knelt in front of the Emperor’s throne with his head bowed. He ignored the chuckling of the nobles that were in attendance. The other Exalts, his only actual peers in the entire Empire, gazed down at him from their positions behind the Emperor.

Said Emperor was ranting about how Harras had ignored and failed to uphold his orders and position as an Exalt. How it was a disgrace for him to be one of the Mythical Beings that defended the Empire. The fact that his background as one who wasn’t descended from nobility was brought up more than once. But Harras was used to this. He had long since mastered the art of ignoring the unimportant.

“... with that said. The fact that we had discovered the secrets of the Desolate Land’s ability to spread means that we might have something to hold over the Church of Ten. Perhaps now, we can finally show them their place within the Empire.” Several nobles muttered inconsequential nonsense as they tried to suck up to the Emperor.

None of them seemed to care about the fact that the Scholars of the Church held no loyalty to the Empire. They were the only organization in the world that had a hand in every faction. Even the Prime Guild wasn’t as widespread as they were. Worse yet, the Church of Ten had the pull to essentially cripple any city they were based in. So long as it didn’t break their contracts with said city.

Any attack or offensive maneuver broke said contracts. Even withholding information from the Church, if it pertained to the Cruor and Broods, was considered a breach in contract. Which the Church could then use against them.

Of course, Harras didn’t expect the Emperor to know this. Given his startling lack of knowledge regarding the world beyond his noble social circle, such baseless declarations were to be expected.

“Now that I have received your report, and you have been properly lectured, is there anything else that you believe I should be informed of?” At this point Harras raised his head. “Specifically, regarding anything the Church did while under your supervision.”

Given the Church wasn’t ever, technically, under his supervision, he could reply truthfully without consequence.

“No, your majesty. Nothing happened that was of any note.” Harras’ words were sensed and reviewed by the Emperor’s Inquisition, who all confirmed that the man had told the truth.

“What of the Void Mage?” Harras raised a questioning eyebrow, but answered, nonetheless.

“I saw for myself that Void Mages are, indeed, immune to the effects of Ichor. At least when they have opened their Chakra and have not run out of mana.” Harras kept his tone bland and uninterested. “He was immune to the effects of the Spine and played a pivotal role in defeating the Cruor. But he ultimately found himself crippled. He is now utterly unable to use magic in any way at all. Even his Spirit has gone dormant, from what I was able to find out. All he has left is his martial prowess.”

Conflicted muttering echoed through the throne room. Many of the nobles fell in line with the belief that Void Mages were worthless. But to hear that one of the most important players in the war was the Void Mage who had been exiled eight years ago brought many of those beliefs crashing down.

Many chose not to believe it. Instead taking the Exalt to be a liar. But only those who didn’t understand, or chose to ignore, the restrictions placed on the Exalts were stupid enough to fall into this category.

“I see... And where is this Void Mage now?” The Emperor had technically been informed of this already. As his Inquisition had investigated what had happened in Harkem. He was quite upset to find out that Ezekiel had already left the city.

“From what I understand, the young man has relocated to Tollren. With a full pardon and pay for services rendered in the war. Short as it was.” Harras wasn’t sure why the Emperor was so interested in a crippled Void Mage, but he knew he had to answer truthfully.

“A shame. I would’ve liked to have brought him to court. It would’ve been interesting to see what wonders he could make for us. If he wasn’t broken.” Harras wasn’t sure he liked how the Emperor was talking about a person like he was a toy.

Sure, he looked down on many people as being unimportant, or non-essential to the Empire’s existence. But not to the point where they weren’t even people. Useless people, that needed to die for incompetence or because they were a threat to the Empire, but still people.

“Given that the Void Mage is no longer of any use, there is no point in rewarding or granting him any merit for his deeds.” Internally sighing at the Emperor’s decision, Harras nodded in understanding. “Erkan, send a missive to the Inquisition. They no longer need to bother with the Void Mage. He is worthless to us. Better to let him rot in the middle of nowhere.”

Glaring at the man that the Emperor had just addressed, Harras moved toward his seat when the Emperor gestured to him. He had known about the up and coming noble who had the Emperor’s ear. But to know that the man had the authority to pass on the Emperor’s word to the Inquisition was a shock.

From what he knew, the Emperor had never trusted anyone with the Inquisition besides himself. Sharing a look with his fellow Exalts, he knew that they would be having a discussion later.

Something was wrong in the Empire, and the three of them were likely the only ones with the power to stop it.

Especially if the Emperor had already been subverted.

----------



Figures shrouded in different colored lights met once again. This time two of the lights were missing. Orange and Violet were not seen amongst the seats.

“I see some of our numbers are missing again.” The figure shrouded in green light was the first to speak. “Will it be a common thing, where we are missing people in every meeting?”

“No. But given the current situation in the Empire, this should be somewhat expected. Although Peri’s difficulties are of a different sort. They will be addressed later. For now, the Anathema, and the effects of the Cruor’s attack on the Empire, are our primary focus.” The Radiant Speaker took control of the meeting before it could derail. “Word from Erkan is that the Emperor is choosing to ignore the Anathema. As the abomination has become a cripple, this is not a bad thing.”

Though their faces were unseen, the postures of the various Lights indicated that they weren’t happy with this statement. Even Typhos, who had previously advocated that they shift their focus elsewhere, seemed shocked.

“If the Anathema is crippled, should we not destroy him now while he is weak?” Amelia showed an enthusiasm much like her predecessor as she expressed a desire for Ezekiel’s death. “I know that, as a cripple, he won’t be much of a threat, but that just means that we should take him out while we can, right?”

“No. While leaving him alive is not ideal, our Lord has come up with a plan that needs our full attention. If we spread ourselves too thin, then we may lose our chance before it even arrives.” The Speaker’s own frustration could be heard in his voice. “Though it is regrettable, we will only be able to put a bounty on his head. Something that the ruling factions of the world won’t actually respect.”

One of the few things that the Cult had near total control of was certain aspects of the black market, and now, the Underworld of Tarquessa. Thanks to this, they were able to put bounties that a number of unsavory elements of the world would be interested in.

These bounties were separate from official bounties and were only respected by those in the Underworld. Going for such a bounty also meant breaking the law in most cases. Killing someone in broad daylight was often a crime amongst the various governing factions.

“We’ll keep it cheap for now. Ten thousand gold for his head. But none of our official members will go for him. We can’t afford to draw any more attention to ourselves in the Empire right now.” There was some grumbling among the Lights, but this was otherwise accepted. “Erkan is close to getting the Emperor to accept our patronage for several agendas. If things work out well, then we’ll have full control of the Empire within half a decade. But that won’t happen if the Emperor decides to kick hunt us down for causing a ruckus in his Empire. Do I need to remind you of the difference between a Mythical being and a Legendary one?”

A heavy presence settled on the Lights within the room. The Speaker rarely flaunted his power. Usually, he didn’t even let it be known that he was anything but a Legendary Hunter. But it seemed like he was truly upset by their current plans, as he allowed a miniscule amount of his might to leak out. It was nothing, in comparison to his full power, but it was still enough to make the other Lights break out in a cold sweat.

Surprisingly enough, it was Typhos that spoke up first.

“We understand, Lord Speaker. For now, let us confirm what our next steps will be. I am assuming they have something to do with the operations in the Morathi Alliance.” As the pressure let up on all of the Lights, most of them turned to Typhos in confusion. Not understanding how he was so unaffected by their leader’s power.

“Indeed. I believe Lana has made progress on her attempt to rope in the Kindled family.” All the Lights turned to look at Lana. “Something that should hopefully help us out, given the current state of our affairs.”

“That’s correct. Though, there will still be some difficulty. Especially if we can’t get Erkan more control over the Empire’s forces. The Inquisition might be enough, but we can’t be certain that-”

“Enough!” The Speaker cut Lana off before she could start to ramble. “Get to the point.”

“Yes. The Kindled family has indicated that they will make pushes towards the Empire, in an attempt to draw enough attention to make talks with the Emperor. At which point, they will present the information we have gathered for them, and demand that Warren Luminance, and his Radiant Daughter be turned over to them.” Lana shifted uncomfortably under the gazes of her peers. “The problem is the other thing they intend to demand.”

“They truly are arrogant, aren't they? To think they believe that they can demand even this much is ridiculous.” Typhos scoffed at the Kindled family’s demands. He had spent years working with them, however, so it wasn’t beyond what he already expected.

“Their other demand is intended to be for the heads of Evelyn Luminance and their Obscure daughter. The Kindled family doesn’t like that their bloodline was ‘tainted’ as the clan head stated when I last met with him.” The room fell into silence at that declaration.

“So, in exchange for gaining one ally, we will forever gain the ire of one of the biggest clans in the Morathi Alliance. Is that what you’re saying?” It was the figure bathed in Green Light that spoke up first this time. “I do not envy any one of you at this time.”

“What of the Shroud family?” Typhos interjected before anyone could rise to the Green Light’s taunting. “We were attempting to rope them in as well, weren’t we? Or at least keep them out of the conflict.”

“Correct. As distasteful as it is, working with elements such as the Obscure and Death types, the Shroud family didn’t actually ask for more than what information was provided. It seems that their interest in the young heiress was more to do with concern for her safety, rather than a desire to bring her back under their thumb, like we had assumed. They have indicated that, so long as no harm comes to her, or her daughters, that they will stay out of our way. Needless to say, that will change if the Kindled family gets their way.” The Lights couldn’t help but mentally groan at the situation. All but one.

“I don’t see why this is a problem. One family won’t be a problem for us. Let’s just ally with the Kindled family and be done with it.” Amelia might’ve been less hotheaded than her predecessor, but she still had little patience for such politicking.

“It might not end up mattering.” Lana said before anyone else could reply. “It was never brought up in our talks, but my spies have found out that the Kindled family has already decided that they will be making covert attempts to get what they want. Raising their own bounties against the Luminance family. Mostly for the capture and retrieval of the twin girls.”

“As bait, I’m assuming.” Typhos snorted derisively at the Kindled family’s plan. “So much for making a deal with the Emperor. This might help in taking out the Anathema, however.”

“Regardless, continue to work towards allying with the Kindled family, and stop any conflict from breaking out in the Alliance. We don’t have enough forces there at the moment to take advantage of such a situation.” While not ideal, things were still looking better than they were before.

Now, they just had to hope that their prospective allies didn’t dig a bigger hole for themselves. But, as much as it annoyed them, they could take solace in the fact that the Anathema was officially someone else’s problem.

----------



Deep within the Desolate Lands, a gathering was taking place. Nine figures, all seated in roughly carved and worn-down thrones sat in a circle. Beneath them was an intricately designed magic formation. A seal that was divided into nine segments, with arrows that lead outwards.

The thrones were not covered, nor were there any walls that blocked out the elements. Merely a barren plane of stone and dust that was flooded with Ichor of the densest quality.

Of these figures, each of them had features that made them unique from one another.

One had multiple mouths covering his body. Lined with fangs that could easily gouge stone.

One stood twenty feet tall and was covered in bone plates.

One was utterly pale, with white hair and black nails. The only color she had was her red eyes.

One wore chitinous armor. Molded to her body, which had an ethereal and otherworldly beauty.

One had scales running up his arms. His legs joined together to make a massive snake tail.

One wore a dress of mold, with fungal growths shaping her figure and sculpting her hair.

One had gills running along his chest, with webbed fingers and toes.

One had no distinct form at all. Looking like an oily ooze that held a somewhat human shape.

Finally, the last had several sets of wings, and was writhing in pain as his master expressed their displeasure at his failure.

Of the assembled Broodlords, not all were old enough to remember the Age of Despair. Only the Chaos Broodlord, who held no shape, the Wyrm Broodlord, who crawled beneath the dirt, the Fang Cruor, who chewed on human bones, and the Swarm Broodlord, with her ethereal beauty, had remained since the beginning of that era.

The rest had been brought in later, when their predecessors fell. Something not all the humans were aware of. Not exactly, as some of the Broodlords took on an appearance so similar to their originals, that they were indistinguishable from the first.

Hence why, of these Broodlords, half of them winced in pain at the sight of their peer suffering as he was. They could tell that the Winged Brood was keeping Derrick on the edge of sanity. Just close enough to continue feeling pain, but far enough to not succumb to it.

“Do not try to look away.” The Fanged Broodlord said as he stared at the youngest of the Broodlords suffering before him. “Your masters are using this as a lesson. Your personal desires will be granted, as a reward for your services to them. But you must also remember that you serve the Brood, just as much as you Lord over it. To fail in your duty for personal gain will result in a punishment. Do not forget that.”

The Rot, Bone, and Deep Cruor hardened their hearts and settled their faces into an expressionless mask. They were the next youngest and had not witnessed the Brood’s displeasure. Even if it had actually been years since their conversion to Broodlords, they were not known to the world at large. Their focusses being more directed to increasing their numbers for the eventual conflict to come.

Finally, after several hours of listening to Derrick scream and moan in pain, the noise settled down, and his suffering ended. He was given a few moments to rest, and recover from his ordeal, before the meeting of the Broodlords began in full.

“I do not believe that we need to go over our Winged Lord’s mistakes. He was warned of the effects of Ichor on those with Elements that are not the Void. Though, I will admit that it was not entirely his fault. Even we did not know that a proper Void Mage was immune to the effects of Ichor and the Spines. Now, in the future, we can make proper preparations.” The Fanged Broodlord’s words cause all to nod in agreement. “The fact that you were not merely killed for your failure shows just how little you are actually at fault. The major Spines that were lost while nearly grown were not of your being, after all.”

The Chaos Broodlord’s figure rippled for a moment. No words were said, but all the Broodlords flinched at the Chaos One’s displeasure.

“While he failed to succeed in his mission, and fulfill his wish, he did manage to get us a great deal of information regarding the capabilities of a Void Mage. This is a boon, as it means we know what to expect, but also a hindrance, as it means we have few to no willing converts. Leading to a higher death rate in those we capture.” A faint buzzing sound emanated from the Swarm Broodlord. “Worse yet, the Herald of the Void is still alive. His conversion, ultimately, a failure.”

The Chaos Broodlord seemed to vibrate, losing their shape. The sound of pouring rain on steel sheets echoed through the vast clearing where they were seated. All of the Broodlords winced in pain. The roiling emotions from the technical eldest of them all hit them like a boulder to the face.

“No one is questioning your abilities, Chaos. We all know that, had there been even one more minute, your Ichor would have claimed him.” The Chaos Broodlord calmed down at the Wyrm Lord’s words. They settled into their roughly human shape once more.

“This is not the first time we have had our plans unraveled by this Herald, correct?” The Blood Lord chose to interject. “First was eight years ago, second was three years ago, and now we have the most recent event. Should we, perhaps, make a push to take him out before the war is renewed?”

The Broodlords all fell quiet as they contemplated the Blood Lord’s words. But just before any of them could speak, their eyes all turned oily at the same time. Their Brood Masters were now speaking to them directly. With a gasp, they all jerked forward. Except for Chaos, as their form did not have such features.

“It seems like there were lasting effects on the Herald. We need not worry about how he is dealt with. Other forces will see him ended soon enough.” The buzzing voice of the Swarm seemed to titter as she found the information, they had just received to be quite funny.

None of them bothered questioning how the Broods could know this whilst trapped beneath them.

Such questions had been raised in the previous generation. Said Broodlord died without even getting the chance to enter a battlefield. Their successor was quick to learn from that mistake.

“How are our forces coming along?” The Wyrm Lord asked. “We will need our number to reach unprecedented heights if we wish to make an impact in the next war. Our previous forces will not be enough. They have a startling amount of Mythic Hunters after all.”

The fact that the Broodlords were outnumbered went unsaid, as it was clear that the only advantage, they had was that they didn’t, technically, have to wait for a long time for a new Broodlord to be raised. The only thing that really mattered was compatibility, and whether or not the Brood liked them.

“Whilst the loss of such a large force of Winged ones is unfortunate, the rest of the Broods have enough numbers to begin claiming land. The Archipelago, in particular, is ripe for the pickings, being as spread out as they are.” The Deep Lord proclaimed. “The vessel beasts are also ready to expand our reach as needed.”

“Good. Winged Lord.” Derrick turned to the Fanged Lord. “While you will be given time to recover, we need your force’s numbers raised. Go to the lowest pool after this. Gorge yourself on the Ichor until you are about to explode and breathe life into as many of the slumbering ones as you can. We need your forces back to where they were before your conflict within the next year.”

“Understood. I will not fail again.” Though he turned pale at the thought of his task, Derrick still agreed without complaint. “Regarding the Herald...”

“Open season, but not now. I know you have a grudge, and you will get first shot, should he appear in territory near yours. But we must focus on our final preparations.” The eldest of the Cruor gazed up at the sky, where multicolored lines of magic formed an opalescent sphere. “The time of our masters’ sovereignty will soon arrive. We must prepare this world for them post haste. While the Herald’s capture would’ve allowed us to win that much sooner, for now, we will focus on the original plan.”

The rest of the Broodlords looked to the sky as well. Their eyes shifted to the oily color of Ichor once again. Monstrous figures, the size of mountains reflected in their gazes. The true forms of the Eldritch beings that gave them power.

Excitement swelled with all of their chests. Soon, the world would be consumed by desolation, and only those that knew the cruelty of the world would remain.

----------



To the east of the Willowbrush Empire, in a room adorned with golden decorations, and the purest of white marble masonry, seven figures sat atop tall pillars arranged in a semi-circle as they looked down on a young man who had just conveyed a piece of vital information.

“Dismissed.” One of the figures declared. The man on the ground disappeared in a flash of light. “It seems like the information obtained from those foolish cultists was correct. As such, we will begin enacting our plan as soon as possible.”

“Are you certain that is a good idea? Using our connections with the Empire to forcibly have the traitor sent back to us. It would make things easier for us in the long run.”

“Doing so also implies that we are lesser than the Empire, and that we need their permission for anything. No, we will keep that method as a last resort, and we will make our own attempts first. Send notice of the bounty and choose a number of Hounds to go forth as well.” The figure at the center of the semi-circle gave his order. The rest bowed their heads in subservience.

“Remember, we want the traitor and his daughter alive. The whore and her failures need to die. No darkness will taint our bloodline. Only the purest light may shine.”

“Only the purest light may shine.”

As the seven figure’s voices spread throughout the room, plans were set in motion, as a family, thousands of kilometers away, became a target once again.
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                Ezekiel looked up at the building in front of him. He had seen this building before. One similar to it, at least. But even thought it was located within the grounds of the Cathedral, as had the one in Harkem, Ezekiel had never actually been within this building before.

“Oy, Ezekiel, are you coming?” Shari called out from ahead of him as Ezekiel looked back at the entrance to the building.

Next to her was a young man, about twenty years old, who had brown hair and blue eyes. A Tier two Glacier Mage that had a small blue snake wrapped around his neck. Bonnie also stood there, acting as a guard for Shari. Even further ahead, Ellen and Wendy had already entered the building.

Ezekiel currently stood, dressed in a matching set of enchanted armor, although of a much lower quality than he once had. Beside him, a sword floated in a sheath, moving under its own power. Something that Shine had started doing a few weeks ago, as a form of training for himself.

“Sorry. I was just admiring the school. Never got to attend myself. So, this is a first for me.” Ezekiel jogged to catch up as he replied. “I still can’t believe that this is happening. I still don’t get how you managed to do this, Noren. I know you said your sister’s a Scholar, but I thought that only the Grand Scholars could assign teachers for the Cathedral’s school.”

The Glacier Mage just smiled and shook his head as they all entered the building.

“All I did was present a suggestion. From there it was passed on to the Grand Scholars, and they made their own investigations. Your reputation is well known. Especially among the upper echelons of the Church of Ten.” Noren took the lead, guiding Ezekiel and Shari through the building.

“Well, I’m still not sure if this is a good idea. But at least they didn’t try to make me go into teaching theory.” Ezekiel couldn’t stop looking around the halls as they moved.

Once upon a time, he had wanted to attend the Church’s school. But since Count Harkem’s brother created his ridiculous laws against Void Mages, he had been entirely self-taught throughout his life. Even if he was certified by the Church when he was in Sanafalls, he still felt a disconnect when it came to his and most people’s education.

As the small group reached what Ezekiel assumed was the headmaster’s office, he couldn’t help but think back to how the past few weeks had been since arriving in Tollren. To say that a lot had happened in a small-time frame was an understatement.

Pausing in front of the door, his mind drifted back to when he was first presented with the idea.

----------



Several months ago, Ezekiel had been spending his days at the Alkena’s estate training their guards. It was something that he actually found to be incredibly easy. The relaxation he felt as he fell into a routine of fighting in such a way that wasn’t inherently life threatened was pleasant. As he had been getting anxious just sitting around doing nothing. Though it had taken a few days to really sink in.

During this time, he had also been helping Riley settle in at the estate. She was officially contracted as a guard. Something that she agreed to, since she knew it was hard for people to trust her, thanks to her past. But she was moving forward all the same.

Even if she had to listen to those of a lower Tier than her due to the Alkena family’s views of seniority among their ranks. Still, the somewhat familiar faces from his childhood helped Ezekiel adjust and seemed to help Riley out as well.

However, it was when he was first summoned to Allon's study that things began to shift. He had just finished training with the guards for the day, having noticed a marked improvement in those he was training with.

Even though he wasn’t consciously using his mana, the team of five he had just fought, purely in melee, had managed to make him work up a sweat. Something that smaller groups rarely managed. Especially since they were almost all Apprentice level Mages.

“Hello? Sorry to make you wait. The guards actually managed to make me sweat this time. So, I tried to freshen up before coming here.” Ezekiel said as he entered the room. At his hip, Shine was in their usual place, but was practically dead to the world as they meditated. Doing what they could to grow just a little bit faster.

Within the room had been an assortment of people. Noren, who he hadn’t gotten to meet yet. Shari, who was sitting next to Noren on the couch, and another man who looked like an older Noren, but with blue hair to go with his blue eyes.

Allon sat behind his desk but rose from his seat to come around to the group when Ezekiel entered. To say that Ezekiel was confused was an understatement, as he hadn’t been aware of any guests. Let alone any reason as to why he would need to be introduced to them.

“Ah! Ezekiel, no worries, no worries. I know you’ve taken the training of our guards seriously. I know full well that you’ve helped them improve by leaps and bounds. At least when it comes to their martial prowess.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but internally wince at the unintentional reminder of his current condition. “The reason I’ve called you here was to introduce you to Noren Morse, Shari’s betrothed, I might add, is somewhat of a fan of yours, and his elder brother, Lance, the current heir to the Morse family. Who also runs their family’s operations in Tollren.”

Ezekiel was shocked to hear that this was Shari’s betrothed, and his elder brother. Let alone that the man was a fan of his. The fact that his skills were admired by anyone that he didn’t personally know was shocking.

“Mister Luminance, it is a pleasure to meet you.” Noren rose from his seat, allowing Ezekiel to see that what he had thought was a blue belt was actually a blue snake shaped Spirit. “Shari has told me several tales of your adventures in life. The stories you sent her regarding your time in the Archipelago were of particular interest to me. To know that you’ve reached such heights of power as well... Needless to say, I can’t wait to begin working with you.”

“Now, now, little brother. First, we must express our apologies. Then we can discuss the possibilities of Mister Luminance’s employment.” The heir to the Morse family said as he also rose. Ezekiel shook both the men’s hands before taking a seat himself. “On behalf of my family, I would like to apologize for the events that transpired on your first day in Tollren. It seems like one of our butlers got it in his head that you were a rival for Shari’s affections, and had been trying to subtly encourage support for my brother within the Guards that my family had referred to the Alkena’s. Please, rest assured that the culprits have had their contracts terminated, and none within my family have any poor intentions towards you planned.”

Ezekiel glanced at Allon, who nodded in response.

“It’s true. The Morse family, those with the city at least, had nothing to do with what happened. They’ve signed contracts, made by my family’s sources, and undergone several inquiries, all voluntarily, to prove these facts.” Allon showed Ezekiel several sheets of magically binding contracts that were enough to prove the elder Morse brother’s words.

“... I thank you for your words and feel reassured that the situation has truly been resolved.” Ezekiel’ words seemed to make the Morse brothers relax.

“In that case, perhaps it would be best that we move on to the other reason we are here. Simply put, we would like to, with the aid of the Alkena family, push for you to become a teacher at the Church’s school for prospective Academy students.” Lance’s words brought a look of shock to Ezekiel’s face.

After further elaborating the situation, Ezekiel somewhat understood what they wanted from him. Apparently, after he had been reunited with his family and the Alkena’s, the fact that he had reached the fourth Tier meant that there were still plenty of doors open to him.

Especially thanks to his experience. A soul that could reach the Legendary level would have plenty to teach, even if they were incredibly young like Ezekiel was. At least compared to many of the other teachers. Something that the Alkena’s requested to take advantage of, after Shari implied that they’d be able to get him some work.

Though he still couldn’t help but feel like this was more than just a favor to him. While he wasn’t well versed in the politics of the noble families, he knew that they didn’t do anything unless there was some benefit, personal or otherwise, to be gained.

“I guess I don’t have any particular reason to say no to this. Other than the fact that I’ve never taught what you’re asking me to before.” Ezekiel found the idea intriguing. Though he still had reservations that he wouldn’t be speaking of right now.

While he loved the Alkena’s like his own family at this point, they were still nobles, and that was enough to make him at least curious as to what they gained from this.

The Morse family got back into the Alkena’s good graces, after that debacle regarding the guard’s loyalties. But this still seemed like a big favor.

“Excellent. Then I will inform our sister, and she will pass on our inquiry to the Grand Scholar she was previously the assistant to. You likely won’t start this year, but considering the year is almost at an end, you will likely start a couple months from now. If they approve of you.” Lance's words ended the official meeting, but what came next had been a pleasant conversation in which he could sense no falsehoods in the Morse brother’s words.

The admiration in Noren’s eyes dimmed as time went on. But it just went from a sense of awe to a more subdued admiration that a person might have for a friend who underwent something life threatening and came out stronger. Which is exactly what happened to Ezekiel.

Though, the ease at which Ezekiel and Noren seemed to get along was surprising to all those involved. Ezekiel just figured that the clear declaration that he wasn’t interested in pursuing a relationship with Shari helped clear any lingering bad air. Especially since he said it in the middle of the room while Allon, Shari, and Lance were still there.

Somewhat embarrassing, but he figured that it was the right choice, as even Lance seemed to release some tension as the impromptu tea party took place.

----------



The weeks that had followed that incident had been a mixture of training with the guards and doing several tests at the Cathedral. While he hadn’t gotten to know the Grand Scholars like he had at Sanafalls and Harkem, it was clear that he had made a good impression on the Church in Tollren.

More than once he had been forced to fight as part of his testing, and had been brought on a couple of short expeditions into the wilderness around Tollren. Mostly to show his prowess as a Hunter and his knowledge of the World as a Scholar.

These two things combined accumulated well in his new capacity as the Church’s survival instructor. Teaching both combat and wilderness knowledge. For when the students eventually either made bonds with a Spirit and became Hunters, or if they wished to attend the Royal Academy here in Tollren. Though, the latter would depend on their Tier when leaving the School.

As it was, Wendy and Ellen were currently still in school. Purely for the final classes for their standard schooling. Entering the Royal Academy was only applicable to those that had reached Tier three by the age of thirteen. Generally impossible for those that didn’t have access to high value resources. Something not even the Alkena’s had an abundance of.

“Oy! Ezekiel. You’re spacing out again.” Shari waved a hand in front of Ezekiel’s face.

Snapping out of his wandering thoughts, he realized that they were nearly at the training area that had been designated as his classroom.

They had just finished a meeting with the current headmaster. Most of the preparations for Ezekiel to teach had already been made. They just needed to see his finalized lesson plan before proceeding. Though his initial draft for a lesson plan had been approved a while ago.

However, since he wasn’t aware of what the Church had access to regarding the schooling of the children he would be teaching, he had to make some last-minute revisions to make the most of what was available.

Entering what would be his classroom, Ezekiel was impressed by the size and layout. The sitting area was elevated like a staircase, with built-in desks that doubled as shields for large scale magic. Something that Ezekiel wasn’t sure would have a great deal of use, but still great to have.

Along with a large chalkboard built into the wall on the far side from the seats. This meant that he would be able to properly display information regarding the survival aspects of his lessons. Not just the combative portions of his lessons.

Along all the other walls were blunted and weighted weapons for training purposes, and right in the middle of the room was a large sparing circle with enchantments for repairing it should it be damaged. Not something that he figured he’d have to worry about. Unless there were a few prodigies that were at or near the peak of Tier two.

“I guess this is where we’ll be splitting off. My father needs me back at home to go over some contracts. While Noren needs to check in with his sister elsewhere. See you later, Ezekiel.” Shari pushed him into his classroom playfully before retreating with Bonnie. At the same time, Noren gave him a pat on the back before heading off to do his own thing.

Looking around for a clock, Ezekiel saw that he had a few minutes left before his students would begin arriving. Deciding not to waste time, he chose to inspect the equipment that was available, rather than simply sit and wait.

During this time, Shine decided to speak up here and there, giving their thoughts on the weapons that were currently available. Noting that he was lucky he had learned the basics of most of these weapons during his time in the Archipelago. Mostly for the sake of getting Shine accustomed to other forms.

It wasn’t long before Scholars began leading students into the room, however, and Ezekiel needed to get to work.

Looking over the preteen students, who couldn’t have been more than ten years old yet, Ezekiel internally sighed. He instinctively knew that this was going to be a pain in the ass.

Worse yet, this wasn’t the only class he would have today.

----------



The first thing Ezekiel did once he arrived back at the quarters arranged for himself and his family, not long after the war in Harkem ended, was collapse into a heap on a nearby couch. From the other side of the room, his parents watched this happen in amusement.

“So, how was your first day teaching?” Warren smirked as he imagined what Ezekiel must’ve gone through during the day. “Any difficulties?”

Ezekiel just groaned and pulled a pillow to his face. Blocking out the light and sound of the room around him. But Shine began vibrating at his side, having expended a surprising amount of mana as they helped Ezekiel with his lesson. In whatever limited capacity they could.

“It was horrible. I had hoped that my tutoring experience in the Archipelago would’ve helped me out a bit. But this was a completely different experience. Half the classes nearly caused severe injuries. I ended up putting in more effort ensuring no one got hurt than I used to when I was Hunting.” Thinking back to the questions and complaints that were made by the children he’d faced made him shudder.

“Well, you’re not bound by a magical contract. Just a mundane one regarding pay and such. You can quit any time.” Warren’s words soothed Ezekiel’s frustration somewhat. But he knew that he wouldn’t be quitting anytime soon.

“It’s only been one day. Plus, the Alkena’s and Morse’s used their name to get me through the door. It would be disgraceful to just push aside their generosity.” Ezekiel had quite enjoyed his time with the Alkena and Morse families. To simply give up at the first sign of difficulty was something that he refused to do.

“Besides, I’ll be teaching the older classes later this week. I’d like to see how Ellen and Wendy are doing. They are in the combat classes, aren’t they?” Ezekiel hadn’t had too many chances to interact with his sisters, given their own studies at the Cathedral, and his work training guards and doing tests with the Scholars, he’d only shared a few meals with them here and there.

“They are, but I have to say, don’t expect them to be as good as you were at their age.” Evelyn prepared some biscuits and tea as she spoke. Prepping a snack for the twins when they got home.

“Are they not interested in becoming Hunters? There’s nothing wrong with that, but I wonder why they would waste time in a combat class if that was the case. There are numerous fields that they could go into if they wished. But they would need to dedicate themselves fully if so.” Ezekiel had focused mostly on Enchanting and hunting. His skills had actually gotten quite far in both of them.

Other professions that he was aware of, but didn’t focus on, were Healing, Forging, Alchemy, Botany, Weaving, and many, many, others. But the one thing they all had in common was the fact that they all required dedication to succeed.

Evelyn and Warren were a professional Enchantress and Healer, respectively. On top of being Legendary Hunters. Evelyn was also a weaver and tailor, but those were skills she used as a hobby originally. It was only after she retired from Hunting that she focused on it enough to develop her skills to the level that she could make a business from it. Mixing it with her enchanting to make it even better.

“Well, neither one has given up on becoming a Hunter, even though they haven’t bonded with any Spirits yet.” Evelyn finished her preparations, bringing a small plate over to Ezekiel.

This was something that Evelyn and Warren had been somewhat disappointed at. Not at the twins, of course, but at the situation. Radiant and Obscure Spirits were surprisingly rare in the Empire.

In fact, the only significant Spirits of the Radiant and Obscure elements that he could think of were Feynari and Callrond. Two of the Legendary Spirits from atop the Feather Peak Mountain. Those two had been incredibly powerful. Not as strong as Invera, but still strong.

A thought suddenly crossed Ezekiel’s mind as he was reminded of the Legendary bird Spirits.

“Mother.” Evelyn perked up at Ezekiel’s voice. “This might be a strange question, but why do Reya and Theo not speak? I know that, at the lower Tiers, Spirits cannot vocalize their words like humans, but I have heard Legendary Spirits speak before. Is that... strange?”

Evelyn and Warren just laughed a bit. Both were quite happy to still be able to teach Ezekiel a thing or two.

“I’m guessing that they were bird Spirits?” Evelyn asked once she stopped laughing. Ezekiel nodded in confirmation. “Many birds, even mundane ones, can imitate a great deal of sounds. Spirits that have the form of a bird are able to learn human speech more easily. Though they only really gain the ability to speak after reaching Tier four, and a great deal of practice is needed.”

Gesturing to Reya and Theo, who were sunbathing near the window, Evelyn continued.

“Other Spirits have a more difficult time. As you know from your studies. To the point where almost none bother learning it. Instead, they might give impressions via their soul sense. But that is considered rare, and rude, as you are literally touching another person’s soul.” Catching on to the fact that they were being talked about, Reya and Theo got up and jumped onto Ezekiel, who was still laying down.

“Only Mythic Spirits are confirmed as being innately able to speak the human language. Though, rarely any bother to. Bonded ones tend to only speak to their Hunter, and Wild Spirits don’t have much need to. As well as being far rarer.” Ezekiel let his thoughts drift back to the Feather Peak Mountain as Evelyn finished speaking.

He realized that the Legendary Birds that guarded that mountain must’ve had a very close relation to the tribe as a whole, to bother speaking as they did.

At that moment, he heard the door to their family’s quarters open, followed by it closing soon after. A few moments later, Ellen and Wendy entered the room, heading straight for the snacks that their mother laid out for them.

Ezekiel decided to stop pondering things he wasn’t sure even mattered. Instead, he got up, much to Reya and Theo’s displeasure, and spent the night with his family.

----------



It was several hours later, in the middle of the night, when Ezekiel woke up. His senses were on red alert, and he knew that something was here. Something that wasn’t supposed to be.

Reaching over and grabbing Shine, he faintly felt the echoes of concern in his soul. The faintest of sensations emanating from the blocked off bond between them. Once more, he wished that he could mentally speak with his Spirit. It would make stealth much more convenient.

Instead, Ezekiel quietly drew Shine from their sheath, and made his way to the door. Silently opening and closing is, he made his way outside in his sleep clothes. His body turning invisible as Shine Shrouded them both.

Making his way in the direction he felt the most unsettled by, Ezekiel moved towards a section of the Alkena estate that was just between the Luminance’s quarters, and the main house.

Looking around, the city was somewhat well lit, with a clear sky and a half-moon that illuminated much of the area. But there was nothing he could see that was out of the ordinary. But as he looked around, he felt Shine pulling in a particular direction.

Trusting his Spirit to direct him as needed, Ezekiel moved forward.

Then, with all his might, he swung Shine towards a particularly inconspicuous spot that he had glanced over several times. A wet gurgling sound and a noise like shattering glass was heard. As well as the howl of a hound in pain. A head with golden hair fell next to a toppled body.

The estate immediately went on high alert, with bells and alarms ringing. Ezekiel barely managed to leap out of the way of an enraged Spirit that had aimed to bite his head off. But before the Spirit could get another attack in, a spear of light, and shadowy spikes pierced through the Spirit in an instant.

It slowly dissolved into motes of golden light as Warren and Evelyn appeared in the yard next to Ezekiel. Both were clad in their Spirit armor and looked far more presentable than Ezekiel in his sleep wear.

“Ezekiel! Are you alright?” Evelyn dashed toward her son and checked him over. Seeing that he had no injuries, she calmed down a bit. “What were you thinking? Going out to fight like that? You should’ve warned one of us!”

By now several guards had gathered, and Ezekiel was feeling a bit uncomfortable. Thinking back, he realized that his actions were quite stupid. His sensing abilities were now absolutely horrible, and he had no way of knowing if the enemy was stronger than him or not.

It seemed like there were several bad habits that he needed to get rid of. At least until he figured out how to fix himself.

“... Sorry, mom. I messed up.” Ezekiel hung his head as he apologized. Evelyn’s anger immediately faded, as she knew that Ezekiel was still adjusting to the life that he’d lived without them.

“Just... Please be more careful. Okay?” Ezekiel nodded and gave his mother a hug. Then they both turned to Warren, who was looking at the body in front of him in silence.

“Dad... Is everything okay?” Ezekiel and his mother quietly approached. Upon seeing the body, Evelyn immediately raised a hand to her mouth in shock.

“What?! Who is this? It can’t be anyone important, right? An Imperial citizen wouldn’t be sneaking around a noble’s residence, fully armed, and totally concealed, if they were allowed to be here, right?” Ezekiel was starting to get worried. He knew he hadn’t really thought things through, but any trespassers should be fair game when it came to combat, right?

He hadn’t just killed an imperial enforcer or something, had he?

“This man... he’s not from the Empire.” Warren said as he looked at the headless man in front of him. “He’s my nephew... Your cousin...”

As he stared at the headless man in horror, Ezekiel immediately knew that his quiet life had just escaped his grasp, yet again.
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                To say that Ezekiel was shocked was a complete and total understatement. He could vaguely remember from his childhood that he had once asked about his family’s background and relatives before. But never would he have thought that such a situation would come up.

Sure, he figured that there was quite a bit of bad blood between his parents and their families. But not to the point where they would be seemingly Hunting them down.

Yet here one of Ezekiel’s cousins was. Fully armed, concealed, and now decapitated. Needless to say, when the guards saw Ezekiel lose his lunch, they grew concerned, but Warren waved them down, and they kept their distance.

“Come on. We need to get inside.” Warren moved to the guards to deal with the situation. Having regained his composure much more quickly than Ezekiel.

Evelyn helped Ezekiel get out of there, pulling him inside, while the guards moved to deal with the body. Taking it inside a separate area of the estate to be dealt with.

Warren headed in another direction, likely to inform the Alkena’s what had happened. But when he did, he stopped by the nearest guard station. A ripple appeared in the air as a minor barrier formed around the estate.

While this was happening, Ezekiel had gotten over his shock at having killed what was apparently a member of his family. Something that he couldn’t have known at the time, but was devastating to him nonetheless. There was nothing he cared more about than his family. Worse yet, he knew that there would be consequences for his actions.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed his mother frowning as her eyes seemed to dart from side to side. Seeing something that wasn’t there. But it was a moment later when she sighed, that Ezekiel bothered to ask what she’d seen.

“I was looking for any other Hounds that might be nearby. They never travel alone, you see. So, we need to be ready for when the others eventually try to make a move.” Ezekiel’s heart chilled at the thought. But his curiosity won out.

“You’ve dealt with them before? Why?” Ezekiel wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but he knew that he needed to.

It seemed his mother would be making him wait, however, as she shook her head before replying.

“Given the situation, it seems like you and your sisters will all need to know what is going on. Best to do this all at once. Go back to bed while I calm your sisters down. We’ll talk more later. When you get back from teaching your classes tomorrow.” Ezekiel moved to protest, but his mother’s grip on his arm tightened. “Tomorrow. Not before. Please.”

Seeing the sorrow and regret in her eyes, Ezekiel knew that this was more to prepare herself for the inevitable conversation, rather than purely to calm his sisters down.

“Okay, mom. But get some rest. You shouldn’t be moving like this in your condition either, you know.” Ezekiel gestured to the space where her arm was still regrowing. It had grown halfway up her forearm, but still had a long way to go to get the rest back.

Evelyn smiled, and patted Ezekiel on the cheek before heading off to where his sisters’ rooms were located. Turning to the hall where his own room was located, Ezekiel made his way back to bed.

Sighing in exasperation and frustration and doing his best to mentally deal with what he had just done, Ezekiel held Shine close to his chest. An act that comforted him, just a bit, as he fruitlessly tried to fall asleep.

----------



The next day passed slowly for Ezekiel. His anxiety regarding whatever his parents were finally going to tell him weighed on his mind. He managed to get through his morning routine without his sisters catching on to anything wrong. Warren and Evelyn had obviously done their jobs covering things up.

It wasn’t until later, when classes had finished for the day, that Shine told him that he seemed to do a much better job than yesterday. It seemed that his nerves regarding teaching had gotten to him.

Regardless, he ended up taking his time getting home. So much so that he arrived after his sisters. He arrived to a full room that turned to face him as he entered his family’s quarters. Both his own family and the Alkena’s were present.

“Long day?” Warren asked.

“Yeah. I might not need to sleep as much as I used to, but I’m a bit mentally drained.” Ezekiel took his time hanging up his coat before taking a seat. “But I don’t think that’s what we’re here to talk about.”

Looking around the room, it seemed that Allon and Sherra had some idea of what was going on. Ellen, Wendy, and Shari, however, appeared confused. It seemed that they only knew that an incident had happened the previous night. Nothing more.

“Well, I guess I should start off by saying that neither Evelyn nor I are originally from the Empire.” This was something Ezekiel had already figured out from clues in the past. The help that they had apparently received in settling down was the main thing that supported this.

“What you don’t know is that we’re actually from the two most powerful clans of the Morathi Alliance. The Kindled and Shroud families. Two families that have been at war for generations.” Warren looked despondent as he said this. Evelyn reached over and rubbed his back in comfort. “Given our elements, I’m sure you can figure out which families we belonged to, respectively.”

Ezekiel nodded in confirmation, but it was Ellen and Wendy who needed clarification.

“The Kindled family is a Radiant element purest family, while the Shroud family is an Obscure element purist family.” Ezekiel said. The twins grew wide eyed as they understood what that meant.

Evelyn and Warren just looked to the floor. Shame emanating from them.

“I’m assuming you two fell in love under strange circumstances and eloped, right?” Ezekiel tried to take some of the pressure off his parents by being blunt. It seemed to work, as his mother tried to hold back a giggle of amusement.

“Have you been reading romance novels recently?” Evelyn asked.

“No. I’ve just heard enough from others to know what the common themes are.” Ezekiel gave a wry grin as he tried to not let his worry about the Alliance clans get to him.

From what little he bothered looking into, the Morathi Alliance was almost as large as the Empire, but had numerous factions that were almost always fighting amongst each other for supremacy. The conflicts were always quiet, with disputes usually settled via tournaments and other competitions.

But between the Shroud and Kindled families, the shadow of open conflict always loomed. Behind the veneer of peace. If things were as bad as he assumed, then it was fully possible that what he had done the previous night could spark a new war.

“Moving on.” Warren interrupted Ezekiel’s thoughts as he got the conversation back on track. “The Shroud family was actually fairly neutral regarding our circumstances. Providing cover for Evelyn to escape and meet up with me. They’re much more open to freedom among their members than the Kindled family. Even though she’s the clan head’s second child.”

This was news to Ezekiel, because he had always assumed that the Shroud and Kindled families were basically mirrors of one another. Both being strict and enforcing limitations and rules on their members. To hear that the Shroud family was more relaxed was good news, as it meant that they might have some support in the eventual conflict.

“What about the Kindled family? What exactly are their views on this?” Ezekiel needed to know just how bad his actions last night truly were. “Will they retaliate for what happened last night?”

“Probably not. When I said that the man you killed was my nephew, that doesn’t make him particularly special.” Ellen and Wendy went wide eyed in shock at Warren’s words. “I actually have several dozen nieces and nephews. Most of them are bastards who didn’t inherit the Radiant element. They are raised from a young age to become Hounds. The Kindled family’s private hunting force. Composed of both actual Hunters and battle trained Mages. They are considered expendable.”

“But this one had the Radiant element. Won’t that mean that he matters more than usual?” Ezekiel asked.

“Not in this case. You see, his Radiant element comes from a non-Kindled family member. His Kindled bloodline comes from one of my bastard sisters. Who was, in turn, a Hound herself. So, while he has the Radiant element, his bloodline is ‘impure’. Hence, he is a Hound. A dog that serves, nothing more.” Warren’s voice was filled with regret and anger. It was obvious to Ezekiel that this was something he truly hated about his family.

Looking over to his mother, she must’ve seen the unspoken question on his face regarding the Shroud family’s circumstances.

“My family is more focused on ensuring that the bloodline continues. While those without the Obscure element are not permitted to become more than family elders, nor are they provided resources by the clan, they aren’t automatically relegated to servant status. In fact, any who are born with the Obscure element, so long as they hold the Shroud bloodline, are given special training by the previous generation of Obscure Mages in the Shroud family.” Every word that Evelyn spoke made the others in the room want to support the Shroud family in their endeavors. It was clear which family was actually a family.

“Regardless, it is unlikely that the Kindled family will do anything overt, even with their recent loss. Though it is just as unlikely that they will cease whatever it is that they’re trying as well.” Warren sighed in exasperation. “In truth, while I am upset that you killed a kinsman, it was more because we couldn’t get any information from him, than it was that he was related to us.”

Ezekiel’s jaw dropped. Was his father saying what he thought he was saying?

“In the future, try to keep them alive. But if you can’t, it’s not that big an issue.” Warren looked Ezekiel dead in the eyes as he said this. Then, when Ezekiel turned towards her, Evelyn closed her eyes, unable to meet his disbelieving gaze.

“My family is filled with monsters. More likely than not, they were after your sisters. Probably to kill Wendy and kidnap Ellen.” Warren’s statement drew shocked gasps from Shari and the twins. “For the moment, since we don’t know what exactly they want, we’re going to have to be much more careful.”

Warren turned to address his daughters. “From now on, I don’t want you two leaving the house without one of us three nearby. Maybe you can go places with Riley, if needed, but it’s too dangerous for you to be alone outside the estate right now.”

“Wait. What about today? Weren’t they in danger today as well?” Ezekiel could feel a panic rising in his chest as he thought about how his sisters could’ve been attacked earlier today.

“I was watching over them while your father dealt with the security here in the estate.” Evelyn put Ezekiel’s fears to rest. “But, given my treatments, and the possibility that Warren will have to defend the manor and our dear friends, we won’t be able to do this all the time. The Cathedral is safe enough, so it will only be when the twins are not in the estate or at school that they will need to be supervised.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. As far as he was concerned, this made sense. At least until they managed to catch one of these Hounds and extract information out of them.

But as he looked towards his sisters, he could see that neither one of them was pleased at the situation. Though Ellen was clearly angrier than Wendy, who looked more scared than anything.

Ezekiel could just tell that this would put a strain on his still healing relationship with his sisters. But as far as he was concerned, that was a small price to pay for their safety.

He just hoped that they would eventually be able to see that as well.

----------



Given the situation, it had been decided that Ezekiel’s family would not be informing the higher ups of Tollren. Doing so would cause more problems. They may even be kicked out for being the target of an outside party. Instead, it was decided that the Alkena’s would play it off as back-alley politics from Harkem. So, as long as the general public wasn’t involved, there wouldn’t be any issues.

It was decided that this was the best course of action since the Kindled family couldn’t afford to bring this conflict into the open either. Doing so would risk open war with the Empire. With the few strongly tied allies that they had; they would be no match against a united Empire.

Ezekiel was still coming to terms with what had happened the next day. Though he quickly realized that this so-called family wasn’t really family. So, the fears and concerns that he had that made him sick were actually baseless.

They were only kin in regard to bloodline. Anything more was nonexistent.

“Oy! Are you two ready to go?” Ezekiel called out as he waited at the front of his family’s quarters. The sound of shoes running across the floor echoed from further inside.

“We’re here! We’re here!” Ellen exclaimed as she came to a stop in front of Ezekiel. Wendy came up behind her. Both were dressed in comfortable clothing that would be easy to move around in. Something that they knew would come in handy later that day.

Ezekiel internally flinched as he saw his sister’s glare. She was obviously frustrated at having to leave earlier than usual. But since Ezekiel needed to accompany them for safety, it couldn’t be helped.

“... If it makes you feel any better, we can leave at your usual time every other day you have classes. It’s only today that I need to get there early. I need to prep some stuff for the older combat classes.” Ezekiel was quiet as he indirectly apologized for his family’s circumstances.

Ellen’s eyes lightened their glare by a bit. She hummed in contemplation before heading outside. Wendy gave Ezekiel an apologetic look before rushing after her sister. Ezekiel’s mother was at another appointment to regrow her arm, while Warren was working with the Alkena’s to settle something that would hopefully help them with their predicament.

Thus, with a heavy sigh, Ezekiel headed out to escort his sisters to their classes, and to ready himself for teaching, yet again.

As the small group moved through the streets, Ezekiel’s eyes were constantly darting from side-to-side. He was examining rooftops, alleys, and storefronts, for any sort of ripple or evidence of concealment magic. As well as checking for any Spirits that might be watching them.

Beside him, Shine was also expanding their senses to as far as they could go. Checking for anyone who might be paying their group just a little bit too much attention.

Thankfully, the trip to the Cathedral’s grounds was quiet, and there were no attacks. But given how recent the initial attack was, Ezekiel and his parents had somewhat expected this. The current escort was mostly a precaution at this point.

“Girls!” Ezekiel called out before his sisters could head inside. “I wanted to inform you about something regarding your class with me later today.”

Ellen and Wendy looked confused but remained to listen to him.

“Don’t think that I’m going to coddle you when you’re in my class. If anything, I may go harder on you, given the situation. I’ll do my best to be fair. But I wanted you to know beforehand. So, be ready, alright.” Ezekiel could tell that his words weren’t being taken seriously.

He knew he wasn’t going to like it. But as his sisters walked into the building, he knew that they were probably going to hate him by the end of the day. He just hoped that they would be able to get over it at some point.

“It’s hard being a big brother.” Ezekiel said as he rested a hand on Shine’s hilt for comfort. “I don’t even know if I have the right to call myself that.”

A deep thrum was what he got in response to his words.

“You’re trying... your best... That’s what matters... most...” The choppy reply encouraged Ezekiel, just a little bit.

Heading into the school himself, Ezekiel settled himself into his teaching mode. Now, he was slightly more ready to face the day.

----------



The sound of dull and weighted weapons smacking against each other echoed through the training room. Ezekiel stood at the side of the area as he watched two young teenagers sparring.

One boy was blonde with red eyes, while the other boy had brown hair and black eyes. Both were wielding short swords and refraining from using their magic.

Today was far more intense than the last two. Unlike before, when he was teaching younger students how to hold a weapon properly and how to go through basic forms, today he had students with several years of experience. Some even had actual combat due to ties and relations with Hunters or Scholars that often left the city for jobs.

A sudden feint by the blonde caught the other boy off guard. Twisting his body to the side, the blonde boy ran his sword up to the other boy’s arm. A clattering sound rang out as the brown-haired boy lost his grip and dropped his sword.

CLAP!!!

“Good!” Ezekiel exclaimed as he clapped his hands to grab their attention. Knowing that this was the signal to end their spar, the two boys backed off from one another. “That was an excellent example of a proper feint. Unnoticed by your opponent until too late. I don’t suppose either of you can tell me why it worked so well?”

The two boys took a moment to catch their breath, but it was the boy who had been disarmed that responded first.

“I was too invested in avoiding his attacks. So, he was able to make a prediction based on my previous behavior.” Ezekiel nodded at the young Obscure Mage’s words.

“Correct. Now, how might you have avoided that?” Ezekiel’s question caught the two of them off guard, and they had to think for a minute.

“Couldn’t he have been a bit more aggressive in our fight?” The Flame Mage asked. “If he had tried to attack me, then I would’ve had to mix up my own moves to defend and dodge as well, right?”

“Usually, you’d be correct, but given your stockier build, it actually makes more sense to avoid strikes and counterattack, rather than purely take up the offense. Which did not happen.” Ezekiel turned to address the Obscure Mage directly. “There were three instances when you could’ve struck back while dodging. Do you know what they were?”

The Obscure Mage shook his head. Ezekiel moved forward, picking up the dropped short sword to show him what he meant. Gesturing to the Flame Mage, he began speaking to the rest of the class.

“When you were first attacked from the front,” The Flame Mage redid his opening attack, “you dodged like this,” Ezekiel slid to the side to avoid the overhand strike, “which gave you the opening to cut his throat.”

Moving no faster than the Obscure Mage had, Ezekiel ran the dull sword along the Flame Mage’s throat. Causing the boy to recoil at the feeling of steel on his neck.

The rest of the class watched on in morbid curiosity.

“The next, when you dodged a kick that forced you away,” The Flame Mage moved to kick Ezekiel, “you jumped back, the site would be better, but this was fine. However, you had your arm across your body from a previous swing. You should’ve extended your arm, cutting off his leg if this fight was real.”

Ezekiel did so, and the dull blade struck the Flame Mages leg, causing him to fall to the ground with a grunt. He then moved forward and pulled the young man to his feet.

Turning to the Obscure Mage and seeing the kid looking to the ground as if he was about to cry, Ezekiel eased off a bit.

“The final time you could’ve struck back was when you were lunged at. Your opponent left himself wide open. Throwing his full weight behind his strike. Something you should try to never do, unless you know you’ll hit. Which he didn’t.” Ezekiel held the sword out to the Obscure Mage who reluctantly took it from him. “In the real world, perhaps you could’ve simply run away with all your dodging. But in this classroom, you will look for openings to attack your opponent, and take them when you can. Otherwise, why are you here?”

Ezekiel’s voice was gentle, but he could tell that his words were having a negative effect on the kid. Rubbing the back of his head, Ezekiel looked to the rest of the room. All the other kids were looking at the Obscure Mage in either pity or disgust. Something he didn’t like seeing.

Especially since his sisters were staring at him like he was torturing the poor boy.

“Alright, you two, put your weapons away. We’ve got enough time for one more spar. So I’ll be drawing names from the hat one more time.” The two boys put their weapons away. The Flame Mage went back to sit with his friends. While the Obscure Mage sat alone.

Going over to the nearby desk, Ezekiel pulled two names from the hat that was present. But then, he felt the paper in the hat moving as he grabbed two slips. Knowing that Shine was doing something, he narrowed his eyes at his Spirit.

‘You... can’t coddle... them...” Shine’s voice was quiet as it drifted straight into Ezekiel’s ear. Pulling the two slips of paper from the hat, Ezekiel sighed as he saw Ellen and Wendy’s names.

“Ellen and Wendy Luminance. Come down here.” Ezekiel’s voice gained a harder edge to it. His frustration leaked into his voice.

The twins looked shocked at being called simultaneously. From what records he had received from their prior classes, Ezekiel knew the twins always refused to fight one another. It didn’t matter if they got zero for that day’s marks. The twins simply would not fight each other.

“I’m not fighting my sister!” Ellen’s voice bounced off the wall of the room. Beside her, Wendy was nodding her head in agreement. “Give us a zero. We’ll take it and move on.”

Growling in frustration, Ezekiel knew that he couldn’t just let them get away with this. Other teachers might just give them the zero, but he had to consider the fact that he was their brother. It would reflect poorly on all of them if he just caved.

Shine started to shake in their sheath, and Ezekiel got a sense of what the Spirit had planned.

“That’s fine. But the two of you will still be sparring.” Ezekiel took Shine off his belt and grabbed a longsword from the wall. “Now grab your swords and get in the ring. Or I’ll kick you out of this class for the rest of the year.”

Hearing their brother’s threat, Ellen and Wendy stayed seated. Not thinking he would go through with it. But as Ezekiel stood in the center of the ring, glaring at his sisters, the twins knew he was serious.

“This isn’t fair! You’re way too strong for us to do anything against!” Ellen was basically screaming at this point. But Wendy seemed to be ready to get up and do as she was told.

“Don’t worry, this is a classroom. This is to teach you how to fight. I imagine you two fight quite well together, so you’ll likely do better than if you were fighting alone. Besides,” Ezekiel shrugged his shoulders before spinning in a circle, dragging his sword through the ground and making a circle, “All you have to do is make me step outside this circle, or land a clean hit against my body. I won’t be using mana and will restrain myself to the fastest speed that either of you two displays.”

The class was looking far more interesting now. Even the Obscure Mage who Ezekiel had reprimanded was paying much more attention. Ezekiel gestured to a small hourglass that floated out of his bag. Shine would be watching the time for him.

“There will be no win condition for me, besides the timer I will set. If you make me exit the circle, hit my body, or I move too fast, then I lose, and you both will receive top marks for my class for the year. If you fail, then you do as I tell you, even if it means sparring with each other. Am I clear?” Ellen and Wendy still looked apprehensive. “It seems like I will be speaking with the headmaster about kicking you out of my class.”

Ellen stood up in outrage. “No way! We’ll fight you!”

As Ellen stood up Wendy followed after her. The two went down to the weapons rack. Ellen picked up a spear that was just the right length for her size, while Wendy grabbed two daggers that she wielded at once.

Moving to the center of the ring on opposite sides of Ezekiel, the two waited for the timer to flip so they could begin.

“Start!” Ezekiel called out. As the timer turned over, Ellen and Wendy charged. Intent on taking their frustrations out on their brother.
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                Swinging his sword to the side, Ezekiel deflected Ellen’s spear thrust. Knocked off balance, Ellen was forced to stop as she regained her footing. At the same time Wendy slid to the side. She moved from behind her sister to strike at what she thought was an opening.

She missed as Ezekiel used his free hand, and larger reach, to knock one hand away. He then swung back and grabbed her other hand, spinning around and throwing her back into her sister. The two tumbled to the ground.

Watching his sisters climb back to their feet, Ezekiel couldn’t help the slight feeling of guilt that welled up in his chest. While he wasn’t using mana, his body was still as strong as a Legendary Cruor. Meaning that, in purely physical combat, he could match a Tier four who was wearing their Spirit armor.

He’d still lose in an instant, of course. The Spells that a Legendary Mage could cast, without Spirit armor, were more than enough to take him down in one go.

“You’re cheating!” Ellen screamed as she charged in once again. “There’s no way you’re not using mana! You liar!”

Ezekiel sighed as he leaned out of the way again. Flipping Ellen over his shoulder, where she nearly lost grip on her spear. His sisters were both there when it was explained that he couldn’t cast spells and use his mana to reinforce himself. The words he had said before were for the rest of the class. Few, if any, people outside the Church higher ups knew that his spirit paths were crippled.

Glancing to the side, Ezekiel made a note of how much time was left in the timer.

“Let this be a lesson for you all. A Void Mage like me has a body that is significantly stronger than any Mage of a different Element. As such, even though I am holding back, immensely so, I am still far stronger and faster than any of you, without mana.” Ezekiel couldn’t hold back his sigh as he said this. “If you’ll note, I have kept my word, and not a single attack has been faster than either of theirs.”

There was some muffled grumbling from the other students as they realized that Ezekiel was telling the truth. But they were still confused as to how he was defending himself so well.

“This is what we call experience. Just as I can tell all of you where your flaws are, I can also tell what you are most likely to do should you attack me in certain ways. The fact that I have seen all of you fight at some point today, while none of you have seen me fighting, also gives me an advantage.” Ezekiel realized that this would make it seem unfair, but that wasn’t the point of this lesson.

While he had been talking, it seemed like Ellen and Wendy had regrouped, and come up with a new plan. Something that he was glad they were taking the initiative to do.

While Ellen approached, Ezekiel leaned back to avoid the spear. He struck out with his free hand. His palm pushing into Ellen’s stomach. The force behind the blow was relatively soft, but still threw her several feet away. She landed in a heap and rolled a couple of times before stopping.

Footsteps on the ground caught Ezekiel’s attention. Swinging his sword behind himself, he allowed Wendy to run race first into the flat of his blade. A low, loud, ring echoed out as she fell backward. Holding her nose in pain, she lost her grip on her daggers. Tears began forming in her eyes.

Once more, Ezekiel looked at the timer. More than half the time had been used up.

“You bastard!” Ezekiel couldn’t help but flinch at his sister’s outcry. But he hardened his resolve and looked back at her. Waiting for her to charge once more. All while keeping half his attention on Wendy.

This time, rather than trying to skewer him, Ellen went for a swing. Her longer spear gave her more reach than Ezekiel. But he simply held up his sword. Stopping the spear in its tracks.

He then lifted his feet to avoid the low strike from Wendy. Shooting his feet back down, he lifted one of his heels, getting Wendy in the chin and disorientating her.

His other foot then struck forward. Slamming into Ellen’s face and sending her back once more.

Bending down to pick up Wendy, Ezekiel threw her at their sister once more. Knocking Ellen over just as she stood up.

“I don’t suppose you two have figured out what I’m trying to teach here?” Ezekiel leaned on his sword as he addressed his sisters. “Believe it or not, this isn’t about me showing you how much better I am at fighting than you. To be honest, I could fight each and every student in this room at the same time and still win.”

Some of the students bristled at the thought, but none of them were willing to speak up then and there. On the other hand, Ellen and Wendy looked even angrier. Thinking that Ezekiel was mocking them.

At this point, the timer had been forgotten by all but Ezekiel, who decided to let it just run out.

“In this case, I’ll simply tell you what you both need to work on. Ellen, you need to stop being so aggressive with your attacks. You also need to develop more defensive maneuvers. I can’t leave this circle. I shouldn’t be able to strike back nearly as easily as I have been. Retreat when your attack won’t work and go in again from a different angle.” Ellen grit her teeth, unable to dispute Ezekiel’s advice.

“Wendy, same thing. However, I’ll admit that this is more difficult for you since your range is shorter. However, since knives like those are meant for close quarters combat, you need to work on fighting up close. Don’t become reliant on sneak attack, unless you have a means of making it work if your initial attack fails.” Wendy’s face fell as Ezekiel pointed out her failures.

“But, given that you have allowed me to talk, and run out the clock,” at that moment, the timer on his desk ran out, “I’ll let you try and attack me again, if you wish. But know this, you have already lost. So, there will be no consequences, either way, if you manage to hit me this time. So, what will you do?”

Gritting their teeth, the twins both rose to their feet. Uncaring of the fact that they had lost, and would have to fight each other in the future, they both moved to attack. This time, taking on a different tactic from before.

This time, Wendy charged first, her daggers held close in front of her chest, ready to deflect or strike. While Ellen took up the rear, ready to strike from behind Wendy should an opening appear.

Ezekiel smirked, knowing that this tactic would actually be difficult to defend against. But as he swung at Wendy from the side, she ducked right into Ezekiel’s rising knee. Lashing out with her daggers, she got a foot to the chest as Ezekiel extended his leg.

But rather than plant his foot back on the ground, he found Wendy holding onto his legs as tightly as she could. Dropping her daggers in the process.

Just then, Ellen, who had been waiting for an opening, went for an upward swing directed at Ezekiel’s other leg. Unable to jump, and with his chest wide open, Ezekiel found himself in a pinch. But knew he still hadn’t lost.

Ezekiel dropped his torso down so he could reach out with his free hand. Snaking his hand around the tip of the spear, Ezekiel grabbed onto the haft of the spear, stopping it in its tracks. Tightening his core, he stopped himself from falling over, even though he was in an awkward position.

“Very good.” Slowly moving himself into an upright position again, Ezekiel shook Wendy off his foot, and pulled Ellen’s spear out of her grip. “Let this be the second lesson for you. Ultimately, unless you get a sneak attack on your enemy, a difference in Tier can, and will, be the determining factor of a fight.”

“If the difference in Tier is more than two, then the lower Tier will lose, every time. Even with handicaps from the higher Tier.” Ezekiel bent down to pick up Wendy’s daggers. “Now, class is dismissed. Go about your day and be sure to think about your fights from earlier.”

Bringing the weapons back to the rack on the wall, Ezekiel held back a wince as the twins ran out of the class. The rest of the students slowly filed out. Left alone in the room, Ezekiel sat down at his desk. Taking a moment to himself as he placed Shine in his lap.

“... We’ll make our first attempt tonight. We can’t afford to wait any longer.” Shine was silent as Ezekiel spoke, but a low thrumming from their blade was enough to comfort Ezekiel.

Now he just had to deal with whatever fallout he would face when he got home.

----------



The walk home from the Cathedral grounds was quiet. Ellen and Wendy were walking somewhat ahead of Ezekiel. Neither one of them were in any mood to talk with him right now.

Ezekiel had tried to speak with them but was rebuffed. So, he decided that he would leave them alone for now. That way they could deal with things themselves, and hopefully calm down. Though it was obvious by his slouched posture that he wasn’t happy with how he had handled things. He just didn’t know how else to do so. As a teacher, he couldn’t allow his sisters to stomp all over him.

Given the current state of things, the twins both needed to get stronger faster. Given their age, and the training that they had undergone, it shouldn’t be long before they reach Tier two. Even if they didn’t have Spirits they were bonded with.

“Ezekiel...” Ezekiel snapped to attention as Shine’s voice called out to him. “... To the left... ten meters...”

Glancing in the direction Shine was pointing out, Ezekiel saw a pair of Hunters eyeing his sisters. Both were cloaked and seemed to be not bothering to conceal themselves. One was a Glacial Hunter, with a mouse Spirit, the other was a Death Hunter with a dog Spirit. Both saw Ezekiel looking at them.

They glared at him, the Death Hunter even pulling a finger across his throat. Ezekiel knew a death threat when he saw one. But he wouldn’t make the first move. Instead, it was a third and fourth figure that struck first.

“The corner!” Shine reached out telekinetically to pull Ellen and Wendy back from the corner of the alley they were about to pass. A gout of flame immediately filled the spot where Wendy had just been. While a hole opened in the ground beneath Ellen.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but mentally curse the fact that his danger sense didn’t apply to threats that targeted anyone besides himself.

The twins screamed in fear, while the people around them all called out in shock. Grabbing a loose stone from the road, Ezekiel dashed forward, throwing it into the hole as hard as he could. A wet sounding ‘thump’ as the stone made impact indicated that the Mage from below fell over.

No Spirit rose to face Ezekiel, so he assumed that the man wasn’t a Hunter. Then the hole closed, and Ezekiel could no longer see into the ground. He figured that the Cavern Mage either hadn’t been taken out, or did have a Spirit, but it prioritized their escape over fighting.

Then, a loud ‘clang’ rang out as the Flame Mage that was hiding behind a cart dashed away. Not wanting to cause any more of a scene, Ezekiel knew he had to get himself and the twins out of there.

“Girls!” Ezekiel’s tone was harsh, and immediately drew attention from his sisters. “We need to go. Hold on tightly.”

Picking up both his sisters, Ezekiel gave one final glance towards the Hunters that had attracted his attention. Both were gone.

“They ran... the moment I pulled the... twins back.” Ezekiel nodded in understanding before he jumped to the roof. The twins screamed and closed their eyes in fright at the sudden movement.

Suddenly, they both felt as if they were floating. When they opened their eyes, they saw themselves moving rapidly across the rooftops towards an estate in the distance. Yet there was no wind rushing past them. In fact, there was nothing that would make them uncomfortable.

Ezekiel ignored his sister’s awed expressions at how fast they were moving. He needed to focus; else he accidentally destroyed a roof when he kicked off. He was already going to be fined a great deal for so blatantly using magic. Even if he really wasn’t, his feats were well beyond the average citizen’s.

Regardless, it was only after he set foot down outside one of the estate entrances that he allowed himself to slow down a bit. Putting Ellen and Wendy down, he addressed the nearest guard. They immediately got to work, raising alerts regarding possible threats.

They also passed on a message to Evelyn, who had just returned from her session at the hospital. To say that she had been upset when she was informed of what happened was an understatement.

But, at least for now, it seemed like things were going well enough.

----------



The Luminance family was seated at their dining table as Ezekiel and the twins went over the events that had occurred earlier in the day. The fines had been paid, and the city guards didn’t want to bother with further investigations. So, things were left at that. Though it was likely the Alkena and Morse families’ influence that helped with that.

While telling the story Ezekiel had been as unbiased as possible. Stating facts from an observational standpoint. The twins, however, took their chance to throw Ezekiel under the bus for what Ezekiel had done to them earlier.

While his parents stayed silent, quietly going over the tale in their minds, Ezekiel sat patiently, holding onto Shine, and mentally preparing himself for what he would be trying later that night.

“Given what we’ve heard, I believe that two things have been confirmed. Onel; that we were right to take steps to have you guarded, and two; that you will need more combat training.” Warren was merciless as he ignored the devastated looks that his daughters gave him.

They looked to their mother for support but found none as she bit her lip in frustration. For the most part, since she was still regenerating her arm, she wasn’t working. But even so, she was still a Legendary Hunter. Given the power of the Hounds that had been sent so far, it was clear that she should be able to fight them off without any issues.

“I would’ve hoped that you two would understand why you need protection. Given the attack that occurred today.” Warren looked at both his daughters. “Or are you saying that you can defend yourselves against a group of Tier three Hunters aiming to kill and kidnap you?”

The twins averted their gazes. They knew their father had a point. Though they hated it.

“Ezekiel.” The Void Mage looked at his father. “While I am not happy that you toyed with your sisters in a battle. I am glad to see that your own training and experiences have helped them. However, for the moment, I believe it would be best that the guards take over their training.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. He was aware that he had created a conflict with his sisters. Continuing to try training them at this point would be a bad idea.

“You will, however, continue guarding them outside of their classes. At the same time, girls, you will need to get over this thing you have about not fighting each other. Regardless of what you believe, sparring with one another helps you grow stronger.” Evelyn nodded alongside her husband's words. But Ellen and Wendy just looked upset.

“But fighting is what got us into so many problems in the first place! If Ezekiel hadn’t fought, if he hadn’t done everything that he could to get stronger, then nothing bad would’ve happened to him!” Ellen’s voice started to rise as her emotions got heated.

Ezekiel looked shocked. He had thought that his sisters understood what he had had to go through. As well as why he had to leave.

“Ellen! You know full well that it wasn’t any of us that did anything wrong! Or are you saying that people should be hating your brother because he’s a Void Mage?” Evelyn exclaimed. Ellen looked away. “It’s not our fault that there are forces that want to act against us. Different people have different beliefs and desires. You can’t make everybody happy.”

Ellen didn’t say anything. It was clear that she didn’t agree with everything that Evelyn was saying. But she also didn’t have anything she could say to dispute it.

“Think of it this way. By training with your sister, you will be able to help her figure out how to defend herself against those that want to kill her. She has it far worse off than you, after all.” Evelyn’s words seemed to have an impact this time. Ellen looked like she was now reluctantly agreeing with her mother.

“Fine...” Ellen looked at her sister as she said this. Wendy looked like she was more willing to go along with this than Ellen. It seemed the attack from earlier had given her a scare.

“... One good thing that will be happening, however, is the fact that we will be more active in finding Spirits that might be willing to bond with you.” The twins looked far happier when Warren said that. Both looking almost giddy at the thought.

“Go pack your things. Given you don’t have classes tomorrow, your father and I will be taking you out to the wilderness beyond the city. Your brother won’t be able to accompany us because he’s teaching. But, in the future, if you don’t bond with Spirits now, he will be going with you at other times.” Evelyn’s words brought the twins’ mood back down.

Not wanting to deal with this anymore, Ezekiel stood up from the table.

“Well, given that this mess has been dealt with, I think I’ll go to my room. There are a few things I’d like to do before tomorrow. I wish you luck, girls.” Ezekiel left the room, not allowing the hurt he felt at his sister’s distaste for him show.

But Evelyn and Warren could hear what Ezekiel was holding back in his voice. However, they both knew that there wasn’t much they could do to help. This was an argument between their children. To take a side would just hurt the other even more so.

----------



Ezekiel sat cross legged on his bed. Shine lay across. Slowly, taking deep breaths in and out, Ezekiel calmed his mental state in preparation. This wasn’t the first time he had attempted to meditate as usual. But it was the first time he would be making a new attempt at something.

“Are you sure... you want to... do this?” Shine quietly asked as they mentally prepared themselves. “I know we’ve... been preparing. As well... read those texts... But this... is still new... grounds.”

Ezekiel took one more deep breath before answering. “We would need to make an attempt sooner or later. We’ve been sitting on this theory for two weeks now. No other theories even partially pan out. We won’t be able to proceed without doing at least a couple tests.”

The pair had scoured all the texts that they could get their hands on. Each one pertaining to different studies on the soul and spirit pathways. In particular, the attempts to repair and connect broken pathways. Usually, this was a rare problem. One that involved the loss of one’s Spirit, or Mages who didn’t have bonded Spirits in the first place.

In this case, Ezekiel was fortunate enough to have a Spirit that would hopefully be able to help him. But he still knew that making this attempt on his own was dangerous.

If it wasn’t for the fact that his danger sense was still mostly there, he wouldn’t have bothered trying. As it was, he actually felt more trepidation when contemplating going to the Church for help, than he did when thinking about doing it alone.

“Are you ready?” Ezekiel asked.

“... Yes...”

Ezekiel chose to ignore the slight pause in Shine’s reply.

“... Thank you. I’m sorry I keep putting you in difficult positions.” Ezekiel scrunched his face up in guilt. It took him several seconds to calm down again. “Alright. Let’s do this.”

Sinking into his meditation, Ezekiel’s consciousness fell away from the outside world.

----------



The sensation of opening his eyes spread through Ezekiel’s mind. A black Void filled with cracked glass, not stars, spread out in front of him. A distinct change from the blank mindscape that appeared when he had first woken up from his coma, months ago.

He still couldn’t feel his bond with Shine, but the fact that he could see anything at all was a stark improvement. Though, as he mentally touched the cracks around him, a spike of pain pierced his mind.

“Slow and steady. Careful. Calm.” Holding his imaginary arms in front of him, Ezekiel envisioned an imaginary triangle hanging in one hand. A tiny little rod in the other. 

Tapping the triangle, a quiet ringing spread through his consciousness. It passed over the cracks, causing him to feel pain once more. But it was less than before. Then, the sound traveled further. It passed through the rest of his body. The numbness that he had felt for months disappeared.

Pain was all he felt. Though it was not the worst he had experienced. It was simply spread out, and all encompassing.

Several seconds later, it faded away, and numbness was all he felt once more.

A new pain emerged, exactly three seconds later. But it did not originate from him. 

This sensation emanated from beyond the broken glass that surrounded Ezekiel’s mind. It was a sign that Shine had felt Ezekiel’s message. This was their response.

Using the pain that he felt, both from himself and from Shine, he was able to get a sense of which pathways were connected to Shine. As well as where they were in relation to the paths his consciousness occupied. With these two things, a map was slowly beginning to take shape within Ezekiel’s mind. The first step in slowly reconnecting his spiritual pathways, and regaining his magic.

Suppressing his elation at the first step working, Ezekiel tentatively moved onto the next.

He slowly spun a thread of Void, using his concept of ‘Nothingness’ in place of mana. Something that he had yet to confirm worked. But, as he slowly manifested his concept into form, a solid image appeared in front of him.

Sending the thread outwards, in the direction he felt the second sense of pain originate, Ezekiel ignored the sudden burning sensation he felt as his nerves reactivated. Slowly, the pain abated as the thread reached another piece of his broken pathways.

Feeling his consciousness expand, ever so slightly, Ezekiel slowly widened the thread, forming a tube. Slowly, he felt a tiny amount of mana come back under his control. It was only a few hundred motes, but to feel his mana once more was amazing. 

Letting his grip on the thread loosen, he steadied himself. Making sure he was ready if it collapsed. Several seconds passed, and nothing happened. Instead, the tube seemed to solidify, and the pathways Ezekiel had connected seemed to settle into a new balance.

Mentally flicking the new connection, Ezekiel allowed himself to relax. Feeling confident that this connection would remain strong. At least until something struck it directly.

Ezekiel felt a sense of exhaustion suddenly overcoming him. Allowing it to pass over him. He found himself waking up.

----------



Opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw that there was a dim light streaming through his window.

“How long were we out?” Ezekiel lifted Shine from his lap. Taking a moment to stretch, he slowly stood up to get ready.

“Not... Long. Just the... night.” Shine somehow sounded tired as they seemed to sigh while they spoke. “It worked?”

Holding out his hand, Ezekiel replied by sending a poke of mana towards a chair. It fell over with a loud ‘thunk’. While not that impressive, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel immensely proud. Even though that small act had used up all the mana he consciously had access to.

“Yeah. As slight as it was, it worked.”

Feeling hope for the first time in months, Ezekiel got ready for his day with a smile on his face.

            

    
        CH 164 (Book 4 Ch 4): Developments

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel ended up going about his day with a subdued spring in his step. It wouldn’t be good to have people wonder why he was so happy after falling out with his sisters. Of course, Shine felt fairly happy as well, but ended up playing the voice of reason.

For the most part, he had managed to contain himself quite well. By the time the school’s midday break rolled around, he was back to his usual mood. So much so that, when they were finally alone, Shine was willing to speak their mind regarding the situation.

“It’s slow.” Was Shine’s blunt observation. “Won’t we be taking too many risks?”

Due to his consciousness being confined to a small portion of his spirit paths, Ezekiel wasn’t able to tell how many more pieces he would have to connect before he managed to make contact with the portion that held his Bond with Shine.

To make matters worse, there was still the possibility that there would be side effects. Even if there weren’t any, it was also incredibly dangerous to do what he was doing.

The books and studies they had read explained, in detail, what had happened to other Mages who had tried to reconnect their spirit paths like Ezekiel was. To say they had a messy ending was an understatement.

“I know. But it works. Plus, with you acting as my beacon, I’ll be able to map things out much more quickly than if I was alone.” Ezekiel refused to let himself be swayed. This was no different than when he was a child. Though, he wouldn’t be keeping it a secret. Not now that he had partially succeeded.

“What would you... have done if you... failed?” Ezekiel took a moment before answering Shine’s question.

“Honestly... I had hoped that you would save me. But otherwise...” Ezekiel trailed off. For the first time since he bonded with Shine, he was happy that they couldn’t read his thoughts and emotions.

While he hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on it, he was well aware of the dark places his mind had gone after he had woken up. Not once had he wished to die, like many others in his situation had before him. But a part of him had wondered if it mattered if he did.

The only thing holding him back from doing this the moment their theory had been put together was the fear of losing everything he had gotten back. He wasn’t just going to throw it all away. Hence the constant reviewing he had done with Shine beforehand.

If it wasn’t for his instincts kicking in, and the situation with the Kindled forcing his hand, he would’ve gone straight to his parents and the Church before even his initial attempt.

He still didn’t know why he had such a bad feeling about doing his first test with the Church. But his instincts hadn’t been wrong so far. Better to trust them like always. Even if he ignored the warnings and proceeded anyway.

“You are not... allowed to die!” Shine’s voice was firm, as if stating this to the world, and daring the Ancients themselves to declare otherwise.

“I don’t intend to... But I can’t allow myself to stagnate. You know, just as well as I do, that the times we live in are leading up to something. If we don’t get stronger, we’ll be dead either way.” Ezekiel’s voice was just as firm. He had been sent to this world for a purpose. One he couldn’t achieve, even as a Legendary being, without his magic.

Shine fell silent once more. Ezekiel readied himself for his classes. The midday break was about to end. For now, he had to focus. Later, when his family returned from the wilderness, he would speak to them about what was going on.

----------



When Ezekiel returned to his home that afternoon, he was surprised to hear that his family had not returned yet. Instead, he was greeted by a familiar and pleasant face.

“Riley. It’s good to see you again.” Ezekiel hadn’t been able to keep up with Riley as much as he’d have liked these past months. They still spoke to each other when he saw her performing her duties as a Hunter hired by the Alkena’s. But those times were few and far between when compared to the number of interactions he’d had with Shari and the other guards.

“It’s good to see you too, Ezekiel.” Celia sat comfortably on Riley’s shoulder as she paused in her patrol. “I heard that things have been troublesome for you. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Ezekiel stopped for a moment to look at Riley more closely. Examining her condition, Ezekiel could see that she appeared to be quite exhausted. There were bags under her eyes. Her posture was slouched, and it seemed like she was resting on her spear more than she should be.

Despite her obvious fatigue, however, her eyes were darting around like mad. Searching for any sort of sign that something, or someone, was hiding somewhere.

To Ezekiel, it seemed like Riley had been even more disturbed by the situation as he and his family had been.

“Are you alright?” Ezekiel had to ask, even though he knew she wasn’t. “You look exhausted. Are you sure that it’s not you that needs help with anything?”

Riley’s face turned a little red before she replied.

“I’m fine...” She trailed off as Celia made a noise of protest. “Really. I’m okay.”

Ezekiel could hear her trying to sound more upbeat than she was. Her movements became slightly exaggerated as she straightened her back. But the fact that her voice was quiet and weak meant she failed miserably.

Ezekiel wanted to try pushing a little bit more. To get a better idea of what was going on with Riley right now. He realized that she didn’t have anyone to rely on when she first arrived in Tollren. But he had thought she might’ve been able to reach out to her fellow guards. He had gotten a promise from Shari and her family that they would treat Riley fairly. Especially since her kidnapping and brainwashing couldn’t be considered her fault.

Understanding Ezekiel’s mind and intentions, even without an active bond, Shine rattled a bit in their sheath. Tugging slighting in Riley’s direction. Ezekiel wasn’t sure what they were trying to tell him, but figured he should still try something.

“When’s your next day off?” Ezekiel asked. “We can go into the city and explore a bit. I haven’t really gotten to see too much of it. Having spent most of my time either here, or at other holdings belonging to the Morse family, and the Church school.”

Riley looked surprised at Ezekiel’s question. He realized that he was likely a terrible friend, if this was the reaction that he was getting just for asking if she was free to go for a walk. But her face lit up a little bit as she told him she was free in two days. The same break day that he had.

“Then how about I meet you here in the morning two days from now. I don’t think my mother has an appointment at the hospital, and my father should be free as well. As far as I’m aware. So, my sisters will be well taken care of.” To his side, Shine seemed to vibrate more happily. It seemed like they approved of this plan.

Riley nodded with a smile on her face. The two said their goodbyes before parting ways. Ezekiel headed to his family’s quarters, while Riley continued on her patrol of the grounds.

----------



Even after a couple of hours, Ezekiel’s family still hadn’t returned from their excursion to the Wilderness outside of Tollren. This was somewhat to be expected. As Ezekiel could still remember that the trip into the Spirit Lands of Harkem had taken over a week. During which time the children who had entered had had to spend the entire time within.

Given the comparative rarity of Spirits in the Wilderness of the Empire, Ezekiel was not surprised that his parents were taking as much time as possible to find Spirits willing to bond with his sisters. He honestly doubted that they were going to find any Spirits at all today.

Most of the nearby ones would have either been driven off, if they were truly Wild, or they would have migrated and set up territories within the, relatively smaller, Spirit lands of Tollren.

Either way, Ezekiel found himself once again meditating, and slowly connected another piece of his spirit paths to his consciousness once more. This time the piece was much smaller than the previous one, and he only managed to get a dozen or so motes of mana back under his control.

“Ezekiel... They’re back...” Shine’s voice quietly spread through their and Ezekiel’s room. They had sensed several figures entering the Luminance family quarters not too long ago but hadn’t said anything. Any interruptions were a potential risk for Ezekiel. Even if Shine was there to protect him.

“Thank you, Shine. I guess we should go down now.” Standing up from his cross-legged position, Ezekiel stretched before straightening out his clothes and heading down.

He was nearly run into as his sisters rushed past him before he could leave his room, however. Neither one looked happy with whatever had happened while they were away. The tears he saw running down Ellen’s face also told him that she had apparently had it worse than Wendy. Though, the latter looked more concerned for her sister than for herself.

Wanting to go after them, Ezekiel stared for a moment, but ultimately turned away. He knew that he was likely the last person either of them wanted to see right now. Instead, he headed down the stairs to the dining area where his parents sat at the table. Warren had his face in his arms, while Evelyn was rubbing his back to comfort him.

“Bad day?” Ezekiel asked. The glare his mother sent him made him wince. She hadn’t looked at him like that in a long time. But he knew that he deserved it. Given his sisters’ attitudes.

A part of him was happy, however, as this behavior meant that Evelyn was becoming more comfortable around him, rather than worrying about him all the time. Not being treated like a glass doll was quite pleasant.

At the table, Reya and Theo were sitting next to Warren. Theo, being Warren’s Spirit, nudged himself under Warren’s arms. Forcing the man to look up and see Ezekiel. The man looked tired, and his eyes drooped with regret. Evelyn focused on her husband once more.

“Was it more of the Hounds?” Ezekiel tried to keep his voice calm, but a hint of anger leaked into his question. Warren simply nodded before sighing and slumping back in his chair. “I don’t suppose you can tell me what happened?”

“Ezekiel!” Evelyn glared at him again. It was clear that she didn’t want to keep this up if it was bothering Warren. But he just waved her down.

Sighing once more, Warren recounted what had happened.

“We left early this morning, as you know. For the most part, we didn’t have any issues while we were in the wilderness. It wasn’t until an hour after noon that things changed.” Warren’s voice sounded heavy as his tone deepened with grief. “As you know, it was my nephew that you killed a few nights ago. But, given how weak he was, it seems like he wasn’t the pack leader this time around. I guess, since your mother and I are Legendaries, they decided to send some of their own.”

Ezekiel’s eyes widened in understanding and shock. From what he knew, Legendary Hunters and Mages were tactical forces that a family from the Morathi Alliance wouldn’t be willing to risk that easily. To hear that one had been sent here meant that things were heating up. Much more quickly than expected.

“Needless to say, we fought in order to protect your sisters. Which was already enough to scare them. But we couldn’t keep him from talking. He described, in detail, all the horrible ways they were going to torment and eventually kill Wendy. All while telling Ellen that the only way that she could make this stop was if she came willingly. How I was a disgrace but might be spared if Ellen proved herself worthy.” Warren’s eyes fell to the floor. Theo nuzzled against him to try and provide some comfort.

“Neither of your sisters have ever really been fighters. Sure, they tried defending you back when they were much younger. They didn’t take injustice lying down either. But neither of them has ever truly been fighters. We raised them to be civilians. Not Hunters. Something we wished was the case for you as well.” Ezekiel narrowed his eyes at that statement. He quite enjoyed who he was and didn’t like the thought of his parents being against that.

“Needless to say, they both reacted poorly to seeing people dying in front of them. They’ve heard about the loss of Hunters and Mages before but have never been up close and personal to it like this. They were both brave, but when the leader of this group was dying, he cursed Ellen out, and blamed all of this on her. Something that she seems to have taken personally.” Ezekiel almost couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

But as he thought about it, he realized that Elen and Wendy were both only thirteen, going on fourteen years old. It made sense that they wouldn’t have the mental fortitude that he had. Even Shari had it rougher, as she had to experience tending to her responsibilities to her family’s business.

For Ellen to blame herself for the situation was normal. Ezekiel had been the same, though he hadn’t allowed it to knock him down. Instead, he had doubled down on his path. Willing to shoulder the blame, all while walking forward with his head held high.

Though he did regret the pain his parents went through, he was easily able to realize that it wasn’t his fault he was born. It was his enemy’s, for cultivating a baseless hatred.

“Well... maybe I can actually talk to her about this. No offense, but I think that I have more in common with being blamed for being born than either of you do.” Evelyn’s eyes widened in realization, and it seemed like tears were going to fall. Warren just reached up and held onto her. Neither were happy with what was happening to their children.

“I do have some good news, however.” Ezekiel’s parents looked at him in confusion. “I did some meditation last night. I’ve started to recover. But it’ll take a while before I’m back to full strength.”

Ezekiel held out a hand, pointing two fingers, one at both his parents, and gently channeled his mana. He immediately felt the drain, but his parents immediately felt the pokes he sent their way.

Both his parents’ eyes widened in shock. But massive grins spread across their faces right afterwards. They both rushed forwards and held Ezekiel in a hug as they gushed over his recovery.

----------



It was the next day that Ezekiel woke up early. This time around, he wanted to speak to his sisters before heading out to his job. Even if it was only going to be for a few minutes.

Yesterday, after calming down, Ezekiel explained exactly what he was doing to recover to his parents. Something that made them worry a little bit and insist that he get help from the Church. But he countered that his instincts, tied to his element, had guided his actions. Something that neither of them could oppose.

He also told them that the warning he got when addressing this issue and bringing it to the Church was even worse than before. The only reason he could think of for this was that the forces that were after him were leaving him alone, for now, due to his injuries.

If word got out that he was recovering, then it was likely that he would become an active target once more. Though, it was still surprising that no one had come for his head just yet.

“I’ll see if I can message the Harkem Cathedral. They might have contacts that can look into things regarding your status with the Cult of Light. Though it’ll take a while to do so.” Warren had said to him before they all tucked in for the night.

It was an unfortunate fact that the number of enemy forces was growing by the day. Soon, it wouldn’t surprise Ezekiel if they all ended up getting kicked out of yet another city.

So far, given that Harkem was still recovering, and Tarquessa hadn’t released any news regarding their current situation, there were few places that they could go if that happened. Trying to travel through the desert was a death wish. Stopping in any ports was also impossible, since the ocean trade routes were also being disputed.

Settling in Sanafalls had basically been written off at this point. As there was no means of traveling to the Archipelago without crossing through the Morathi Alliance, west of the Empire.

Before his thoughts could go much deeper, Ezekiel’s attention was drawn to the stairs as Shine began vibrating on the table. Neither of his parents were here at the moment, though they would enter when Ezekiel left for work. This was at his request, as he believed that this needed to be a talk between siblings.

“Hi girls.” Ezekiel kept his tone soft. He didn’t want this to spark into a conflict once more. He had already decided he would back off if things looked like they were getting too heated.

Ellen and Wendy both looked at him with bleary eyes. Still tired from a lack of sleep the night before. Their heads swiveled around, looking for their parents.

“I was hoping I could talk to you. I’m not sure it’s going to help, but I do think I know what you both are going through after yesterday.” Wendy’s eyes widened in fright, while Ellen glared in anger. Neither were pleased with Ezekiel’s words.

“How would you know anything about what those monsters said to me! What they said they wanted to do to us!” Ellen nearly screamed at Ezekiel as she stood at the bottom of the stairs. Wendy held onto her, trying to keep her calm, but was nearly shaken off.

“It hurts, doesn’t it. The gnawing guilt at seeing your loved ones in pain. The hollow feeling of helplessness. The thoughts of ‘what if?’ that plague your dreams.” As Ezekiel spoke, Ellen grew more and more pale by the second. “The thoughts of giving in. All so no one else has to suffer. All the while keeping quiet, and never letting anyone know what it is you intend to do, because you’re certain that this is the only path that you can take. The only path that you see left. So, you hold onto that choice, never letting go, or else you feel like you’ll be lost, forever.”

Ezekiel hadn’t even realized that he had stood up at this point. But as he loomed over his sisters, who were now sitting on the stairs, having fallen over as he approached, still speaking, he saw the fear and the pain in their eyes. Something that he imagined used to be in his.

“You asked me what I could possibly know about what you’re going through. Well, at this point in time, I’d say the only difference between the Kindled family and the Cult of Light, is their name, and targets.” Ellen’s eyes turned to pin pricks as she realized the similarities between her and Wendy’s situation when compared to Ezekiel’s.

Only he had been younger than them when he had first had to go through this. If you didn’t count the general discrimination and treatment that he received just for being a Void Mage.

“Know this. YOU are not the problem. THEY are. So, all you can do is find a way to deal with the problem. Preferably before it deals with you. But you won’t be alone in this.” Ezekiel reached his hands forwards. “Mom and dad will always be willing to help you. Just like I will. Even if it seems like we’re being mean, we’ll be here.”

Ezekiel stood there, at the foot of the stairs, lingering over his sisters with his hands outstretched. It seemed like an eternity before the twins shared a look before nervously taking his hands. He pulled them to their feet. Now, he was nervous that he had gone too far.

“... For now, both of you need to work with mom and dad to figure out how to stay safe while you get stronger. It’ll take time, but I know you both can do it.” Ezekiel brought them to the dining table and sat them down. “If you ever want to talk about what you’re feeling about your situation, I can share my own experiences with you. They won’t be the same, but it’ll be an ear that you can talk to. Also, if it makes you feel better, I can try to go easier on you in class. I realize now that the concerns I had before were a bit much. There might be a way to handle them without making things more difficult than they already are.”

At this, he sent a half-hearted glare at Shine. As it was his fault that his sister’s names had been pulled at the same time. The Void Spirit in question just remained silent and still, ignoring Ezekiel, even though they knew Ezekiel was aware that they had noticed.

Moving away from the table, Ezekiel moved to retract his hands. But the twins held on. Turning back to look at them. He saw that they were glancing around, avoiding eye contact with him. As if struggling to say something.

He smiled, since he figured that this was better than the state they were in before. At least he hoped so.

“We can talk about things more in depth later. If that’s alright. But, for now, mom and dad have things they want to say too. Okay?” The twins looked more relaxed as he gave them an out from whatever they were going to say.

“Okay...” The emotional rollercoaster was winding down as Evelyn and Warren walked into the room. Both were giving Ezekiel looks that were sad. But also thankful, as their gazes lingered when he passed by.

Exiting the house quarters, Ezekiel sighed to himself as he strapped Shine to his waist.

“It seems like my experiences are worth more than just acting as a combat instructor.” Stepping away from his current home, Shine chimed in as well.

“That’s a good thing... isn’t it? It means... you’re not a meathead... that just swings swords around.” Ezekiel just let out a chuckle at the meathead comment.

“I guess so. But we’ll have to see how this goes. Things don’t end with just a few words, after all.” Moving a bit faster, Ezekiel knew he would have to hustle to get to his first class on time.

He didn’t know for certain, but he couldn’t help but feel like things had gotten a bit better for him. He just hoped that it lasted for a while. Before the next major issue inevitably reared its head.

----------



Far outside the walls of Tollren, hidden beneath the earth in an artificial cavern, a group of figures with cloaks were gathered in a circle. Beyond their elemental colorings, they had no particularly discernible features revealed. None seemed to have a Spirit present, but movement beneath a couple of their cloaks seemed to indicate a hidden Spirit tucked away.

“It seems like one of our leaders has perished.” Said a man with Violet eyes who had his other features hidden. He stood up straight as he looked at the rest of the gathered Mages. Only one of the others held the same posture. The rest were partially bowed, with their faces tilted towards the floor.

“Indeed. Though, that idiot should’ve waited for back up, rather than rushing in like a moron. Given another hour, one of us could’ve helped him.” These words were spoken by the only other upright Mage. A woman with long Golden hair sticking out from her hood.

“Alas, it seems like we will have to take a more drastic route. But at least we know that they do, in fact, leave the safety of the city at times.” The Violet eyed man said. “That gives us some windows of opportunity to act upon.”

“Not if they get more support.” The Golden-haired woman replied.

“They don’t have the money for that.” The Violent eyed man snorted derisively at the thought. “If we all struck at once while they are in the Wilderness, then they won’t be able to escape. The support teams won’t be needed, and we’ll be home before the end of the year. With a scalp for a trophy, and a new broodmare in tow.”

The Golden-haired woman shuddered at the Violet eyed man’s words. But she knew what her orders were. She knew that her feelings regarding the situation didn’t matter. Especially as she felt the contract binding her tighten itself.

“Fine. Prepare your pack. Keep the scouts alert. We strike the next time they leave the city.” The Golden-haired woman turned to leave the meeting.

“My lady!” One of the hunched Mages quietly called out, causing the woman to stop. Though the Violet eyed man glared at him. “What about the anomaly?”

“Kill him like the others. The only ones we want alive are Warren and his true daughter. The false daughter and the seducer will die, as will the anomaly.” The Golden-haired woman replied.

“But-” The man who spoke was silenced as he found his head chopped off. The Violet eyed man glaring as the blood dripped off his sword. His movements were too fast for any of the others to have seen.

“You have been given your orders. Do not question them. Merely fulfill them. That is your only purpose. Understood?” Violet eyes sparked with Lightning as he glared at the other hunched figures.

“Yes! My lord!” The voices of the other Mages all rang out in unison.

Now, with the meeting officially over, they all headed out. Intent on continuing their reconnaissance. Their prey was in their sights. As Hounds, they couldn’t simply let it escape.

            

    
        CH 165 (Book 4 Ch 5): A Day Out (Date)

    
    
    
    
                So far, things had been going well, comparatively, for Ezekiel and his family. They had yet to take the twins into the Wilderness again but given the dangers and schedules they had to work with, this wasn’t unexpected.

Currently, Evelyn and Warren had plans to spend the day out with Wendy and Ellen later on. Ezekiel had hoped that, by this point, the twins would have spoken to him a bit more about the heart-to-heart that he had with them. But it seemed like they were still nervous around him.

It was unfortunate, but Ezekiel could see that the animosity that had formed between them had faded. At least for the most part. He would say that his relationship with his sisters had reverted to when they had first reunited. Maybe a bit better, since they had a sense of what it was like being him.

For today, however, Ezekiel was doing something he hadn’t done before, and was feeling sort of nervous. He was about to embark on a day out with Riley. Something that, in hindsight, had been pointed out to him as being very much a date. He hadn’t intended it to be one when he asked originally, but he understood where Shine was coming from when they brought it up the day before.

“Are you sure you have everything? Do you need any more money?” Evelyn was busy making sure that Ezekiel’s clothes were straightened and that he looked proper for his day out.

“Yes, mother, I have more than enough money.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of how much money he had originally been offered. “I’d almost say that I have too much.”

When his parents found out he was going out today, and that he had invited Riley to go with him, they had asked for a small loan from the Alkena’s. Upon finding out what it was for, they decided to give him a much larger amount than the original amount that was asked for.

To the side, Ellen and Wendy were giggling as they watched. Ezekiel gave a sigh as he stared up at the ceiling. His mother went over his outfit, which was also new, one more time.

“Alright, alright. That's enough. He’s a responsible adult by now. No need to hover over him too much.” Warren called out from where he sat at the dining table. “Besides, he needs to get going. I think Riley is already here.”

At that, Evelyn gasped and began pushing Ezekiel out the door. As it shut behind him, Ezekiel sighed before marching to where he promised to meet with Riley. He was dressed in a suit with no enchantments but made from high quality material. Not meant for battle, but instead for style. Something he didn’t really care for.

He also held a bouquet of flowers that he didn’t know the meaning of. But apparently it was important. He also had Shine at his waist, as per usual. Finally, he had a money pouch tucked into his breast pocket, where it would be safe from pickpockets.

“At least... you look good...” Shine chimed in as they walked towards the exit of the estate. A flash of brilliant red hair caught Ezekiel’s attention as he got closer.

Coming up to the gate, Ezekiel turned the corner, and for the first time since his reincarnation, his breath was taken away by the beauty in front of him.

Riley was wearing a dress that matched her hair color. Never having seen her in a dress before, he found the image before him striking, but not unpleasant. Celia was currently nestled on Riley’s shoulder, and her scales also appeared to match the dress as the little Spirit seemed more like an ornament than a Spirit.

Riley also had her hair done up, tied into a braid that fell over her shoulder, and was wearing a touch of makeup that cleared up some of the small blemishes and scars that nearly all Hunters had. Two emerald earrings were worn as well. Highlighting her features as they complimented her hair.

Seeing Ezekiel standing there staring, her face turned slightly red before she looked away. Ezekiel couldn’t tell if it was from embarrassment, or if it was something else.

The fact that Riley had so deeply depended on him after she had first woken up still weighed on his mind. He hoped that this outing wasn’t giving the wrong impression. He didn’t wish to take advantage of her. Even though he wasn’t sure where his own feelings were developing at the moment.

“... These are for you. I think they’re supposed to mean something along the line of ‘I am happy you are here,’ as well as ‘Thank you,’ but I’ve never actually seen these flowers before I got them.” Ezekiel winced as he realized that his words might make the message insincere.

“Ah... thank you...” Riley took the flowers with a slightly crooked smile.

From what Ezekiel could tell, she seemed to be just as awkward at this as him. Though, he figured that it made sense. Neither of them had really been able to date, given the lives that they had been forced to live.

“That’s a nice dress. The earrings are good too.” Riley smiled more honestly at Ezekiel’s compliments.

“Thank you. I... ended up getting some help from Shari. It was... surprising. We haven’t really spoken much since I got here. Kind of her to do though.” Riley went quiet as she said this.

Ezekiel didn’t like it. The image of his most exuberant childhood friend being so nervous and withdrawn wasn’t right to him. He hoped that he would be able to draw out more of the old Riley.

“Seems like we have something in common. My family helped me get ready too. I originally thought this would be a bit of an adventure. With the two of us exploring the city for the day. But instead I received these.” Ezekiel held up the gift that his mother had given him when he had first come down from his room that morning. “Apparently, they’re reservations for one of the more well to do restaurants in the city. I hope you don’t mind if we stay out until dinner.”

Riley looked surprised but shook her head.

“No, no, no. I’m free for the whole day. We can do whatever you want.” Seeing Riley growing flustered, Ezekiel decided that they should probably head out before things become awkward again.

“In that case, let’s head out. We can grab a bite if you haven’t eaten yet, and maybe see what’s at the market. From there, perhaps we can see what the other districts have to offer.” Ezekiel gestured to the street and the two were off.

Ezekiel continued talking. In an attempt to keep things from turning into an awkward silence. But he gave Riley ample opportunity to speak as well. Asking her questions about how she had been. Making sure she was alright living in the city.

All while trying to ignore the fact that this day out really had turned into a date.

----------



For the most part, Ezekiel found himself enjoying the time he was spending with Riley. They had grabbed a quick bite to eat and were walking through the merchant district of the city.

Ezekiel wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but Riley looked interested in what she was seeing. While Ezekiel didn’t see much of the appeal, he somewhat understood why Riley would be interested. Spending nearly a decade training to be a weapon wouldn’t have given her any chances to see these types of things.

“If you see anything you like, just grab it. I should have enough money for anything there is in this area.” Ezekiel jingled his concealed coin purse for Riley. She looked unsure of herself, so she just continued looking around. Not bothering to grab anything.

Soon enough, they left the area. Neither one had actually bought anything.

Feeling that the situation was turning awkward once more, Ezekiel decided to try talking to Riley once more. Given they were in a side street, they had a little bit of privacy for whatever they talked about.

“So... how have things been? I would imagine that work has picked up for you.” Ezekiel was quiet and curious as he spoke. “I’m sorry if we’ve been causing any troubles for you.”

Riley looked shocked as she turned to Ezekiel. Her eyes wide and fearful as she replied.

“No, no, no! You and your family have done nothing wrong! Yes, things have been a bit hectic when it comes to security. But if it wasn’t for you, things would be so much worse for me.” Riley stepped away as she spoke, her arms flailing about. “If you hadn't saved me, I would’ve died a while ago.”

The pair fell quiet. Both were unsure of what else to say. But guilt welled up in Ezekiel’s chest as his thoughts bounced around. Was this hero worship? Did Riley feel that she owed him? Was his concern for her health being projected the wrong way?

“... The important thing is that you’re alright now. You don’t owe me anything for what I did.” Ezekiel said.

“Yes, I do!” Riley exclaimed. “You didn’t have to do anything to help me. Yet you risked your life to save me. Even after I had tried to kill you!”

At this point, Ezekiel glanced around to see if anyone was nearby to overhear this. Luckily, the area seemed to be clear. So, Ezekiel felt it was alright to reply truthfully.

“You were being mind-controlled by the Cult of Light. You deserve to be saved. Just like all the other people that were captured and brainwashed by the Cult. Something I wish I had the power to do.” Ezekiel’s tone fell as he thought of all the people who had been harmed by the Cult of Light. “No matter your actions in the Cult, I knew that you wouldn’t have done what you did if you had any choice. They wouldn’t have had to use mind-control otherwise.”

Riley just looked down, ignoring Ezekiel’s words.

“... I still hurt a lot of people.” Riley’s voice was barely a whisper.

“You did what you needed to do to survive.” Ezekiel could imagine what she needed to do. He even expected that she had been forced to fight against Guild and Church forces in disguise as well.

“You’re helping now, aren’t you? The enemies of the ones that hurt you. So, I figure that that means you still know your right from wrong. Now, you just need to make sure the Cult never gets its claws on you again.” Ezekiel smiled as he thought of Riley fighting off the Cult. Something that she mirrored.

Both appeared more than pleased at the thought of bringing down the Cult of Light.

Ezekiel, happy to see that Riley’s mood was slowly improving, had an idea of what to do next.

“Hey, I know we’re not exactly dressed for it, but do you want to head to the Guild sector? The Wandering Titans have a branch here, and I’ve got a few friends that might have some tips and tricks to share. If you’re interested.” Riley suddenly looked nervous at the thought of meeting with a Guild.

Before she could say no, however, Celia stuck her tongue out and gave Riley a lick on her neck.

“Ah!” Riley gave a startled jump at the sudden sensation. She glared at Celia for a moment. But the little Spirit just curled back up to continue pretending to be an ornament. “... I guess that should be okay.”

Riley looked reluctant to go, but Ezekiel felt that this might be good for her.

“Just think of it this way, the Guilds are far more powerful than a family guard. If anyone can help you hurt the Cult, it would be them.” Riley smiled again at the thought.

Feeling a bit more confident and comfortable, Ezekiel held out an arm for Riley. As her face turned red again, she looped her arm around his as they walked off. The Guild district was a way away, but they still had time before the reservation for dinner.

Above them, too far away for Shine to passively sense, a small gray bird watched in silence as the Hunter duo walked away. As a blue bird took its spot to follow their targets, the gray one flew away. Ready to make a report to its partner.

----------



Lightning and fire flashed through a makeshift arena as Riley did her best to avoid the magic being thrown at her. She was still dressed in the fancy clothing she had been provided for this date. But it was utterly pristine. As if nothing could touch it while she sparred in the arena.

A small pendant around her neck glowed whenever a stream of fire or bolt of lightning came too close. Glowing golden hexagons appeared around her in tandem with the necklace’s glow. A shield provided to her that would deflect any superficial damage from damaging her dress.

But for Ezekiel, who was watching the spar between Riley and two other Hunters, the thing that grabbed his attention the most was the face splitting grin that covered Riley’s face. Her eyes glimmered in joy as she fought to the best of her abilities.

The fact that Ezekiel could clearly see that she had fully recovered from her spiritual injuries was also something that made him smile.

“You know... when you told me you were on a date, I honestly thought you were crazy to come here. But after seeing the young lady’s face, it seems like you actually know what you’re doing.” Ezekiel’s face reddened slightly for a second before he got himself under control. Turning to the side, he gave a half-hearted glare in response to Herend’s teasing.

“... It’s not a date...” Ezekiel grumbled as he turned back to watch Riley dueling with Philip and another Wandering Titan Hunter. He winced as Riley barely managed to avoid a direct hit from a bolt of lightning.

“The concern and joy you’re feeling tells otherwise. Though, I must say, I’m glad to see that the boy I saw all those years ago is more human than expected.” Herend leaned back in his seat next to Ezekiel. “It’s also nice to know that people from the Cult can be saved.”

Ezekiel glanced around the room. Cautious of any eavesdroppers.

“That can only be said for those that were taken and forced to join against their will. None of their Legendaries can be saved. They are the villains that create the problems people need to be saved from.” Ezekiel was basically growling as he expressed his opinion of the Cult of Light.

“... If you say so. You’d know more than me, after all.” Herend backed off from the topic, realizing that it was not a good topic to touch upon. “But it’s good to see that your friend is recovering. You wouldn’t think she’d had her soul seared just a half a year ago.”

As Riley whipped her sword around, letting loose a torrent of flames that Philip and the other Hunter rolled to avoid, she let out a laugh of joy at finally letting loose after so long.

“Yeah... I’m glad that she’s recovered so well.” Ezekiel fell silent as he watched the duel below.

A part of him was envious of Riley’s magical abilities. Something that he was still far away from recovering for himself. But in that moment, he felt confident that things would turn out okay.

----------



It was a couple hours later when Ezekiel and Riley left the Guild sector. Herend and Philip were the only ones that Ezekiel was familiar with during their time there. Filia and Tracy had been out on a mission, while Garrad had his own duties as the overseeing Guild Leader for the Wandering Titans in Tollren. But Ezekiel was happy to see that Riley had meshed well with them, as it meant that she would have more options in the future.

Roley had even gotten some assistance in getting cleaned up afterwards. Though, thankfully the necklace had kept her clean for the most part. Ezekiel hadn’t thought that the sparring protections that the Guilds invested in would have had such specifics. But it had all turned out for the best.

“Given the smile that’s still on your face, I’d say you must’ve enjoyed yourself, right?” Ezekiel had a smirk plastered on his face that only grew as Riley looked away with a blush.

“Maybe.” Riley replied, going quiet once more. Ezekiel couldn’t help but frown as he saw the shift in mood once again.

“Hey, you know you don’t have to be embarrassed about being happy, right?” Ezekiel reached forward to stop her from looking away. She froze up and he stopped. Pulling his hand back slowly.

“You should be happy that you’re enjoying yourself. There’s nothing stopping you except for you right now.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh but put on a smile before she could notice. “For now, let’s get moving. We’ve got a way to go before we get to the reservation for dinner.”

Riley looked confused for a moment, before she remembered what Ezekiel had said about the tickets for dinner that morning. They had spent so much time walking around the city that she had completely forgotten.

However, as the duo started walking away from the Wandering Titan’s Guild house, a soft voice from Ezekiel’s side spoke up.

“Above... two birds. They’ve left... and come back... multiple times...” Shine’s observation startled Ezekiel. He glanced to the side, to see if Riley had heard. But it seemed like Shine’s control was still improving, as it looked like only Ezekiel had heard.

“Can you take them out?” Ezekiel asked, his steps slowing ever so slightly to bring him just a bit behind Riley. He trusted Shine to hide his voice, but still needed to hide his lips.

“Maybe... They left and entered... my range several times... But I think... they’re close enough.” Shine shifted in their sheath, positioning themself just right.

Ezekiel couldn’t see where the apparent Spirits were hiding. But he trusted Shine to be able to get them. He had no qualms about doing this either, as there would be no means of confirming that Ezekiel had done anything to their unwelcome observers.

He knew that they weren’t Spirits bonded to Guild native Hunters either. They were expressly forbidden from using their Spirits from spying on things in Imperial cities. Something that he was thankful for in this situation, as there were always concerns about such things in the Archipelago.

“Turn to your left... just a bit... Then unsheathe me... three inches.” Shine instructed Ezekiel as to what he needed to do.

Twisting slightly at the waist, Ezekiel reached down as he caught Riley’s eye. He gave her a smile, causing her to redden and turn away. Just as Ezekiel pulled Shine out of their sheath, ever so slightly. The act was silent, and otherwise unseen, but Shine’s words once Ezekiel put them back into their sheath were reassuring.

“Both are dead... They were low Step... Tier twos...” Ezekiel subtly nodded his head. Shine might not be Tier four just yet, but they were still at the peak of Tier three. Given the circumstances, it wasn’t a surprise that they had dealt with it so easily. Of course, Ezekiel knew he would have to deal with the fallout later on. But for now, he knew that he was safe from whoever was spying on him. Now, he could just enjoy the rest of his night out.

“Ezekiel,” he turned upon hearing Riley’s voice, “is something wrong? Celia said you drew your sword just a bit.”

“No... I just had to remove some unwanted observers.” Ezekiel gave her a soft smile, which helped prevent her from freaking out. “Nothing that either of us need to worry about. Not, let’s go get dinner, shall we?”

Putting his recent actions out of his mind, Ezekiel held out an arm once more. Riley looked nervous again, but still looped her arm around his. They both smiled as they made their way to another sector of the city.

All the while, totally unaware of the two Apprentice Mages that were screaming and crying in an inn within Tollren. Separated from Ezekiel and Riley by just two sectors of the city. Both went mad with grief as they ran out the doors to the building. Their own meals and drinks were now long forgotten.

----------



As Ezekiel and Riley were heading back to the Alkena estate, a comfortable silence surrounded them as they walked through the dimly lit streets. The shops and people had long since closed and gone home for the night.

The dinner had been a surprisingly simple affair. Ezekiel had almost expected something to occur. A noble interrupting them. Maybe getting kicked out for his elemental affinity. Stark white hair wasn’t common, after all.

But nothing happened. The dinner went well, and it seemed like this day was going to come to an end on a high note. Seeing the smile on Riley’s face, he realized that today had been a truly beautiful day. One he found himself hoping to repeat in the future. Something he hadn’t expected to feel that morning.

“Ezekiel... four figures coming... from the front.” Ezekiel sharply turned his attention from Riley. Seeing four cloaked figures in front of him, Ezekiel couldn’t help letting out a frustrated sigh.

“Ancients dammit! Today was going so well.” Riley looked confused for a moment but turned to see the figures in front of them.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that the street they were on was utterly empty. As well as quieter than expected. He had thought that it was simply quiet because of the time. But now, he could tell that it was quiet because one of the Mages was maintaining a sound barrier via Tempest magic.

“You killed my subordinates’ Spirits.” One of the cloaked figures called out. A man, if their voice was anything to go by. Ezekiel didn’t really care what they had to say but could tell that the person in front of them was a Legendary Hunter. One whose Spirit was seated on the ground beside them. A large canine with Violet fur.

“Two Apprentices, one Adept, one Legendary.” Shine told Ezekiel and Riley. They kept their voice from being heard by the Hunters in front of them. Both Riley and Ezekiel grimaced at the thought. If they ended up in a fight right here, then things were not going to go well, for any of them.

“We need to go. Sorry about this.” Before she could reply to Ezekiel’s words, Riley found herself pulled into Ezekiel’s arms. A blinding light covered them both as a loud boom shook them down to their bones. Ezekiel let out a grunt of pain. Riley puked as a sudden sense of vertigo overcame her.

Ezekiel then jumped, launching them both into the air. Once more, taking to the rooftops. A flash of lightning in the distance made Riley realize that they had somehow moved over a dozen blocks away in an instant. But none of that mattered, as Ezekiel carried her away across the rooftops.

Several cracks of lightning echoed over the area. Ezekiel let out a couple more grunts of pain. Landing on the ground, He made a mad dash towards the Alkena Estate. But it seemed like he didn’t need to worry as much now.

It was clear that their enemy wasn’t willing to grab the attention of the city guards and Guild Leaders. Instead, the pair were home free as Ezekiel ran home. Celia and Shine were both on the lookout for any enemies. But Riley seemed distracted as Ezekiel carried her.

Arriving at the estate, Ezekiel nodded his head at one of the guards. They quickly, but quietly, alerted the household that Ezekiel had come home at a much faster speed than usual.

As he let Riley down, Ezekiel let out another sigh. Checking his outfit over, he realized that he had several holes in the back of his jacket and shirt. As well as scorch marks cover that area as well. Checking over Riley, Ezekiel was relieved to see that she was unharmed.

“Well... hopefully the next time we do this, the ending won’t be as harrowing.” Ezekiel scratched his cheek in worry. He was assuming quite a bit right now and was confused regarding his own feelings on the matter. But he couldn’t deny that he had enjoyed himself.

“Yeah... next time.” Riley blushed again but didn’t pull away as they both stood there. Allowing the guards to question them regarding what had happened.

Needless to say, it seemed like the pair would be grilled for more details than just their day out.
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                The hour or so that Ezekiel and Riley had spent being interrogated regarding what had happened to them was frustrating. Though, for Ezekiel, he mainly found the worries and concerns regarding his health to be annoying. Especially when his mother basically stripped him bare in front of the guards and his sisters. Who should’ve been away, but it seemed like they were insisting that they be involved.

If it wasn’t for the fact that he knew how ugly the world really was, he would be happy at the fact that the twins were opening their eyes to the world.

It wasn’t as if he couldn’t understand his mother’s concerns, of course. He had been hit by several attacks from a Legendary Mage, after all. Any Adept would’ve been punched through in an instant. The only way another Legendary Mage would’ve survived would be if they were a Hunter wearing Spirit Armor. That was simply how powerful Legendary Spells were.

It was the most qualitative difference to occur upon Tiering up. Only exceeded by the Tier five break through. So, the fact that Ezekiel got away with a few third degree burns and bruises showed just how powerful his body actually was. Much to the incredulity of the guards and Riley.

Ellen and Wendy were just confused. Having not witnessed the differences in Tiers as extensively as the rest of the household had.

As it was, Ezekiel only required some light healing from the Alkena’s on staff Life Mage, and he was, physically, right as rain. Riley was also checked over, but beyond some pills to treat nausea there wasn’t anything that needed to be done.

Although Ezekiel knew that there was something bugging Riley as she parted from the rest and returned to her quarters. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like this event had sparked something in her. Something that he hoped wouldn’t burn her out more than she already was.

Luckily, as the night and next day passed without issue, it seemed like this attack was a spontaneous occurrence. Likely due to the fact that Ezekiel had killed the Spirits of two Hounds. Now, usually such things were an unspoken breaking of the rules of combat. But, given the current state of conflict between Ezekiel and his family, versus the Kindled Hounds, there was little to no fallout between him and his loved ones regarding the situation.

In fact, it wasn’t until nearly a week later, while Ezekiel was accompanying his family on an excursion to the Wilderness, that things became tense once again.

An ambush, composed of two Legendaries and several Adepts, had come across the family. Luckily, while he didn’t have any Spirit Armor, Ezekiel’s toughness was surprising enough that he was able to support his parents. All while taking out the Adepts with startling ease.

It wasn’t long before the Hounds had called for a retreat. Leaving Ezekiel and his mother to do clean up. To ensure that nothing remained that could be traced back to them later on. Much to Ezekiel’s eternal frustration.

“Dammit all!” Ezekiel cursed as he pulled Shine from the body of an Adept Cavern Mage. The same one he suspected of being behind the hole that had been formed to kidnap Ellen weeks ago.

“Language!” Evelyn called out from her own spot, hovering over a pair of dead Adepts whose bodies were being eaten by shadow. Reya licked her lips off to the side. As if she could taste the bodies that were slowly being consumed by the darkness.

Warren was nowhere to be found. He had flown off in the direction of the Legendary Hunters that had attacked. One had been severely injured by him and Evelyn. This left the others to carry them away from the battlefield. Slowing them down a bit, but not enough.

Given that they were of the Light and Lightning element, they managed to get quite some distance before Warren managed to go after them. Given how relatively fresh, he was from the battle, Ezekiel and Evelyn didn’t have too many worries. Though, they’d be concerned if Warren didn’t return within a few more minutes.

“Really? After what we just did, you’re concerned about my language now?” Ezekiel looked at his mother with an eyebrow raised. His sisters stood off to the side, looking between the two with wide eyes filled with fear and worry. But their faces were set in stone, with only the smallest of trembles on their lips.

Ezekiel felt a rage inside of him. The fact that his sisters were witnessing such a thing at such a young age was hard for him. Yes, he had been through much worse at an even younger age. But that was only physically. He was, mentally, nearly forty years old. Though he admitted that his maturity hadn’t grown as much. Given he was now coming up on nineteen years old, he was only just starting to feel his age again. Something he tried to ignore to the best of his ability.

“Are you two alright?” Ezekiel approached his sisters slowly. A pang of guilt traveled through him as he saw them flinch at the sight of him. “Take however long you need. If you need to be sick, be sick. If you need to do... anything, just do it. This isn’t something that you should be used to on your first, or even second, time experiencing it.”

As he reflected on his words, Ezekiel found it strange how he was the one that was trying to comfort others in this situation. Usually, it was the other way around. With him being encouraged by someone else who was close to him.

The sight of his sisters collapsing to the ground on their rears nearly made him run forward. But Ezekiel restrained himself and walked slowly toward them.

“W-was it bad for you? The first time you saw... and did this?” Ellen was quiet as she turned away from the spot where the bodies had previously been. Nothing remained besides the warped and elongated shadows of a tree.

Ezekiel gave his sisters a pitying look. Knowing that they had it far worse than he did. They had nothing on the number of years he’d experienced, after all.

“No. It wasn’t. But that’s only because my mind has been messed with. I was forced to see things like this, and far worse, in my dreams. Ever since as long as I can remember. Though, it was different to see it in real life.” As Ezekiel spoke, Evelyn silently moved onto another pair of bodies. Slowly consuming them with her darkness and removing their presence from the world.

“How did you deal with it?” Wendy poked her head from around her sister’s back. “From all the stories we’ve been told, it always seemed like you were never affected.”

“... What do you know about Elemental Emotional Instability?” The twins just looked confused. “It’s when one’s mana affects a person’s emotions. Flame Mages will become wrathful. Glacial Mages become cold and heartless. Cavern Mages becomes stubborn to a fault. Radiant Mages become obsessed with the truth, or ‘the right way’. While Obscure Mages seclude themselves, alone, and silent. Away from the world.”

The twins looked enraptured as Ezekiel gave them an impromptu lecture on the dangers of mana and emotions. None of the three noticed as Warren landed on the ground nearby. Evelyn shushed him with a finger as Ezekiel continued to speak.

“In my case, as a Void Mage, I didn’t feel anything, or maybe my emotions were simply muted. I felt some anger, but it was a candle compared to a bonfire. A drop of water next to an ocean. Instead, my mind followed what I believed to be the most logical solution. Limited by my immaturity and desires.” Ezekiel stared at nothing as his mind wandered back to his first Expedition. “It wasn’t until later, when I had escaped from my first Ruin Expedition, that I fully retracted my mana. Causing all the suppressed emotions to flood out all at once. I suffered a panic attack. I threw up. I cried, I screamed, and I passed out. All at once, in front of the Wandering Titans that had been watching over me.”

By this point Ellen and Wendy’s eyes had widened in shock. Their brother had always seemed so calm and controlled. Even when he was forcing them to spar with one another. It was something that utterly opposed the image of himself that he was describing.

“So, when I tell you that it’s okay to cry and feel afraid, I mean it. Okay?” Ezekiel bent down to his sisters’ level near the ground. Patting both of them on the head before helping pull them up.

Turning towards his parents, he saw the guilty looks on their faces.

“Dad, did you find them?” Ezekiel tried to change the topic. They could discuss him and his experiences later. Right now, there were more important things to worry about.

“Ah... yeah. I couldn’t catch up to them. They had too much of a head start. Especially with the Lightning Hunter taking shots at me as they flew away. But I did find something. It seems like they had a temporary base set up. Which usually means that they have reinforcements incoming.” Warren’s tone was grim, and as he flinched away at the thought of whatever he had found, Ezekiel realized that things were taking another step toward trouble. “They’ll probably be making a larger attempt soon. One that’s more prepared than these opportunistic ones.”

Quickly wrapping things up, Ezekiel ran along the ground at breakneck speeds as his parents carried his sisters back towards the city. He wasn’t sure what, exactly, was going to happen, but he knew that it was probably going to involve giving out favors.

----------



As Ezekiel was left at home to watch over his sisters, he couldn’t help but feel a bit put out. It seemed like things were happening all around him, but he wasn’t able to do anything about it. He had to admit that after eight years of, mostly, taking charge of his life it was a fairly large shift.

However, he knew full well that the matters of diplomacy and nobility were ones that he had little to no experience with. So, leaving it up to his parents was likely for the best.

Fortunately, given that the twins had decided to take their training more seriously, he wasn’t left to do nothing as he watched over his sisters.

Although, hearing little Wendy let out a shriek as she flew through the air after Ezekiel tossed her at Ellen did make him feel a little guilty. Just a bit.

But the fact that the pair stood back up and charged at him once more made him feel proud. It showed that they were growing, as the twins switched roles, back and forth, changing who attacked and who baited him into moving.

Given that this wasn’t a limited spar, but full-on training, things were still much more difficult. Even if the twins were permitted full use of their magic.

Tightening his core up a bit, Ezekiel caught his balance as his foot shifted beneath him. A shadow pushing it to the side, just a bit. This was something that most Tier one Obscure Mages would have difficulty with. But Evelyn had been teaching Wendy some tricks that had put her head and shoulders above most of her peers.

“Good! I actually felt that this time!” Ezekiel dropped beneath a flash of light that had been aimed at his eyes. It wouldn’t have been enough to hurt him, but he would’ve been blinking stars from his vision for at least a few seconds if he hadn’t dodged.

“Nice, nice. Perfectly timed! But you’ve gotten a better sense of what I can do by now. Next time, don’t rely solely on Wendy setting me up. Instead, prepare your own back up plans, just in case.” Ezekiel batted away Wendy’s arms as she came at him from the side.

He followed up with a kick that stopped Ellen’s spear from swinging down at him. Then he twisted his hips, turning to the side and hooking his foot around the spear shaft. The spear was then dragged down, the blunt edge slamming into Wendy’s shoulder as she whipped around from Ezekiel’s previous deflection. A gentle push into Ellen’s stomach followed, which sent her flying away.

“You see! I predicted that with my deflection, Wendy would use your attack to recover and strike while I was open. So, I specifically used a defense that would bait her into attacking in a specific way. A way that I could use your strike to counter.” Ezekiel explained as he walked over to the side of the room. A small ‘ding’ sounded off as the timer ran out. Signaling the end of this session.

“I must say. You both are improving at an astonishing rate. The fact that you both managed to clip me at all says a lot about your skills now.” Ezekiel looked at the small rips and holes that had appeared from when he had been hit by attacks from both his sisters. “Individually, you’d probably be able to defeat any two opponents in your class. But together, you might be able to defeat a dozen.”

Ezekiel wasn’t exaggerating as he said this. He truly felt like his sisters had improved quite a bit. They had already been near the top of their combat class. But now that they were dedicating time to it outside of school hours, their progress had sped up immensely.

Yes, they had used up the majority of their mana to be able to hit him once each. But the fact that they had managed to do so at all was impressive. Even if he was holding back significantly.

The soft padded toes of a feline Spirit were suddenly heard by Ezekiel, who was still highly aware of his surroundings at the moment. He quickly realized just how long they had been training for. But he was a little bit confused, as his parents had said they wouldn’t be home until very late that night.

Given that it was only a bit after their usual dinner time, he wasn’t going to believe that they were truly home just yet. So, Ezekiel cautiously had Ellen and Wendy move behind him as he focused his senses further. Holding out his hand, Shine flew towards it.

“Back left.” Shine’s whisper drifted into Ezekiel’s ear, unheard by the twins. Glancing in the direction they had specified, Ezekiel saw Reya walking out of the shadows. Only when Reya stopped to stare at him, and then licked her paw three times, did Ezekiel truly relax.

Fortunately, it seemed that the twins were more confused than wary at the moment. Ezekiel didn’t want to cause then any undue stress.

“Is it dinner time already?” Ezekiel called out to the Obscure Spirit, who nodded in response. “Alright. We’ll wash up before heading down. Be there in a few minutes. Thank you for the heads up.”

Reya nodded in understanding before sinking back into the shadows. Turning around to face his sisters, Ezekiel gestured for them to go clean up. The pair ran off, heading to the separate washroom connected to the sparring room. Meanwhile, Ezekiel left to do the same elsewhere.

But as he quietly passed by the small entrance room to the Luminance family’s quarters, he couldn’t help but notice a coat hanging on a hook. One with the Morse family sigil emblazoned on the back.

----------



Dinner was a silent affair. It was unexpected, but it was apparent that the Luminance family would be playing host to Shari Alkena and Noren Morse. Under the advice of Allon and Sherra Alkena.

Ezekiel could see that Ellen and Wendy were aware the things were tense. But it was also apparent that they didn’t understand what was going on.

Ezekiel was also uncertain, but from what little he could infer, it was likely that this was a matter of alliance, and assistance. Though, all he had to go on was a few words from Warren when he returned from trying to hunt down the group that had attacked them earlier.

As the dishes were cleared away, and Evelyn returned to her seat, the silence came to an end as Noren spoke up. His neck was covered in sweat, and his face somewhat pale.

“So... according to what my brother told me, Allon said that you were in need of assistance. Assistance that the Alkena family, alone, would not be able to provide.” Noren was soft spoken and hesitant as he spoke. It was obvious that he was nervous about the topic.

Ezekiel figured it was because he was used to such things being impolite to address when brought up amongst nobles. It was never a good thing to imply a noble family was weak after all. The fact that Evelyn and Warren were Legendary Hunters also meant that such implications were insulting.

“... In this case, yes. Specifically, we need more security, and additional supplies for training and advancement purposes. Neither of which are amongst the Alkena family’s specialties.” Warren’s voice sounded hard. His posture was upright, and he seemed to loom over everyone at the table.

Ezekiel wasn’t too badly affected by his father’s presence, but it was obvious that this was a man of status speaking. On top of a father looking out for his family.

Even Evelyn looked more regal, with her posture straight, and her head held high. Her eyes half closed as she seemed to look down on Noren. Not in disgust or dismissal. But merely as if examining him. It was clear that the fact that their backgrounds were coming to haunt them had been affecting Ezekiel’s parents more than he had expected.

“I see. Well, My brother has informed me only of what it is we currently need in exchange for whatever it is that we can provide.” Noren then pulled out a letter from his shirt pocket. It was sealed in an envelope with gold trimming with sparkling blue letters written on it.

Warren took the letter without a word. The rest of the room patiently waited with held breath. Though Ellen and Wendy shared a glance at each other. Utterly confused as to what was happening.

They both caught Ezekiel’s eye. But before they could do anything Warren sighed. Placing the letter on the table, he leaned back. Pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration, Ezekiel could tell that his father was dealing with a great deal more stress than usual.

“An excursion into the Fjorya would take months. Not only that, but there is no guarantee that any of your household guards that come would bond with any Spirits.” Warren declared as he glared at Noren. “Not only that, but to leave Tollren for such a thing would leave our daughters open to the very dangers we seek to protect her from.”

Glancing at the piece of paper lying on the table, Ezekiel was able to make out the contents.

It seemed that the Morse family wanted to improve their household guards by obtaining Hunters that were directly contracted to them. However, all of the guards had been trying for years to bond with a Spirit in the Wilderness.

Something that was much more difficult than bonding to a Spirit from the small Spirit Lands that were connected to Tollren, but no further spots would be open for the Morse family to take advantage of for the next five or so years. As such, they sought to go further away to a place with a far greater population of Wild Spirits than the Wilderness between Tollren and Trimble.

However, hiring a team from the Guild for this excursion would be ridiculously expensive. So, it was a much more profitable venture to have two unaffiliated Legendary Hunters accompany the Guards instead.

“During this excursion, all our guards would be contractually obliged to listen to your every order, and obey you, even before my brother.” When Noren said this, Ezekiel got a better idea of what was happening.

The small blue snake that was still wrapped around Noren’s neck clearly showed that he was a Hunter. But from what he had seen of Lance, the man who was the next head of the Morse family was not a Hunter himself. If Lance was supposed to be going along, then it was far more likely that this was a chance for the young master of the Morse family to become a Hunter.

Thus, his position would be far more stable, in the face of his younger brother, who was already nearing Tier three, and potentially about to surpass his brother.

This was strange, however, since from what he had seen of Noren and Lance’s relationship, it was clear that Noren had no intention of becoming the next family head. Something that would invalidate his marriage contract to Shari. So, if such a thing were indeed a concern, then that meant that politics in the capital were likely picking up. Something was happening that was potentially causing problems for the Morse family.

Of course, this was all just supposition. Ezekiel had no proof of any of this and was well aware that his political knowledge was spotty at best. Though he did feel confident that he wasn’t too far off the mark. Noren and Lance were not the closest of friends, but he had spent some time with them while Shari was helping him get accustomed to Tollren.

“While your assurances of our authority are good. My wife is still not in top form. The only reason we have been making the small excursions into the Wilderness of Tollren is because we had an area that we could easily retreat to. That will not exist if we are going into the Fjorya.” Warren was not swayed by Noren’s words.

“We are offering enough resources to get both Wendy and Ellen to Tier two, prior to leaving the city.” Noren’s rebuttal sent silence reeling through the room.

The twins were currently at Step seven, having broken through during the month between Ezekiel’s arrival at Tollren and his becoming a teacher. However, it was decided that they would train their combat prowess, rather than make any noticeable gains with their mana. At least until they bonded with a Spirit. Said bond would increase their mana gathering by leaps and bounds, after all.

“... That is very generous and is almost enough. But there is already bad blood between your guards and our family. If we do this, then I want assurances from the Alkena family as well.” The table turned to Shari, who had been given power to negotiate her own place in this. Even if she wouldn’t be going herself.

“The Alkena family is willing to place a total of a dozen guards under the Luminance family’s direct control for the duration of this venture. That being from the time you leave our estate, to the time you return. These guards will be chosen specifically by the Luminance family.” Shari was sweating a little bit under the intense gazes of the Legendaries in the room. But she held her composure well for a Hunter of her power.

“Then we will accept no more than a dozen guards from the Morse family to accompany us. This number will not include the presence of Lance Morse.” Warren declared.

In his seat, Noren slumped in apparent relief as he sighed.

“This arrangement is more than acceptable. May I take it to mean that you will accept the conditions of the contract?” Noren tried to smile, but it was shaky as Warren and Evelyn shared a look.

“We shall tentatively accept the terms of the contract and will officially accept once the details have been appropriately handled, and the contract is written by Allon and Sherra Alkena. Please note, that the earliest that this excursion will take place will be three months from now, when the quarterly break at the Church’s school occurs.” Warren said as he pushed the letter with the details back towards Noren.

“Why is that?” Noren asked as he put the letter back into his pocket.

“We won’t be leaving our son and daughters alone, obviously. This is also a great chance to extend the possibilities of the twins obtaining bonds of their own.” This time it was Evelyn who replied. “So, please be sure that your brother is aware that your guards will also be contractually obliged to prioritize their safety as well.”

Noren gulped nervously as he nodded his head in understanding. “Of course!”

Evelyn and Warren then smiled. Ezekiel felt like they were showing too many teeth for it to be a happy smile. They were far too threatening.

It wasn’t long after that Shari and Noren were gathering their things at the door. Ezekiel escorting them out.

“Sorry you both had to deal with that. Please understand that there are no hard feelings. It’s just that, with what happened to me, it’s obvious that my parents are taking my sisters’ safety to the extreme.” Ezekiel tried to placate his friends as best he could. Fortunately, it seemed he didn’t need to worry.

“I understand... To be honest, I am somewhat thankful for the experience. It’s not every day that an Apprentice experiences the ire of a Legendary and walks away. I don’t think I’ll be able to look at our family’s business partners the same way now. Not after seeing what power really is.” Noren seemed almost wistful as he sighed at the thought of Evelyn and Warren’s presence.

“Agreed. I almost feel like I could take on the Ruling family after seeing that.” Shari nodded in agreement. A smug smile crossed her face. “Do you feel like that?”

As the couple stepped outside Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He knew that she was just teasing him. So, instead he just gave the same half-lidded glare his mother had earlier.

Noren and Shari both shivered as they felt an invisible blade touch upon their necks. Their eyes opened wide as they stared at Ezekiel in slack jawed awe. But as soon as it appeared, it vanished just as quickly.

Smiling at the couple in front of them Ezekiel finally replied. “Thank you both, and goodnight.”

Closing the door, he let out a chuckle before heading back to his family. The excursion was still months away, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t start making preparations.
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                Given the nature of the Excursion into the Fjorya, Ezekiel found himself with little to do regarding the preparations. Though, he did get surprised when his birthday was celebrated. As it wasn’t something he had put much thought into. The event was small, but fun, and he received a few Artifacts that would be of great use to him during their trip to the Fjorya.

For the most part, however, Ezekiel found himself working at the Church school as usual, and teaching his sisters more combat and survival exercises at home. He also managed to get a few more dates in with Riley and found himself slowly growing more and more comfortable with the idea of a relationship.

He still held concerns that this was a form of hero worship, but he also found the topic hard to broach. Riley would usually clam up and keep silent if he ever mentioned it.

Eventually, the months passed, and a proper route and plan was made for their travel from Tollren to Trimble. Where they would then set out into the Fjorya.

It hadn’t been a wonderful, and easy-going time, of course. Ezekiel had found himself fighting off more assailants in back alleys. As well as helping vet the guards that were sent by the Morse family. Though it seemed like there were none who had questionable loyalties this time.

The fact that they were hired as auxiliary guards belonging to the Morse family helped with that. As it was known beforehand that their loyalties were to the Morse family first and foremost.

They had proven themselves to be quite reliable, however, and were more than capable of aiding in fending off those that had tried to attack the Luminance family in broad daylight. Even though they were only Apprentices at best, the fact that they had numbers, and that it would mean open war if any Adepts or Legendaries from the Morathi Alliance showed up, meant that the enemy’s restrictions evened the playing field.

So, with regard to the people hunting down his sisters, that topic was more or less covered. It was actually the response from the Harkem Cathedral, after receiving Warren’s inquiry, that brought a more disturbing matter to light.

“Twenty-thousand gold!? Who in the hell can afford to put that large a bounty on me?” Ezekiel nearly cried out in shock, just barely restraining his voice to a harsh and raspy whisper.

It was only two days before they were intended to set out. If he were to be honest, Ezekiel had actually forgotten that his father had sent out feelers to look for information regarding the Cult’s stance on him. For a while, since no overt Cultists had come after him, he had thought that they were content to not waste resources on him. Leaving him alone to exist as a cripple.

But given the letter that had just arrived, Ezekiel realized that the Cult had simply decided to use a different means of killing him off. One that wouldn’t get their hands dirty. Not directly, at least.

Worse yet, with their growing control of Tarquessa, they basically had a massive amount of influence on the Underworld. Meaning that they had access to more than a few of the illegal means of getting things done.

“For the Ancient’s sake! They might as well just come after me themselves if they’re offering this much money!” Ezekiel threw the notice onto the table. He stood up in a huff and began pacing the room. Much like the two feline Spirits bonded to his parents.

The slurry of emotions emanating from Warren and Evelyn were great enough that it was affecting their bonded partners. Fortunately, Wendy and Ellen had gone to train with a couple of trusted guards. To better get a feel of their true strength. Rather than being soundly defeated by Ezekiel every time they sparred.

“Given the situation, it seems like they’re actually being more cautious than ever at this point. Meaning that their plans for the Empire are likely coming to fruition.” Warren calmly gathered up the papers back into a neat pile. The movement helped him restrain his own anger.

Evelyn, meanwhile, was seething in her chair. Shadow crawling up and down the walls and poking out of her hair. Her now regrown arm was clenching her chair so hard that its wood was splintering.

A clattering off to the side showed that Shine was also angry. To the point where it seemed they were holding back from literally flying off the handle.

“I’m still going with you.” Ezekiel’s proclamation was a statement of fact. Not an inquiry to be answered. But it still drew the angry eyes of both his parents toward him.

“This just became far more dangerous for you! Your sisters will only be targeted by the Kindled family. As they’re too prideful to ask for help. But with this large of a bounty, you’ll have Underworld Hunters coming after you in droves. Especially since this information includes the fact that you’ve been crippled!” Warren rose to his feet, slamming his hands on the table. Though a hint of fear glittered in his eyes as his face fell into a frown after a moment of thought. “The only reason no one has come for your bounty already, is likely because you’ve been within city limits for the majority of this time!”

Ezekiel nearly flinched at his father’s words. He hated to admit it, but the man was almost certainly correct. Outside of one or two other trips into the wilderness, Ezekiel hadn’t left the city at all since arriving at Tollren.

As long as he made it to Trimble, he would probably be just as safe. But the problem was the week or more that it would take to get there. Though not as much as the weeks they’d be spending in the wilderness of the Fjorya.

Beside Warren, Evelyn’s shadows were now crawling towards Ezekiel. Not threateningly, but as if the protect him by shielding him from harm. They weren’t sharpened points of death for an enemy, but wide-open palms meant to hold and cradle. While she looked just as angry, she also seemed wary, and sad. Her eyes were softer than Warren’s. As if she knew that nothing would persuade Ezekiel otherwise.

“If I don’t go, you’re guaranteed to be outnumbered.” Warren and Evelyn both looked away, while Ezekiel continued to stare at them, utterly undeterred. “The contract has already been signed. Wendy and Ellen were both elevated to Tier two, just last week. We know that the Kindled family will have at least two Legendaries. Probably more if the reinforcements we expect them to have are already here. If I’m not there, then the best you can hope for is that mom and Wendy die, rather than being tortured.”

The thought of Wendy dying was the final nail in the coffin, Evelyn shattered the armrests of her chair, while Warren’s hands bled from how hard he was clenching his fists. They both knew Ezekiel was right. But they also knew that, if any Legendary Hunters were after him for his bounty, they would probably be outnumbered anyway.

The Underworld Hunters would take on Ezekiel, while Warren and Evelyn would have to fight the Kindled Hounds. So, ultimately, nothing changed, beyond the low possibility of even numbers, if Ezekiel came. Something all three of them knew.

But Evelyn and Warren could both see that Ezekiel wasn’t willing to just let things go and remain in the city while his entire family went into danger.

Ezekiel’s eyes widened momentarily as he remembered something. One of the few belongings he had that hadn’t been utterly destroyed. Though it had been greatly damaged. To the point where it had been barely recognizable as anything beyond debris.

“I might have something that can help.” Ezekiel ran out of the room, returning to his bedroom and bringing out the cracked and charred badge that he had received from his first foray into the Fjorya.

The damage to it was so extensive that it was considered to be just one of many pieces of trash that had suffered from Ezekiel’s foray into the nascent Desolate Lands north of Harkem.

The five feathers on one side were fully scratched off. But the white and blue coloring was still quite clear. Its overall structure was also quite sound. With none of the cracks going too deep.

Ezekiel brought this piece of enchanted magical permafrost back to his parents. They both looked at it in confusion. Reya and Theo also looked at it in bewilderment. Shine, however, moved over to float above it. They lightly tapped it with their hilt.

“... This could work...” Ezekiel sighed in relief, as he was concerned that the enchantments might’ve been broken. The fact that the Artifact didn’t use Runes had given him hope that it wasn’t, but he needed to be sure. Shine’s words just now confirmed it.

“With this, I can guarantee that we’ll get more reinforcements than we could ever need on this Excursion.

Sitting down as Ezekiel explained in further detail, Warren and Evelyn just gaped in shock. Yet, as Ezekiel’s tale came to an end, they both had confident grins spread across their faces.

----------



The days after Ezekiel brought his Feather Peaks badge to his parents were somewhat frantic, but not enough to make things difficult for anyone involved. Thus, the assorted guards that had gathered had been able to leave on time and were now well on their way to the south.

Gathered together into a traveling caravan, the guards and Luminance family were moving more like merchants and traders than any sort of expedition or defensive force. A cover that they hoped to keep up for at least a few more days.

“So, how are you two liking the trip so far?” Ezekiel rode beside one of the carriages in the middle of the caravan, which was being driven by his father. “I know you both traveled from Harkem to Tollren, obviously, but that was with the Alkena’s. As well as much more worrisome than this trip.”

At the moment, Ellen and Wendy were sitting atop the carriage that Warren was driving. While not particularly safe, they had been cooped up inside the carriage for two days now. As had Theo, who was still inside, hiding. Surprisingly, it had been a very quiet journey so far. But, given the number of preparations that had been made, as well as the precautions to make sure that their departure was a secret, this was not entirely unexpected.

Everyone involved had been required to sign a contract well beforehand. They had also been given an incorrect departure time. So, when they had left the city in waves, meeting up later on, it was something that neither of them had expected. Not even Lance, the one who had hired them for this excursion.

“We’re good. It’s a lot quieter than we thought it’d be.” Wendy replied as she laid next to her sister on the carriage roof. “But why aren’t we rushing? Shouldn’t we be moving faster so we can get to the city sooner?”

Next to Wendy, Ellen had her eyes closed, basking in the light of the midday sun. While she wasn’t meditating, it was obvious that she was enjoying the presence of the Light that was shining down on them.

“Well, that’s mostly because we’re keeping ourselves disguised. For as long as we can anyway.” Ezekiel replied. Thinking back on it, Ezekiel could think of a number of things that would’ve improved their chances of being disguised. But the steps that had been taken were the best they could take with such short notice.

“Is that why the Alkena’s had people pretend to be us for a while?” Wendy sat up and turned around to look at Ezekiel.

Ezekiel gave his father a look but received a shrug in reply. He figured that was good enough for approval.

“Well, more or less. It’s also why all of us needed to be disguised when we left, and why mom hasn’t left her carriage since then. As well as why dad and I changed our hair color and clothing.” Running a hand through his now bright blue hair, Ezekiel was still amazed at how effective the dyes they used were.

Next to him, Warren shook his own, red, dyed hair. He also reached up to scratch his cheek, which was covered by a fake mustache and beard. The extensions used to make his hair longer and shaggier also added to the disguise. A small earring and set of glasses that Warren and Ezekiel wore also changed their eye color with the enchantments imbued into them.

Wendy and Ellen had also dyed their hair. Both went for a very light brown that was several shades lighter than their usual hair color. They also both had hair clips that sat just above their foreheads. Creating a minor Light based illusion that changed their eye color.

Finally, in order to complete the disguise, Evelyn had been totally hidden, not once making an appearance. Something had made the twins unhappy, as they had wanted to spend time with their mother on the trip as well.

“... It seems like a lot of work...” Wendy muttered before going back to lying on the roof.

Ezekiel let out a light chuckle. He agreed with his sister’s opinion. But he also knew that this was a necessary deception. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have managed to get more than a couple of hours away from Tollren before they were attacked. If they were lucky.

Now, with their deceptions, they had hoped that they would be able to make it at least another two days before they were caught by the Hounds that were hunting them. Not to mention the potential bounty hunters that would be coming for Ezekiel.

They also hoped that they would be running into any of these groups separately. So, they hoped to make it so whoever was after them underestimated them.

“It’s only for a couple more days. We’ll probably make a break for it once we reach the sixth day. So long as nothing unexpected happens.” Ezekiel hoped for a reply, but silence was all he received. “At least things should improve once we get to Trimble.”

“That’s not necessarily a good thing.” A deep and rumbling voice spoke out next to Ezekiel. A pin on Warren’s collar vibrated as he spoke. Altering his voice through Tempest Enchantments.

“Just remember, if you can’t make contact with the clan, get back to Trimble as soon as possible.” Warren narrowed his eyes as he looked at his son. “You will not be running around without backup when you’re being hunted.”

“I know, dad. I know.” This was one of the things that Ezekiel had agreed to when his parents had been putting together a plan. After arriving at Trimble Ezekiel would secretly make his way out of the city, and after activating the Badge he would wait for a day at most, before he needed to report back to the group. Retreat was also a priority, in the event that he came under attack.

“Chief!” A voice called out from the front of the caravan.

Riding atop a large red lizard, Riley was dressed in a guard uniform with the emblem of a well-known trading house. One with ties to the Morse family but wasn’t known to be involved with any of the Alkena family businesses.

“We need you at the front. There’s something you need to see.” Warren and Ezekiel shared a look. Receiving a nod from his father, Ezekiel stood up and jumped to the ground as the rest of the caravan slowed down.

“I’ll be right there!” Ezekiel called out.

As per the arrangements made beforehand, Ezekiel was currently also disguised as the young chief in charge of the Caravan. Thus, he was also in charge of dealing with Lance, and directing the other guards. Something that he wasn’t comfortable with but was willing to do as needed.

Arriving at the front of the caravan, however, he realized that this was going to be an issue that he might not be able to deal with.

“So, what is it this time?” Ezekiel’s voice was utterly monotone, showing no respect at all for the man in front of him.

“Such insolence.” The guard in front of Ezekiel scoffed in derision. “Why our master is willing to go through with your pointless deceptions is something I will never understand.”

Ezekiel snorted in amusement. It was clear to him that the guard captain didn’t know what sort of insults he had opened himself up to.

“That’s why he’s the boss, and you’re the servant. You have no clue how the world actually works. Now shut up and let me speak to your master.” Off to the side, Riley and another guard covered their mouths to stifle their laughter.

“You worthless little-” “That’s enough!”

A voice called out from inside the carriage that was being protected by Riley and the Morse family guard captain. Holding open the entrance to the carriage, a hand waved towards Ezekiel. The guard captain tensed up. His face pulling back into a sneer. But Ezekiel couldn’t help but think that he looked constipated.

“Do not forget that you are already on thin ice. Especially after what you did regarding the guards that we referred to the Alkena family. If it wasn’t for the fact that you won the random draw, I would never have taken you on this excursion.” Lance glared at the guard caption through the open door. “Now, Chief, please come in. There are a few more details that I would like to go over for when we arrive. Specifically in regard to the accommodation that will be available to us.”

“As you command, Master Patron.” Nodding his head in deference, Ezekiel lifted one leg over his mount and stepped into the still moving carriage. Handing the reins off to Riley to handle for the moment.

Settling himself down to discuss and make note of their future plans, Ezekiel mentally sighed. Once more regretting his agreement to take on the cover as the one in charge of the caravan.

----------



It was the sixth night of their journey when Ezekiel and Warren both woke up with a startled gasp. They had received an alert from their Spirits that something was coming towards them. Given that they had been expecting an attack for the last few days they weren’t too surprised.

Next to them, Ellen and Wendy stirred in their sleep, but didn’t otherwise wake up.

“How many are coming for us?” Ezekiel asked as he quickly dressed. “Shine can sense several presences creeping closer, but not an exact number.”

“Theo told me that there’s at least a few dozen. According to what Reya told him. But apparently, there are only Adepts and Apprentices.” Warren also dressed in his armor.

While a group of Adepts and Apprentices weren’t too much trouble for Legendaries on their own, Warren, Evelyn, and Ezekiel also had to take into account that they were protecting a large number of Apprentice Mages. Their combined forces only consisted of four Hunters as well. So, if the people that were coming after them were also Hunters, then that meant that they were even more outnumbered than what their current expectations indicated.

“I’ll go out first. Me and mom can take down more of them before any alarms are raised than you can. Your magic would be extremely obvious at this time.” Warren grimaced at the thought of being held back but didn’t dispute Ezekiel’s words. “Think of it this way, you’re the one that’s protecting the girls.”

Warren let out a light chuckle at that. Knowing that, if things went well, then there wouldn’t be any need for him to do anything. Even if he was there to protect the twins.

“Keep safe.” Warren whispered. Ezekiel didn't reply as he disappeared from the carriage he shared with his father and sisters.

Concealed by a Shroud brought up by Shine, Ezekiel snuck past the sentries keeping watch and made his way to where Shine was sensing the strongest mana in the area. It didn’t take long for him to reach an incredibly dark shadow. While it looked no different to anyone else who might’ve seen it, Ezekiel felt confident as he approached.

Letting up his Shroud, just enough to let his footsteps be sensed, Ezekiel shivered as his shadow reached up and wrapped around his face. But as he kept himself entirely still, he knew his mother would know it was him. Slowly, the shadows receded.

“Do we know who it is?” Ezekiel quietly asked the shadow.

“Mercenaries. No Guild markings to be seen. Nor are the equipped like Hounds. They might have been overlooked as travelers; much like us. If they weren’t so well organized.” A light and airy whisper drifted through Ezekiel’s ears. “I can confirm that none of the ones nearby are of any true danger. But my range doesn’t reach into the air. Though we can kill these ones without any consequences.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow. While they weren’t sponsored and supported like Guild were, Mercenary groups were still used by businesses and families that wanted to hire cheap help that had fewer restrictions. Killing them off was therefore frowned upon. Unless they were Underworld mercenaries. Which meant that there were more than a few wanted criminals involved in said group.

“Do we know which group this is?”

“It seems like it’s something new. I heard the names of several wanted criminals that were a part of different groups. It seems like they’ve teamed up to get your bounty. They mentioned a pay day, as well as being careful not to harm the young master, so that they might be able to get more jobs later on.” Evelyn’s whisper took on a solemn tone as she became even more quiet. Ezekiel knew that she was worried for him. Given that the mercenaries were after him, in particular.

“You said that they’re all Adepts at best, right? While the majority are Apprentices. Then don’t worry. My stealth is just as good as yours, so I’ll be able to take them out without issue.” As Ezekiel unsheathed Shine, the opalescent blade of the Void Spirit gleamed in the barely shining moonlight. “Now, let’s be done with this.”

Disappearing under Shine’s Shroud once more, Ezekiel moved with the full speed of his Tier four body. Surpassing the physical might of any other Tier four Mage, or Hunter that wasn’t wearing Spirit armor. His footsteps were silent as he moved through the night. Coving an immense amount of ground as he went after the Mages and Hunters that were moving in on them.

Trusting Shine’s senses, Ezekiel went for the largest groups first. Taking a swing that sliced through the necks of two or three Mages at once. No screams were heard as they died in an instance. Those that had Spirits followed their partners into death an instant later.

Within a couple minutes, Ezekiel had killed two Adepts, and nearly a dozen Apprentices. Just under half of the forces that had been encircling their caravan. If Shine’s senses were accurate, Ezekiel’s mother had also taken out just as many mercenaries as he had.

A sad smile crossed Ezekiel’s face as he cut down another group of Mages. No Spirits to be found in this one.

For a moment, he paused in surprise. At this point, he had expected that there would’ve been at least one group that would’ve managed to call for help. But it seemed like the difference between mercenaries and official Hunters from a Guild truly was steep. These mercenaries wouldn’t have been worth even a small team of a dozen Hunters from a Guild. Even though their numbers were nearly four times higher.

“That’s all of them...” Shine’s voice cut through the silence of the night. Nodding in understanding, Ezekiel moved back to where he had originally met up with his mother.

“How is your mana?” Ezekiel whipped Shine to the side, causing all the blood that was on them to fly off. Picking up a piece of torn cloth from one of the dead men, Ezekiel wiped Shine down to make sure they were clean before placing them back into their sheath.

“I’m almost out... You moved fast... Your strength also... made things easier... for you...” Ezekiel smiled as Shine grumbled at the speed of their slaughter. “Are you sure... you’re crippled?”

“The only reason this went so well, was because they were both unprepared, and unable to break through our stealth. This wouldn’t work in an active combat zone. Let alone against the Cruor that are far stronger, physically, than any Mage.” Ezekiel knew that they had an easy time with this, but in a real fight, things would be far more difficult.

Especially if he had been facing a Legendary. If that happened, he would basically be dead, no matter what he did.

Walking back to the shadow where his mother had originally been hidden, Ezekiel stood there waiting. A few seconds later, he felt his mother step out of the shadows. Seeing her worried look, he smiled a little before heading back to his carriage. Though, not before checking over the camp once more. Just to make sure there weren’t any unwanted surprises waiting in the wings.
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                Fortunately, it seemed like there were no major problems that would be popping up on the final day of travel. Though they did move quickly to ensure that things went smoothly.

Arriving in Trimble was a normal affair. Though there was somewhat of a fuss over the normal accommodations that the guards and Lance were given. It seemed that the Morse family guard captain had believed that Lance deserved to spend the night in one of the more upscale inns in the city.

Given the fact that there was no such thing in Trimble, it was clear to Ezekiel that the guard captain still didn’t know what he was talking about. Something that Ezekiel knew was the talk of most of the Alkena guards.

Ezekiel found it amusing when Lance just sighed in exasperation when it was brought up. He was unable to simply fire the man since he was someone that his father, the current head of the Morse family, had sent to Tollren to work at. Worse yet, apparently, he wasn’t bad when it came to job in Tollren.

“No offense, young master, but perhaps you should bring your captain back to the capital during your next trip. That way your father can see what kind of man he really is.” Ezekiel told Lance when they were given a moment alone while unpacking. “That, or we can ensure an accident occurs while we’re on this excursion.”

Lance just chuckled. Allowing himself to relax now that he was once again securely within the defensive walls of an Imperial city. He had been tense during the entire trip, and Ezekiel wasn’t sure if the Morse family heir would be able to survive the trip into the Fjorya.

“If that and accident were to occur, then it would have to be a true one. While he is no one of true importance, I would not have a man assigned to protect my family killed before any evidence could be obtained that showed he had betrayed us.” Lance shook his head in disappointment. “The man might be used to the extravagance granted to a noble family, and by proximity to him as well. But he knows how to command men and put up a fight. I’m sure he’ll prove his worth. Even if he is a bit stuck up.”

“If you say so.” Ezekiel turned to walk away, seeing that another group of guards, without the captain, had returned to watch their master. “I’ll leave you to yourself for the day. Unfortunately, I have a few things I need to check up on.”

“I thought your father was taking over for now. Now that we’re back in a proper city.” Lance called out to Ezekiel as he walked away.

Ezekiel just smiled in response to Lance’s question. “A chief’s work is never done. Unfortunately.”

Lance just looked confused for a moment, but given the contracts in place, he knew that nothing would be done that would damage him or his family’s name.

For his part, Ezekiel made his way to where his father was finishing with the Alkena group of guards. Seeing his son, Warren waved him over. Ezekiel noticed that Riley was standing next to him. Still wearing the full body armor that she had on before.

“Good. You’re here. Minor change of plans. Your mother and I want you to take Riley with you.” Warren gestured to Riley as he said this.

“What? No offense, but that’s probably not a good idea.” Riley slouched a bit at Ezekiel’s words. “I’m not doubting your ability. You’re an excellent Adept. But for the most part my greatest advantage is the enemy’s lack of understanding regarding my abilities. They think I’m just a cripple, so no matter how great their numbers are, they'll think I’m weak and that I won’t be a threat. If Riley comes along, they’d be able to just swarm her. Even with Apprentices.”

“Neither your mother nor I can leave the city without the rest of the caravan. But we aren’t letting you go alone. Either you take Riley with you tonight, or you don’t go until we set out as a group.” Warren seemed to rise up as he turned to face Ezekiel. The man was clearly ready to stand his ground and force the issue if need be. Ezekiel knew he wouldn’t be able to fight this. So, he didn’t.

“Fine.” Ezekiel was curt with his response. But when he turned to Riley his narrowed eyes lightened a bit. Sighing in frustration, he just walked forward and waved for Riley to follow. Not bothering to say goodbye to his father.

“You didn’t ask for this, did you?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask once they were well away from where the groups were gathering at the inn.

“No... I didn’t even know you were heading out before your mother told me to speak to your father.” Riley was quiet as she spoke. Something that made Ezekiel feel guilty. “I think they want me to go since I’m the next most powerful person in our party. Besides young master Lance.”

Ezekiel begrudgingly admitted to himself that she was correct. Though that didn’t mean that he liked having a minder. Especially someone who he was constantly going to be worried about while they were away.

“Well... I hope you have some stealth capabilities. This will be difficult otherwise.” Ezekiel felt a growing frustration in his chest as Riley looked down at her feet. “I guess you’ll just need to stay close to me when I tell you to. For now, let’s go. We need to pick up a few things before we head out.”

Riley perked up as she followed along. Holding his arm out, as had become a habit during their outings back in Tollren, the pair made their way through Trimble without much issue. Picking up a fair number of items as they went. Including additional cold weather gear, and some supplies for moving through the snow.

While it wasn’t exactly cold this far south, given that they would be climbing to the peak of a mountain, it would be getting quite a bit colder for them.

----------



It was the middle of the night when Ezekiel and Riley finally set out in full. They had taken the time to gather their supplies and booked a night at a second inn. This one on the south side of Trimble. As opposed to the one where the Alkena and Morse family guards were staying.

The inn was close enough to the walls that Shine could do a blind ‘Jump’ to get them outside. This time around, Riley didn’t lose her lunch, but did take a moment to steady herself. As did Celia, who nearly fell off Riley’s shoulder in her daze.

Fortunately, this disorientation didn’t disturb the Shroud that Shine was also holding. Though the focus required to do this was difficult for them. Ezekiel kept a keen eye out for any threats while the others recovered. After a few seconds, they were off. Ezekiel picked up Riley and Celia, running at top speed towards the road that entered the mountain.

Beneath his heavy jacket, Ezekiel could feel the badge that he had received begin vibrating. As if sensing that he had entered the Fjorya once again. Smiling at the, hopefully, good sign, Ezekiel picked up the pace while having Shine channel mana back into the badge. Taking a turn after several minutes, Ezekiel left the safety of the main road.

Running as fast as he could as he jumped and maneuvered over the rough and overgrown terrain. A massive, carefree, and wild grin spread across his face. Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Just for a moment, knowing in his heart that, even with his mission, he was free of worldly worries. At least for now.

Bundled up in his arms, Riley couldn’t help but blush beneath her helmet as Ezekiel held her tightly. She also felt her heart skip a beat at the sight of a true smile on Ezekiel’s face. Rather than the half smiles and fake smiles that he showed to most of the world or kept reserved for his family.

“You okay?” Ezekiel asked. His voice was quiet, but Riley could still hear him clearly over the rushing wind as they moved through the lush and overgrown forest.

“Yeah. I just wish you didn’t have to carry me like this.” Riley couldn’t help but feel the cold grip of regret and guilt inside her. Still too weak to make a difference on her own. Needing help from others to keep her going.

“It’s fine. You’ve already made strides to reach Tier four. Give it a bit more, and you’ll get there properly.” Ezekiel glanced down at Riley for just a moment, but his grin didn’t leave his face.

He was confident that she would reach his level. Her dedication to training was just as great as his at this point. The experience she had gone through nearly a year ago had also been fully recovered from. Riley’s soul was now just past the minimum requirement for Tier four. As was Celia’s.

One of them just needed to find that spark of ‘Understanding’. From there, all it would require was for one of them to gather enough mana to break through the bottleneck of Tier four. Given the closeness of their bond, Celia and Riley could just share each other's mana to reach that limit.

Allowing his mind to wander while he dashed though the mountains, Ezekiel pondered more of his own insights into the Void. Why had his Understanding brought him towards ‘Nothingness’?

Originally, he had thought that it was a result of his need and desire to free Riley of her brainwashing. But that wasn’t guaranteed. From what he had learned regarding a Legendary’s Understanding of their element. It had to do with something that they intrinsically knew about said element. Without that knowledge, Understanding couldn’t be achieved.

Yet, Ezekiel had pondered different methods tied to the Void before. But his visualization of gravity didn’t work. On the other hand, his image of a Newton's cradle and centrifugal compressor did. Was it only because the image was much more solid, or was it mainly because he understood the underlying concepts of the forces involved, and therefore he could bring about a phenomena from those two images?

“Ezekiel?” Riley’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts.

Shaking himself out of his inward focus, he realized that they were now making their way through several inches of snow. They had climbed high enough that the weather had taken a turn for the worse. Snow was now falling all around them, and Ezekiel could feel Riley shivering.

“Ah! Sorry. Let’s change into warmer clothing before we continue.” Ezekiel slowed down. Seeing a decently covered area nearby where they would be somewhat protected from the snow and cold.

Fortunately, their current outfits didn’t need to be removed before they could dress in something warmer. Though it did take a little while to get properly dressed. The cold weather clothes were far bulkier than their usual ones.

Given the chance to think again, Ezekiel pondered where his Understanding had come from once more. Slowly, he started to fall into a trance. Delving into the wonders of the Void for the first time since he’d last had a breakthrough. This time on purpose. Going over his previous thoughts once more, Ezekiel realized the stark difference between the two images that worked, and the one that didn’t.

When it came to gravity, he only knew that it worked, and had the smallest amount of understanding of gravity. Mass determined the strength of gravity, but he didn’t know why. This understanding was so small that he basically didn’t have any at all.

But when it came to a newton’s cradle and centrifugal compressor, his understanding was much greater. With a newton’s cradle, that was the transfer of force through material bodies until there was nowhere else for the force to travel to. Leading to all only the end points of the cradle moving.

For the centrifugal compressor, he understood how the fan blades move air, or water, or any sort of non-solid substances that could be pulled or pushed by the fan. Thus, forcing immaterial substances to gather in higher densities. Taking from one space and putting it into another when such a phenomenon otherwise wouldn’t happen.

As those thoughts went through Ezekiel’s head, he felt something click in his soul. The connected portions of his Spirit Paths seemed to become strengthened, while an invisible wave passed through the rest. Ezekiel became intrinsically aware of the locations of each and every broken piece of his Spirit Paths. While it didn’t help with his recovery, this change would make it easier to make progress later on.

“What just happened?!” Shine’s voice rang through the small, covered, area that the party had taken refuge in. “I... I just learned two different Spells!”

Riley shifted her attention to Ezekiel and Shine. They were fully dressed, but as she had seen Ezekiel seemingly in meditation, she had focused on keeping warm, rather than taking his attention away from whatever it was he was doing.

Focusing on his mana, what little he had access to, Ezekiel realized that he also knew two new Spells. The first was the ability to cancel or transfer physical force. Completely nullifying physical impacts or redirecting the force to something else that he was touching when the impact occurred.

The second, somewhat simpler spell, was that he could increase the force behind something by compressing a large amount of mass and pushing it through a smaller ‘space’. Basically, acting like a leaf blower, but for anything and everything, not just air.

“It’s okay, Shine. I... simply figured something out regarding the Void. My Understanding has increased. That’s all.” Ezekiel’s voice was flat and monotone. He wanted to somewhat downplay his achievement. Though he knew that Shine was fully aware of just how great this feat actually was.

For Riley, she just knew that Ezekiel had done something with his magic. Creating a few new spells in the process. Something that was impressive, but not unheard of. Even though the difference between simply making a new spell, and what Ezekiel had actually done, were far more significant than she knew.

“That’s great!” Riley exclaimed. “That means that you’re growing even stronger, right?”

Ezekiel could hear the quiet concern in Riley’s voice when it cracked as she spoke. He knew that this achievement wouldn’t break her confidence, but he also felt that he should do something to help her progress. Even though it wasn’t his element, he likely had a bit of understanding regarding Flames that might help her out.

Before he could speak up, however, a flash of light and a crack of thunder in the distance startled the both of them.

Sensing that the area was becoming much more dangerous, Ezekiel decided that it was time to move on. They were still a way’s away from the Feather Peak Mountains. Even though they weren’t going all the way there, it would have been better if they got closer.

Silently packing up their things once more, Ezekiel, Riley, and their Spirits set out once more.

----------



They hadn’t managed to get too much further before Ezekiel found a cave that required very little work to make a proper cover for. Shelter acquired, Ezekiel and Riley settled in for the night. They would only have a few hours after the sun rose, but it would hopefully be enough time for an envoy from the Feather Peaks to arrive.

The subsequent crack of thunder and blast of lightning that blew open the cover of their cave proved that Ezekiel’s hopes weren’t misplaced.

“Wuzzat?!” Riley immediately jumped to attention.

A cloak of flames warmed her up and brought her to attention as she fully woke up in an instant. The cold weather caused her to instinctively surround herself with fire for warmth. A minor waste of mana, but not enough to impact her combat prowess.

Ezekiel rolled to the side. More awake than Riley, but not showing any hostility or wariness. Unlike Riley, who knew nothing of the guardians of the Feather Peaks, Ezekiel was somewhat familiar with the mana of the Legendary birds.

“Enough!” Ezekiel cut through Riley’s concerns. “Stand down. These are Legendaries. If they were of any threat to us, they would’ve struck us down while we were sleeping.”

Glancing at Riley for half a second, Ezekiel slowly looked away with a sigh.

“Also, your clothes are not fireproof. If you let your Flame cloak run much longer, your cold weather clothes will be burned away.” While Riley still had her armor on, it was obvious that most of her clothing wasn’t prepared for the sudden shift in the elements. She was still covered, but much less so than before.

“Ah! Oh no! These were expensive!” Riley started putting out the fires that had formed on her winter clothes. Seeing that the damage was mostly superficial, she calmed down enough to cover herself with a cloak to keep warm.

“Greetings, young Void Hunter.” Invera, the Legendary Lightning Spirit of the Feathered Peaks called out. “It seems as though you have been through quite a bit. Your power has clearly grown. Though I can see that you have greatly suffered for it as well.”

Ezekiel and Riley made their way out of their small cave. Shine and Celia were keeping aware of the situation as best they could. But both knew they were no match for the Legendary that had called out to them. Even more so when they exited the cave and saw another Legendary next to Invera.

“Invera, Callrond. It’s good to see you both again. I’m sorry to intrude, but I really need your help.” Ezekiel bowed as he greeted the Legendary Spirits from the Feather Peaks.

“Oh? What might one of your great power need help with? Does it have anything to do with that large group of Hunters that were making their way towards this place?” Callrond tilted his head inquisitively. “They were simple enough to dispatch. But from what we heard before Invera struck them all down, they seemed to be looking for you, specifically. There was even a proper Legendary amongst them. Given your injuries, I am not confident you would have survived.”

Ezekiel felt a shiver run down his spine. Not from the cold, either. Next to him, Riley audibly gulped in fear.

“I thought that the thunderstorm last night was a little sudden. You both have my thanks for your blessing.” Ezekiel bowed once more. “But even so, I would ask more of you.”

Invera and Callrond exchanged a look before Invera waved a wing at Ezekiel. Waving at him to proceed. He told them everything regarding the current situation. The matters of his family against the Kindled family of the Morathi Alliance. How his sisters were trying to find Spirits to Bond with, but their elements made things difficult. Plus, the large number of guards that had also been taken on the journey to find bonds. Young master Lance in particular.

Not once was he interrupted during his explanation. Though he nearly paused when he saw Callrond visibly perk up at the mention of Ezekiel’s sisters. Invera gave the Radiant Spirit a knowing look, however, and the subtle glare that followed kept Callrond quiet.

“You say your sisters have opened their second Chakra? If so, then I might be able to help solve your problems.” Callrond said after Ezekiel finished.

“Are you certain you wish to do this? You mentioned it briefly before, but this will take you away from the mountain for quite some time.” Invera didn’t sound reproachful, but her tone indicated that she wasn’t fully supportive of Callrond’s apparent eagerness.

“I am more than certain. Most of my flock has begun to grow curious about the world beyond these mountains. A group of foreign Mages to observe before bonding with will give them something new to experience. The decisions that they make will be theirs, of course. But this is a chance for them to make such a decision in the first place.” Callrond’s voice was airy and gentle as he thought fondly of his flock. But also, somewhat exasperated at them as well.

“Very well. We will accompany you and watch over your teams as they make their way up the mountain. They will not be welcome into the territory of the Feather Peaks. But there is a... somewhat, neutral ground that your group can make camp in. There, it will be easier for you to reach out to a larger mix of Spirits. Rather than wandering aimlessly through the mountains.” Invera begrudgingly replied with a sag of her wings. “But know this, should any Spirits feel as though they are being coerced, the Mage that does so will be forcefully expelled from the area. Without any protections.”

Riley and Ezekiel shivered in unison. They both knew that there was no way that the Tier twos amongst the guards would survive in this weather for long without protection.

Warning well received; Ezekiel was still curious as to why they were being so amicable regarding this request. He couldn’t help but ask why they weren’t worried about the location of a large gathering of Spirits being revealed to human Mages. Couldn’t such a thing be used against them?

“Your worries are not wrong. But the simple fact of the matter is that these mountains almost constantly change. There are dozens of Legendary Spirits that shift the landscape over the years. The area you will be brought to will be gone by next year. So, it matters little if you go there now.” Invera explained.

Ezekiel decided he didn’t want to think about the casual reshaping of the landscape that Invera was describing. It spoke of a level of teamwork between the Spirits that humanity was barely able to imitate by half. As well as experience that blew any that a human might have out of the water.

“You will also be repaying us for our kindness. Though, what task you will be performing has yet to be decided.” Ezekiel slumped at Callrond’s words. He knew that this deal was too good to be true.

“Wait! You can’t just demand that he perform an unknown task for you!” Riley exclaimed. She immediately recoiled as the presence of two Legendaries pushed down on her.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince at the Legendary Spirits’ change in attitude. The sparks of Lightning and glitter of Light that appeared showed that they were somewhat insulted by Riley’s words.

“Oh? And who are you to say such a thing?” Callrond’s tone had deepened, and his voice and posture seemed far more regal than before. Beside him, Invera, being slightly larger, looked down on Riley with a glare. As if looking at a particularly disgusting bug.

“I’m... his friend... and bodyguard...” Riley barely managed to speak under the might of the two Legendaries. But the fact that she could made each of the Legendaries, including Ezekiel, to raise an eyebrow. Impressed by Riley’s willpower.

“As if one as weak as you could protect our friend from any of his enemies.” Callrond was not gentle with his reproach. Riley could only look down in shame at the truth that was put before her.

“... Let’s discuss this more later. For now, please escort us from above as we return to Trimble. I need to report this development to my father. We can proceed from there but will likely set out within a day. Is that alright?” Ezekiel turned from Riley to Invera.

“Yes. That will be fine.” Invera’s tone turned much more polite as she spoke to Ezekiel. “However, I must ask. The signal from your badge felt... weak, and stuttering. May I see it?”

Wincing at the thought, Ezekiel slowly pulled out his damaged badge. Invera and Callrond’s eyes widened in shock at the damage. It hadn’t shattered, like the one that Ezekiel had previously borrowed had. But the damage was still great enough to surprise them. Especially since this one was built to be much tougher than the last.

“...What in the world have you been through?” Callrond seemed in awe at the thought of whatever Ezekiel had been through for this to have happened. “We can hold off on returning you to Trimble, for now. Tell us what happened. In detail.”

Sighing, Ezekiel turned to Invera for help, but received a narrow gaze in return. Turning to Riley, he sent her an apologetic look before telling his story to the two massive birds. Knowing that he was going to be criticized soon after.

Though, seeing the two Legendaries with jaw dropped and gobsmacked expressions almost made it worth it.
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The trip back to Trimble was significantly faster than the trip into the mountains. However, given that Invera and Callrond were still considered Wild Spirits, Ezekiel and Riley were still forced to run several kilometers back to the city. This was so they didn’t set off any of the magical formations and enchantments woven into the city’s defenses.

Once back in the city, there was little need to keep things quiet. So, the duo ran back to the inn where the Morse and Alkena guards were staying. After a quick report to his father, Ezekiel and Riley went to grab some food while the rest got ready to head out.

“... I’m sorry...” Riley was quiet as she ate her meal. Across from her, Ezekiel worked through his own meal. Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in question.

“I made a fool of myself in front of two Legendary Spirits. Ones that you were making deals with. Things could’ve gone badly because I overestimated myself.” Riley’s voice was barely a whisper at this point. Ezekiel put his fork and knife down to focus on Riley in full.

“That’s only partly true. Yes, you overestimated yourself. But you didn’t completely make a fool of yourself.” Ezekiel reassured her. “The fact that you stood up under the pressure of two Legendary Spirits means that you are capable of reaching that Tier. Consider the actions of those Spirits as a gentle reproach. As opposed to a harsh critique.”

Riley looked hopeful as she looked up at Ezekiel. Especially when she heard him mention reaching Tier four.

“Do you really mean that? Will I really be able to reach Tier four?” Riley’s voice was lighter as longingly thought about becoming a Legendary like Ezekiel.

“Yes. While it’s true that most Adepts can stand whilst under the pressure of one Legendary, it’s a different thing when it’s two or more. At that point, one’s soul must be strong enough. It’s no longer just a matter of will.” Ezekiel knew this from experience.

Looking back, it was obvious now that it wasn’t just his willpower that allowed him to stand tall when facing Legendary Mages and Spirits. It was his Tier four soul, aged during the process of his reincarnation, that had truly supported his efforts.

“At this point in time, you, or Celia, just need to find that ‘something’ that will grant you enough of Understanding of Flames to break through. You’ve already reached the peak of Tier three, correct?” Ezekiel received a nod from Riley at his inquiry. A gleam of comprehension appeared in her eyes as they widened in shock.

“Is that what happened yesterday? Did you figure something out regarding the Void?” Riley’s voice grew excited at the thought of Ezekiel’s progress.

“I did. But this is something that might be more difficult than you expect it to be. My Understanding yesterday was simply the realization of something I figured out years ago but was too weak to really grab onto. Eat, while I explain things.” Ezekiel gestured to Riley’s food as he continued. “Understand that this is something that has yet to be confirmed, but it has been theorized that to reach Tier four, a being must sufficiently understand something about their element, in conjunction with finding their fourth Chakra. This Understanding acts something like a key, and also grants an increased level of control over one's element. At least, as far as we have learned, this seems to be the case. I haven’t been able to keep up with the studies occurring, since this is mostly being kept under wraps by the Church.”

Riley seemed enraptured by what Ezekiel was saying. Realizing that this likely wasn’t something that should be widely spread, Ezekiel shot a look around their table to see if there were any eavesdroppers. Noticing a solid wall of nothing between them and the rest of the room, Ezekiel patted Shine in thanks. A quiet ‘you’re welcome’ drifted through his ears. Unheard by Riley.

“To keep things relatively short, we believe that Spirits gain this Understanding when they’re souls reach sufficient maturity. Humans do not, but instead, must acquire it on their own. From what we also know, only a soul that has reached Tier four in development can solidify this Understanding. Which is why I was able to do this as an Adept.” Ezekiel pointed at Riley for the next part. “Given your soul is strong enough for Tier four, you should be capable of solidifying your Understanding, even without Celia. Though it will depend on you as to whether or not it actually happens.”

At the mention of her Spirit, Riley looked down at the little lizard on her shoulder.

“If it happens naturally, then why hasn’t Celia figured anything out yet?” Riley gently petted the little Spirit. She had finished eating the remainder of her food by now. “She’s been through as much as me, hasn’t she? Wouldn’t that mean that she would’ve already gained some Understanding?”

“Not necessarily. Don’t forget that Spirits naturally grow much slower than humans on their own. Even with our help, it may take much longer than usual for their souls to grow. At this point, I would say that Celia is solidly at the top of Tier three. But her soul hasn’t crossed the boundary to Tier four just yet.” Ezekiel wasn’t certain, not without directly examining Celia’s soul, but was confident that he was correct.

“Oh... so... what does that mean for me?” Riley wasn’t certain what to do with this information. Ezekiel could tell that she was apprehensive of potentially leaving Celia behind. But he knew from experience that a bonded Spirit didn’t like it when they held back their partners.

As made evident when Celia reached up and nipped Riley’s ear. The sudden shriek of surprise and pain made Ezekiel chuckle. Even more so when Celia didn’t let go. Holding on until Riley apologized, and apparently agreed that she would work as hard as possible to reach Tier four before Celia.

“I’m still not sure I’ll be able to do it.” Riley was now sitting with a larger Celia in her lap. The red lizard received numerous pets as Riley tried to appease her. “It’s never been done before, right?”

“Not on purpose, with the knowledge we now have, and the theories currently in place. If it works, it will actually prove that Scholars could reach Tier four without a Spirit. So long as they had the time to gather up mana naturally, rather than share it with their Spirit.” Ezekiel’s words drew a wide-eyed gasp from Riley.

The implications of what it would mean to have more Grand Scholars that hadn’t lost their Spirits wasn’t lost on her. It had the potential to change the political landscape of the entire world. She still wasn’t sure that she would be able to succeed, however.

“I don’t think there’s a single thing that I know about Flames that involves more than ‘they burn things’.” Riley couldn’t help but let out a defeated sigh.

“Well, I guess it’s good for you that you have a fully accredited, if not official, Scholar here with you. One who has studied all aspects of magic to a fairly high degree.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel proud as Riley looked at him with confusion, then joy. “Although, with the amount of lectures and reading I’ll be giving you, you’ll probably grow to hate it quite fast.”

The look of disgusted horror that spread across Riley’s face was enough for Ezekiel to break into laughter once more. He couldn’t help but lament the fact that their progress would likely be quite slow for now. The reading materials he wanted her to go over weren’t available in Trimble. But he figured that he would be able to get her started on something relatively simple.

Perhaps explaining the flame triangle would be enough to get her started on the right path.

----------



Ultimately, Ezekiel wasn’t able to get Riley started on anything when it came to her Understanding. The group was ready to go by the time they had finished their meal, and by midday they were at the southern entrance to the city. Ready to head out in full.

It wasn’t for another couple of hours before anything interesting happened. The party had gotten well beyond the limits of Trimble’s territory. With the hills and mountains, they were also out of view of the city as well. By this point, Ezekiel turned his attention skyward, taking in the two circling figures high above.

“Ezekiel, are you sure that things will be alright? I would’ve thought that our support would’ve been here by now.” Warren asked. He was still disguised, and Ellen and Wendy were waiting inside the carriage Warren was driving.

“We’ll be fine. The area we’re going to is just a little bit further away than I realized. Our friends will be meeting us once we’re far enough from the city.” Ezekiel turned his gaze to the surrounding landscape. “It should be just over that hill there.”

Pointing into the distance, Ezekiel estimated that the mountain they were headed for was about another hour away. But to be honest, he knew that that wasn’t going to be an issue.

Looking at his father, Ezekiel palmed the handle of Shine’s blade. At the same time, he quickly looked upwards twice. Warren’s eyes widened, but he slowly nodded in understanding.

Ezekiel couldn’t be certain, but since they had passed the area that Invera and Callrond had dropped him and Riley off, he assumed there was a reason that they weren’t coming down. His assumed that there were two potential reasons. The first being that this was just a test.

The second was that there were enemies nearby, and Invera and Callrond were waiting for the trap to be sprung before taking action.

Given that he couldn’t sense anything within his range, nor could Shine, Warren, or Evelyn, that meant that their enemies were still moving in. If that was the reason the Legendary birds were waiting.

Turning back to the front of the group, Ezekiel moved toward the head of the caravan. Seeing the Morse family guard captain, he gestured with his arm for the man to be silent. Letting out just enough pressure to inform the man that he was serious.

“Prepare yourselves. But do so discreetly.” Ezekiel harshly whispered, once more grabbing Shine by the hilt. The guard captain nodded in understanding. His posture shifted to a more upright position as he moved to his master’s carriage.

Seeing the man comply so well, Ezekiel understood what Lance had said about the man being good at his job. He just felt it was a shame that he was so greedy for good amenities.

That, and Ezekiel hoped that guards all showed their worth when whatever Ezekiel expected to happen, happened.

----------



Not too far from the combined Alkena, Luminance, and Morse caravan, five Legendaries stood in front of a group of thirty Hounds. Each Legendary being in charge of a group of six. Each and every one of them was covered by an illusion cast by Radiant Mages. Utterly hidden from the outside world as they gathered at the edge of a cliff some distance away from the road.

Two of the figures were familiar, them being the ones that Ezekiel and his parents had fended off several months ago. A Lightning and Radiant Hunter, both of whom had taken a knee. The other three, a Life, Flame, and another Radiant Hunter, were glaring at the caravan in the distance.

Each and every one of them was cloaked. This time, with large candles with sunbeams emanating light embroidered onto their backs.

“I still can’t believe that we were brought in to take care of brats like these.” The Flame Hunter, a woman judging by her voice, disparaged their current situation. “Remind me to ensure that these failures receive additional training from the master’s when we return.”

The two kneeling Legendaries shivered in despair at the thought. The so-called training that their superior mentioned was nothing short of torturous. But neither one spoke up, knowing that their punishment would be worse if they did.

Seeing that she didn't get a reaction, the hooded Flame Hunter sniffed in disgust. Disappointed that she couldn’t further punish the failures behind her.

“Enough!” The standing Radiant Hunter declared. His voice silenced the Flame Hunter, who was about to speak up once more. “Given the circumstances, it was only obvious that the prior plans would fail. But now that we don’t need to worry about the Empire taking action against us for attacking the disgrace in one of the Imperial city territories, there will be no need to hold back.”

Beneath her cloak, a wide and manic grin practically split the Flame Hunter’s face in half. Beside her, the silent Life Hunter tensed up, but said nothing.

“Remember, we only need the disgrace and his daughter. The rest can all die if they get in the way. Especially the vile one and her spawn.” The leading Radiant Hunter nearly spat out the words he used to describe Evelyn and Wendy. His hatred for the two Obscure Mages. “If you find any other filthy deceivers, be sure to kill them as well. To ensure that the shadows are not allowed to spread.”

“Yes, Lord!” The Adepts and Apprentices that were kneeling behind the Legendaries replied in unison.

“Move out.” The lead Radiant Hunter ordered. As the other Legendaries moved to do as commanded, with the other Hounds following after them, the Hunter couldn’t help but muse about the past. “I wonder... just how far have you fallen, brother...”

With a flash of light, the Hunter disappeared. Ready to do battle alongside his fellow Hounds. To hunt down their prey and tear them apart.

----------



It was a sudden thing. Ezekiel had been keeping his eyes peeled for any sort of glimmering light that might be hiding something in the distance. He had gotten much better at seeking out the ripples and reflections that accompanied the illusionary effects of Radiant magic. Thanks in part to his father’s training. So, it came as no surprise when Ezekiel caught a glint of light from the side.

What was surprising was the speed at which he moved. Throwing himself into the path of a thin beam of light that he barely managed to deflect with Shine.

Of course, since this was a magical attack, it wasn’t as simple as reflecting the light of a laser. Ezekiel found himself flung into the distance as the physical force created by the mana pushed him away. Crashing through one of the wagons in the process.

“LEGENDS!!!” Ezekiel screamed as he regained his footing. The attack had come from too far away to sense the source. But the direction was obvious.

Even before he had screamed out a warning, a dome of shadows rose around the caravan. The wagons and carriages moved together to make a tighter defense. As one, they were a bigger target, but their combined might would allow them to fight together. Instead of being picked off one by one.

For his part, Ezekiel made his way out of the dome. The shadows parting around him.

“Be ready! We’ll do our best to soften them up, but you may be forced to fight.” Ezekiel called back before crossing the boundary of the shadow.

“Wait! Let me-” Riley’s words were cut off as Ezekiel fully exited the dome. He could now sense the presence of the five Legendary Hunters that were coming for them. As well as more than a score of mixed Adepts and Apprentices.

“Shit!” Ezekiel couldn’t help but curse as he realized just how outnumbered they were. Given the difference, this wouldn’t even be a fight. Even with Invera and Callrond, there was a low chance that they would get out of this alive.

“Ezekiel!” Evelyn called out as she materialized from the shadows, fully clad in her Spirit Armor. “You should grab the girls and retreat. We’ll do our best to hold them off.”

“That would break the contract with the Morse and Alkena families. Besides, two of our enemies are Radiants. I won’t be outrunning anybody.” Ezekiel noticed both his parents looked grim. Neither wanted to accept the fact that this appeared to be a no-win situation. “I’m not going to die on my back.”

Thanks to his bizarrely enhanced physique, he knew that he could at least survive a few strikes from a proper Legendary Hunter. So long as he was careful and his enemy didn’t get a lucky shot at his vitals. But his current lack of sufficiently powerful ranged options meant that he might not even get to strike back.

“Focus!” Warren’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts. While Ezekiel wasn’t looking, Warren had also donned his Spirit Armor. There was no time for anything else. The enemies had reached them. The Legendaries focused mostly on Warren and Evelyn, who was forced to drop her protective dome.

A wave of fire nearly swept away the guards of the Alkena and Morse families. But a series of light screens blocked them. Turning some of the flames back towards the attackers. Screams and moans of pain followed as some of the Apprentice Hounds failed to block in time.

“WARREN!!!” The Flame Hunter threw off her cloak, revealing a svelte and feminine figure. She was garbed in scarlet armor with canine motifs. Her helmet was a snarling dog's head, and fire seemed to exit the mouth guard with every breath the Hunter took. “DIE TRAITOR!!!”

Warren found himself on the back foot as he was forced to defend himself against the raging Flame Hunter. Only to find himself boxed in as the larger Radiant Hunter threw off his own cloak and began swinging around door sized swords of light.

He was garbed in golden armor that had scales and serpentine designs. A spread cobra hood extended from his neck and covered the back of his head. His helmet was shaped like a gaping snake maw with massive fangs.

“Norton!” Warren exclaimed, seeing the armor that was so familiar to him. “They sent you for this!”

The man in question nodded. “Indeed. It shames me that this is what you have become. For one whose blood allowed him to reach Tier four to have fallen so low. How disgraceful.”

Ezekiel nearly paused to look at what was happening but leapt out of the way of a bolt of Lightning instead. He did recognize the name his father had said, however. While they hadn’t gone into the deep dark depths of the Kindled family, Ezekiel knew that Norton was the name of one of Warren’s older brothers.

Specifically, he was one of the main branch family members. Meaning that he was one of the Order Commanders of the Hounds. Not simply a squadron leader, who was any Hound that had managed to rise to Tier four. Worse yet, this was the man who taught Warren how to fight, until he had switched from using swords to using spears.

Behind him, Ezekiel noticed his mother being thrown from the group and chased after by a sea of crawling roots and vines. A green clad figure with mouse motifs chased after her. Their figure denoted them as being female. The female Radiant Hunter from before was also taking every chance she could to strike at Evelyn when an opening was available. Her own, snake-like armor gleamed with golden light.

“Where are you looking, brat!?” Ezekiel dodged another flash of lightning that scorched part of his armor. “I’m not done playing with you! You still need to suffer for the embarrassment from last time!”

His Spirit armor was styled with the features of a bird. He also appeared to have several injuries covering him. His armor was somewhat dented. Though not by anything Ezekiel had done.

That reminded Ezekiel. The last time they had fought, Ezekiel had ‘Jumped’ behind the Lightning Hunter. Using the distraction his mother had provided at the time, Ezekiel managed to get a clean strike on the Hound. But was knocked away before Shine could cut through anything vitally important.

A series of lightning bolts passed Ezekiel’s head but seemed to curl around him. Trapping him in a net of electricity.

A sudden ‘pop’ sounded out as Ezekiel was forcefully “Jumped out of his predicament. Shine had taken the initiative to get them both away.

“Ezekiel! The balls!” Shine shouted in Ezekiel’s ear, not focusing their waive in any particular way.

Reacting by instinct, Ezekiel reached into the pouch at his side. Pulling out four incredibly heavy ball bearings that were grasped between his fingers. Roughly five times heavier than titanium due to the magic woven into their creation. Pulling back, he hurled them all forwards as the Lightning Hunter turned around. He was knocked back several feet and flipped over as one of the balls hit him in the head.

But pure physical might wouldn’t be enough in this battle. Proven when the Lightning Hound got up and charged at Ezekiel in a flash of Lightning. He barely managed to get Shine brought up in time to block. A soft ‘crack’ ringing out alongside Shine’s scream of pain.

Ezekiel quickly used the momentum of the strike to fly backwards, making a bit more space between him and the Lightning Hound. But a flash of lightning saw that the gap was closed once more.

This time he got a violet clad gauntlet to the face.

Partially disorientated, Ezekiel couldn’t help but notice that the group of guards was being besieged by the other Hounds. Outnumbered and outgunned. They just weren’t a match for the attacking Kindled family forces.

He could just barely make out Riley and Lance taking charge. Fending off against a couple of Adept Hounds and their Spirits. Both were outmatched, but were putting up a good fight, nonetheless.

Fortunately, it seemed like the Kindled family hadn't fully broken the hastily formed defenses just yet. So, although some were injured, it seemed like no one had died just yet.

Ezekiel’s body suddenly seized in pain as lightning caused through his body. He could vaguely hear Shine screaming alongside him. The Adept level Spirit was not powerful enough to withstand the force as easily as Ezekiel. But as quickly as it happened, it came to an end.

“I’m going to make you suffer!” The Lightning Hound grabbed Ezekiel by the hair, pulling him up and shocking him with electricity again. Not enough to kill him, but enough to hurt a lot.

This time the Kindled family Hunter held it for longer. The seizing in his body caused him to drop Shine to the ground. The Void Spirit was too out of it to do anything.

Ezekiel was dropped onto the ground, where he forced himself onto his hands and knees. Looking up, he glared at the man who was once more raising his arm to electrocute Ezekiel. But he wasn’t about to let this happen without a fight.

Using the miniscule amount of mana he had access to, Ezekiel increased his perception of time. The world slowed down around him as his body and mind were forced to their limits.

Taking in his surroundings, Ezekiel could see his father being pushed into a corner. Fire and light swords surrounded him. Cuts and bruises making their way through his damaged Spirit armor. It would take quite some time to recover from, even with Life magic healing him.

In the distance, Ezekiel’s enhanced vision granted him the sight of his mother with a hole in her side. Burned through like one of Warren’s light spears often did. Roots and vines were cut apart by her shadows. But they regrew just as quickly, binding her in place where she was forced to try and defend herself from beams of light that rained down on her.

However, even as these horrible sights assaulted his mind, Ezekiel found himself smiling as he turned his gaze upwards. Towards the man that so dearly wished to kill him.

Even as a crackling hand, covered in lightning, reached ever closer toward his face. A hand that promised pain and suffering, alongside a slow and drawn-out death.

Slowly, as the world around him returned to its proper speed, Ezekiel saw them. Above them all, Ezekiel saw the silhouettes of five massive birds. Descending from the gathering clouds. Talons bared, and beaks open. Ready to tear apart anything they declared their enemy.
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                A massive ‘CRACK’ accompanied by a bone shaking pulse spread through the area. Ezekiel found himself flying backwards. Barely realizing that Shine had ‘Jumped’ back into his hand. His fingers instinctively curled around Shine’s hilt.

As for the Lightning Hunter, Ezekiel saw that his armor was cracked almost everywhere, and the man was seizing much like Ezekiel was moments before.

Silence immediately followed as everyone in the area turned to see what had happened. Everyone except Warren and Evelyn, who took advantage of their enemy’s wariness to retreat and fall back to the struggling guards. In an instant, several Kindled Hounds were slain, and more began to fall.

At the same time, Callrond and Feynari, the Radiant and Obscure Spirit duo, dove towards Norton and the Flame Hunter. The black and white pair alternated between who attacked and who defended. Ezekiel wasn’t sure how long they would last. But he knew that they needed to do something to support each other as quickly as possible.

Spira, the Flame Spirit, and Morty, the Glacier Spirit, attacked the other Radiant Hunter, and the Life Hunter that was assisting her. Invera soon followed. Letting loose bolts of Lightning that struck her enemies without mercy.

As for Ezekiel, upon regaining his bearings, he charged the Lightning Hunter who had just been torturing him. Greatly weakened by the attack of a nascent Mythic Spirit, each and every one of Ezekiel’s swings landed without issue. It was only Shine’s comparative weakness that prevented them from further breaking the Lightning Hunter’s Spirit Armor.

“You... fucking... vermin!” The bloodied and broken voice of Ezekiel’s foe was a gurgling whisper as he channeled his mana. Not realizing that Ezekiel had something planned.

Ezekiel could sense that this was an attack that would end his life if he wasn’t careful. But he had already figured out what kind of person this particular Hound happened to be. So, he waited until it was about to be released. Only for Shine to ‘Jump’ them away. The massive bolt of Lightning passed through the air harmlessly but impacted against the back of the Flame Hunter that had moved to go after Warren.

A loud scream and the shattering of glass was briefly heard from the Flame Hunter. Followed by a loud shriek that silenced them. The bright blue bird Spirit clawed into the Flame Hunter’s back. Having circled back from a flash of light that had sent him reeling.

Talons pierced though right where her armor had been broken by the full-strength attack of the Hound Ezekiel was fighting. His beak then closed around her head, ripping it off right after, before he renewed his attack on the Radiant and Life Hunters.

“Urk!” An opalescent black pierced through the Hunter’s back and through his chest.

Ezekiel, having changed tactics, stabbed through one of the many cracks in the man’s Spirit armor. Having taken advantage of the Hound’s anger to repeat the strike he had used one before.

“You...” As the Legendary Hunter tried to speak, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel surprised. His eyes widened in shock as the Hound raised a hand in his direction. His fingers crackled with lightning once more. Though not as strong as they could be.

Fortunately, it seemed that the Hound didn’t have much mana left. Only enough to shock Ezekiel into blasting away once more. Taking a knee, the Hound swayed for a moment. Grabbing Shine’s blade as it poked through his chest, he tried to push it back through his body. But he couldn’t.

Shine was using their own magic to stay firmly in place. If not for the Legendary’s weakened state, Shine knew that they would have no chance. But with the Hound so close to death, it was almost an easy task.

Climbing back to his feet, Ezekiel saw what the Hound was trying to do. Charging forward, he threw his entire body behind a punch that snapped the Hound’s head backward. A sickening crack was heard as the Hounds neck bent at an unnatural angle. Ezekiel’s Legendary strength was more than enough for such a feat. Though only possible because of Invera’s attack.

The Hound fell backwards, pushing Shine further through his chest. Weak coughs and rasping gurgles were all Ezekiel could hear from the man. Rolling the Hound to the side, Ezekiel grabbed hold of Shine once more.

Ezekiel levered Shine’s blade through the man’s chest before ripping them out of the body. Ensuring that the Hound was dead. Then Ezekiel cut off the Hound’s head as his Spirit Armor faded away. Although he didn’t like being so ruthless, Ezekiel hadn’t enjoyed being electrocuted.

A sudden shriek of pain drew Ezekiel’s attention. It seemed while he had been preoccupied, Callrond and Feynari had gotten sloppy. That, or Norton had gotten a lucky shot in.

Feynari was now on the ground obviously in pain as she seemed to release a shadowy steam from her wounds. One of her wings lay several feet away from her. While swords of light had pierced through other parts of her body, seemingly increasing the steam that was rising from her. Callrond stood over his sister’s body protectively. Enduring an onslaught from Norton.

Swords rained down on the Radiant Spirit like a hailstorm. A protective barrier of furled wings had appeared above them. Each sword made a crack in the barrier, only for the cracks to be filled with light. It had become a battle of attrition. One that Ezekiel knew Callrond would lose.

“Wretched beast! How could a creature of such light have been tainted by such darkness!?” The man’s words caused Callrond to shriek in rage. Losing his senses, the Radiant Spirit unleashed his own onslaught against the Hunter before him. Eating away at his mana even faster.

Ezekiel stilled. He didn’t wish to abandon the Radiant Spirit that had already done so much for him. But he knew that if he entered that fight, he would die before he knew what had happened.

Norton wasn’t the kind of man to play with his prey. Not like Ezekiel’s opponent had been.

The tides had turned. Two of Ezekiel and his party’s Legendary enemies had died. Evelyn and Warren had nearly wiped out the Hounds that had attacked the caravan. While Invera, Morty, and Spina dealt with the female Radiant Hunter and the Life Hunter helping her.

It seemed that Norton had noticed this as well, however, and wasn’t willing to draw things out long enough for Warren and Evelyn to recover and provide more aid.

“Retreat! Fall back now!” Norton clapped his hands together, releasing a blinding flash of light that caused Ezekiel to recoil. An action mimicked by the rest of the caravan. By the time Ezekiel could see once more, Norton had fled, taking the other Radiant Hunter with him.

But it seemed that the Kindled family’s prejudice included even their own assets, because the Life hunter that was with them had been left behind.

Seeing that she was about to be struck down, Ezekiel rapidly called out.

“Keep her alive!” Shocked by the sudden shout, the Legendary birds briefly paused. But not for long enough, as the Legendary Life Hunter failed to get away. Instead, she was knocked unconscious as Invera hit her with far more electricity than Ezekiel would be able to withstand.

Sighing in relief, Ezekiel turned to Callrond, who was at the edge of a berserker rage. Rushing over to the sibling Radiant and Obscure Spirits, Ezekiel realized that things were bad. Looking over Feynari’s body, Ezekiel could see that, while fading, the swords that Norton had used seemed to be leaking energy that was eating away at her body.

It seemed that the hatred that the Kindled family held for the Obscure element even affected their magic. To the point that it was essentially poisonous to said magic.

“GUARDS!!!” Ezekiel called out to the caravan. “All Obscure Mages, get here now!”

Seeing what had happened, Evelyn was the first to rush over, and she gasped in shock at seeing Feynari so injured.

“You’ve fought Kindled Hounds before, right? How do we counter their magic?” Ezekiel was frantic as he questioned his mother. “We need to clear out any lingering energy if we want her to survive.”

Evelyn didn’t say anything. But the sadness Ezekiel could see in her eyes told him all he needed to know. It was highly unlikely that there was anything they could do at the moment. At least, there was nothing that she could do.

“Move aside.” Warren called out as he slowly approached the still shrieking Callrond. “I can remove the light that’s infecting her. But it might be too late, even if I do.”

Ezekiel decided to ignore that possibility, and instead, moved with his father towards Feynari and Callrond. Wary of the raging Spirit but letting out a sigh of relief as Warren was given permission to remove the light from Feynari. Now, Ezekiel just had to get the Obscure Mages in on his plan.

“What are we going to do, Ezekiel?” Shine asked as they remained in Ezekiel’s hand. “Spirits can recover a lot, but this might be too much. It’s not like we can just take mana from the guards either. Their Will, will taint the mana, so Feynari won’t be able to absorb it.”

“... Not if we supercharge it...” Ezekiel muttered. “Like we did with Riley.”

Ezekiel’s plan was simple, in theory. He hoped to have the various Obscure Mages channel their mana into a barrier space that Shine would create. Then, Shine would feed off Ezekiel’s mana, what they had access to, and send it into the barrier. This would supercharge the Obscure mana. Hopefully wiping it clean of any lingering Will as it basically exploded with power.

Explaining this to the assembled Obscure Mages, all five of them, including his mother and sister, garnered several looks of disbelief.

“I know it sounds crazy, but it should work, in theory.” Ezekiel said with a halfhearted grin. “Before anyone says anything else, I need to know if any of you are intending to not provide assistance to the Legendary birds that saved our asses.”

Other than Evelyn glaring at him for cursing in front of his sister, none of the guards said anything. They all realized that refusing to do this, when it had little risk to themselves, was the same as telling one of their saviors to die.

Having heard everything, Callrond looked at Ezekiel with pleading eyes. The group moved forward. Warren stepped back. He had done all he could to remove the poisonous light from Feynari.

“Let’s give this a shot.” Ezekiel held Shine out horizontally, wincing in pain as he felt mana pulled from him in ways he hadn’t repaired yet. Fortunately, it didn’t exacerbate the damage.

All around him, black gas-like substance funneled into a barrier as shadows seemed to take shape in the air above Feynari. For a brief moment, all the mana seemed to fight each other, before being quickly overpowered by Evelyn’s Tier four mana.

This happened until Shine could contain no more mana. The space they had created filled to the brim. Nearly a full step of Tier four mana had been contained. Most came from Evelyn. Each of the Obscure Mages was laid out on the ground by the time they were done.

Yet Ezekiel and Shine weren’t done just yet.

“Pull me back if it explodes.” Warren and Evelyn looked at Ezekiel in shock for a moment. Not comprehending his words at first. Warren opened his mouth to call out for Ezekiel to stop, but a slight nod of his head was all it took for Shine to add the Void mana directly to the mass of Obscure mana.

In an instant, it seemed like everything around them dimmed, and cracks seemed to appear in the air as the barrier began to break. But Shine had layered them, so it was fine as they repaired the inner barriers.

“Mother. I need you to tell me if you feel a connection to this mana.” Evelyn snapped out of her shock from Ezekiel’s previous words. But didn’t do anything besides glare at her son. She knew that he couldn’t be disturbed at this point.

“I... yes. I can still feel something from it.” Evelyn stared at the ball of blackness for a moment before answering.

“More Void.” Shine complied with Ezekiel’s words. The barrier cracked once more. “How about now?”

Evelyn said yes, so Ezekiel had Shine channel more Void mana. This continued three more times. The mass of shadows grew to be half as wide in diameter as Ezekiel was tall.

“... I can’t sense it. I think I’d have to be meditating to realize that there was mana there. If I closed my eyes at least.” Evelyn said with a hint of awe in her voice. By now, she and Warren trusted Ezekiel to not blow himself up.

Happy to hear this, Ezekiel sighed in relief. Now he just had to figure out how to get the mana into Feynari without hurting her.

“Invera. Callrond. How do Spirits absorb foreign mana?” Ezekiel asked. The two Spirits in question perked up from their observations of what Ezekiel was doing. “Quickly. I’m not sure how much longer we can contain this, and Feynari doesn’t look like she’ll last much longer.”

By this point, Feynari had nearly begun to fade, though it was slow with the help of the Mages. But she had stopped moving, and her wounds were still leaking mana. Something that couldn’t be stopped fully by any Mages at this point. To many openings that needed to be plugged.

“Put it in her mouth. Usually, Spirits absorb mana slowly in the wild. Taking it in naturally, like breathing, or ambient absorption. But in the case where a Spirit eats another of the same element, the devoured mana remains inside until the Will is broken down to be absorbed.” Invera explained. “In this case, I believe that she will instantly be able to absorb the mana. Healing her right away. Although... her wing...”

While they were stalling Feynari’s death, her severed wing had already faded away. Luckily, Spirit could regrow their limbs. So long as they had the mana and time to do so. That didn’t mean the process would be fun, however.

Moving the large sphere of shadows towards Feynari’s mouth, Shine used their barriers to create a tube that led into Feynari’s throat. Then they released the mana, which began rushing directly into Feynari’s body.

For a moment, nothing happened, and Ezekiel was afraid this had all been for naught. But after a few seconds, Feynari’s eyes widened. The shadows in the sphere were instantly sucked into Feynari’s maw. Her wounds stopped leaking mana, and she stood up, flapping her remaining wing in the process.

Sending Ezekiel flying backwards in the process. Only to be caught by his father before he could hit the ground.

While Feynari was looking around in shock and fear, her last conscious thoughts having been filled with the pain of Norton’s swords, Ezekiel was lowered to the ground by his father, who looked at him with pride.

“... I’d say this mission was a success. At least for now.” Ezekiel said as he watched Callrond embrace his sister.

Warren just smiled, but the small glare Ezekiel saw in his father’s eyes assured him that he would be getting lectured later. But to be honest, Ezekiel didn’t care. Not only had they survived, and saved a Legendary Spirit, he’d proven something else that he could use his magic for.

Now, they just had to clean up the caravan and get to wherever the Legendary Birds were bringing them to. Then, he could hopefully relax.

----------



It was several hours later when the caravan finally arrived at the side of a cliff face. Most of the Legendary birds were flying above. Feynari had shrunk down when she had finally calmed herself. Given her injuries and current weakness, it was decided that she would ride with the caravan.

Specifically, she was granted the lofty position of riding on Evelyn’s left shoulder. Something that Reya was reluctant to allow but did so as she took over Evelyn’s right shoulder.

“Here.” Invera swiftly landed in front of the caravan as they came to a stop. “This is the entrance to the haven we are taking you to.”

Everyone looked confused, as there was merely a massive rock face in front of them. But before anyone could say anything, the ground started to rumble. The shaking became so great that several of the guards that were on their feet were easily knocked down.

It was only the guards and Lance, who were all perched atop wagons or carriages, that managed to remain upright. Even the mounts that were being used got spooked, throwing their riders off. The only reason they didn’t run was due to the pressure being exerted by Ezekiel and his parents. Keeping the animals calm.

Slowly, a crack formed in the cliff face. It widened further and further, until it spread nearly five meters wide and five meters tall. More than large enough for the animals and carriages that they were pulling.

Just as the opening in the cliff face reached its maximum size, heavy footsteps echoed from the cavernous tunnel. They sounded like claps of thunder. Several of the guards grew scared, crawling backwards until only Ezekiel and his parents were in the front.

Even Riley, who was standing in front of Ezekiel’s sisters, several feet behind them, looked like she wanted to run. The pressure being released by whatever was coming through the tunnel was just that heavy and threatening.

“It appears that the gatekeeper is a difficult one this time.” Invera muttered just loud enough for Ezekiel and his parent’s to hear. “Show respect when he comes up. Perhaps he’ll be less of a grump if you do.”

As soon as Invera fell silent once more, a rumbling growl emanated from the tunnel. Finally, the figure within stepped into the low light cast by the afternoon sun in the distance. A Cavern Spirit that had a presence that was unmistakable as any else but Legendary.

The Spirit before them was a small tortoise, roughly reaching up to Ezekiel’s knee.

“What?” A confused voice mumbled from the group of guards.

The tortoise’s eyes snapped in the direction of the poor guard. As did Ezekiel, who tackled the man out of the way before the mana hardened pillar that shot up from the ground could launch the much weaker guard into the air.

“OOF!!!” Ezekiel let out a grunt of pain as the pillar slammed into his stomach. Knocking the wind out of him, but not sending him flying. His own toughened body absorbed the momentum instead.

“Snort!” The tortoise shaped Spirit stamped its foot, causing the ground to quake. But it didn’t take any additional actions. Instead, it stepped to the side of the tunnel, raising one foot and pointing inwards.

“You all had better go. Charus will close the tunnel behind you all. Feynari will be able to guide you. Though I would suggest your Radiant Mages shed some light as you travel. It will undoubtedly be easier for you.” With those parting words, Invera rose into the air once more. “I shall see you all when you are within the haven. For the moment, it would be in your best interests not to speak to Charus. He does not tend to enjoy the presence of humans. Best not to temp his ire.”

Flying away with a flash of lightning, Invera left the caravan alone. As one, the guards looked into the sky, seeing that the protective Spirits had left them.

“SNORT!!!” The ground trembled once more as Charus shook his still raised foot in the direction of the tunnel.

The caravan quickly moved forward, with Warren taking up the front, while Evelyn and Feynari took the middle. Finally, Ezekiel took up the rear, being the last person in the group to see sunlight, before Charus stepped in behind him. Darkness consumed the caravan as the Legendary Cavern Spirit closed the tunnel behind them.

Several lights illuminated the tunnel, moving forward, even as more and more of the tunnel behind them slid together. Slowly closing shut like a zipper.

“SNORT!!!”

The caravan silently, and unanimously, decided to move faster.

----------



The group walked through the dimly lit tunnel for what felt like hours. Unfortunately, given the circumstances, it was difficult to be certain of the current time. While they did have time piece Artifacts, it had been quickly realized that they weren’t working properly.

Some of the Cavern Mage guards were able to identify the problem though. Apparently, there was something strange about how the mana in the stone surrounding them was flowing. It made it so that active use of mana beyond a certain level of complexity simply faded away.

This didn’t mean that spells of a higher level couldn’t be used, but the enchantments of any Artifacts or armaments were utterly nullified.

“Fascinating...” Lance, who had requested his guards make notes regarding what they could gleam from the mana flows, seemed to get it into his head that this would be something that his family could make use of. Unfortunately, Ezekiel knew that this was basically impossible.

The quietly grinding teeth of the Spirit behind him made that perfectly clear.

“Perhaps, young master, it would be best to leave such ponderings for when we are in the open air.” Evelyn softly said as he used a shadow to pinch Lance in the side. Just hard enough to be uncomfortable, but not enough to be painful.

Straightening his back in fright, Lance realized what Evelyn meant right away. So, he decided to keep his mouth shut for the foreseeable future.

Beyond that quiet interruption, however, the trip was surprisingly simple and smooth. There were some twists and turns here and there, but otherwise no issues. However, the monotony of walking through a blank walled tunnel for hours was still mind numbingly boring.

Hence, it was no surprise when, after seeing a small light in the distance, the guards began to speed up. This led to the caravan leaving Charus behind. Something that Ezekiel didn’t think was a good thing.

Looking over his shoulder, Ezekiel continued walking at the same pace, even as the rest of the caravan got further away.

“Is this alright... Lord Charus?” Ezekiel was unsure if this was a fitting title, but he felt he needed to be respectful.

Charus narrowed his eyes, sighing in frustration.

“He says that the proper title would be Protector.” Shine chimed in. Translating the words of the Legendary Cavern Spirit.

“Ah... My apologies, Protector Charus. But, still, is this behavior, okay?” Charus just closed his eyes as he continued to silently walk forward. The tunnel was still sliding shut behind him.

Suddenly, Charus grinned. A malicious light appeared in his eyes. But surprisingly, Ezekiel felt no killing intent from the old Spirit.

“We should run!” Shine sounded somewhat frantic. “He just said that if the caravan is so eager to leave his tunnel, then perhaps they should run for real!”

Charus suddenly stopped. The tunnel no longer slid shut behind him. Instead, the tortoise slowly bent his knees. Taking what was basically a runner’s stance.

“EVERYBODY RUN!!!” Ezekiel turned around, yelling at the caravan.

At first, the guards were confused, but Evelyn, Warren, and, surprisingly enough, Riley got the message right away. Evelyn used her shadows to wrap up as many of the guards as she could. Throwing them onto any wagon or cart that had space. As well as some that didn’t.

A moment later, all the draft animals were running at full speed. Just as Ezekiel caught up. Having sprinted down the tunnel himself.

The walls began to rumble. Dust and shards of stone fell from the ceiling. Charus began to trot. Then jog. Then sprint. Quickly reaching the rest of the caravan.

The distance closed so fast that Ezekiel nearly thought that there hadn’t been any to begin with. But he knew that he had run at least a couple hundred meters before reaching the caravan again. Yet even though his movements appeared to be in slow motion, Charus was clearly keeping up with the frantically running caravan.

Given that Charus was a Legendary Spirit, this shouldn’t have been surprising. But given the Cavern Spirit’s physical form, and slow movements from before. Nearly all of them had fallen into a false sense of security.

Fortunately, even though each and every one of the guards was tightly gripping their vehicles for their lives, it seemed like none of them were in danger. Charus could’ve easily dropped the ceiling on them if he really wanted to harm, or kill, them all.

“Light! The light’s getting closer! We’re saved!” Several of the guards cautiously poked their heads above the wagons to look forwards.

Indeed, the light that had been incredibly tiny at first was now significantly larger and growing bigger by the second.

But it seemed like Charus was now having fun. He started hopping on all fours, no longer running like before. All while still keeping pace with the caravan. This caused the ground to roll and heave, like waves on the ocean.

“Oh, Ancients!” “Nononono!” “Run faster!”

The guards were all frantically screaming in fright as the world around them twisted and turned. Yet none of the vehicles broke, or even seemed stressed by the changes in the environment.

Internally, Ezekiel had finally calmed down from his initial fright. Knowing that Charus was obviously doing something to keep the guards from being harmed from his actions.

The similarly calm and composed look on Evelyn and Warren’s faces also confirmed his suspicions. Though, it seemed Riley, and the twins, were still unaware, as they all looked worried as their carriage continued to dash to the end of the tunnel.

Within seconds, that seemed like minutes, the group did finally reach the end of the tunnel. However, it seemed like Charus had one last trick to play, because the exit of the tunnel wasn’t on the ground like they were expecting. Instead, it was nearly a hundred meters in the air.

While the group screamed from the sudden drop, Ezekiel couldn’t help but ponder how incredible Charus’ control over his magic was. Ezekiel hadn’t even realized they were slowly moving upwards.

Still screaming in fear, the rest of the guards tried to stop or prevent their fall. Most of them had recovered their mana in full, so many of them made very good attempts. But they all ultimately hit the ground at top, or near top, speed.

Only to sink into the ground as the stone was immediately softened. Causing them all to bounce as if the ground were made of rubber.

It took several seconds for everyone to stop and stand firmly on the ground once more. Meanwhile, Charus walked away from the group. His mana pressing down on all the guards. Not a single human in the area was willing to make a sound. Even as the Legendary tortoise let out a continuous stream of puff of air. Strikingly similar to a raucous laughter.

“Sorry about that.” Invera’s voice cut through the silence as Charus walked away. “I did warn you that he doesn’t like humans. But he made a promise to keep you safe through the tunnel. So, please be aware that you were never in any danger.”

Warren and Evelyn calmly began getting the guards and everything else in order. While Ezekiel turned to face Invera, who had landed next to the group. Ready to ask for some answers and clarifications. But he stayed silent. Utterly unable to speak.

As he looked into the Spirit’s haven, his breath was immediately taken away.
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                Ezekiel was at a loss for words. He had been to plenty of places in the world. Though much was still beyond his reach. Yet the sight before him was the most magical.

The area was shaped like a massive bowl with several mountain peaks surrounding it. The sky was dark, but utterly clear, with just a hint of fading orange light peeking over the mountains in the distance. The starlight slowly became the main source of illumination.

From here, Ezekiel could see a vast forest with snow covered trees in one area, while steam and warm air blew in from another. Multiple biomes appeared all over the Spirit haven. Trees from different parts of the world were all around. Not one singular type stood out beyond the rest.

Clear streams glittered as fish and other aquatic animals splashed around. Calming lights and taunting shadows flickered and flitted about as different lifeforms ran around through the grass and trees.

In the distance, the glow of molten rock emanated from the mouth of a massive cave. One that was littered with gemstones of all sorts. Mundane, of course, since there was no possible way for the mana in this haven to accumulate into mana crystals.

All thanks to the countless Spirits that were absolutely everywhere.

A rainbow of colors slowly meandered around the haven. Each one took the form of a variety of different animals. Spirits that Ezekiel had never thought existed, in the shape of creatures he recognized, and many that he did not, stopped and looked at the caravan for a bit, before slowly turning and walking away.

This was like no wilderness that Ezekiel had ever experienced before. The Spirits, wild as they were, were so calm, so relaxed. It was as if there was nothing that could disturb them.

“Your mouth is gaping.” Invera said. Ezekiel shut his mouth with a dull ‘click’ before he slowly made his way over to the Lightning Spirit.

Behind him, Ezekiel could hear the gaps of shock and awe from the various guards. Each one was just as amazed as he was at the sight in front of them.

“This place is amazing.” Ezekiel couldn’t help but gush as he spoke. “Are you certain it's alright for us to be here?”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like this was a sacred place. One that was meant purely for Spirits. While he felt no particular discomfort being there, it still seemed to him like he and the rest of the Mages were out of place.

“It is fine. Given that this place will not exist within a month or so, it is of little consequence for you and your companions to be here.” Invera’s reminder that this haven was only temporary was like a bucket of cold water being poured down Ezekiel’s back.

A part of him wanted to keep this place as pristine and beautiful as it appeared to be now, forever. But something inside Ezekiel told him that such a thing wasn’t right. That the life and death of this haven was as natural to the world as breathing was for humans to live.

“Come along. My flock members will deal with your group. You need to come with me. As does the girl from before.” Invera turned from the group but waited for Ezekiel to move.

Looking back, Ezekiel saw Callrond, Spina, and Morty gather around the caravan. Warren and Evelyn had taken charge of the group, and the Legendary birds were instructing them of where they could go for the moment. But Riley was running towards him.

He briefly saw his parents looking at him, but something that Callrond said made them turn back.

“You’ll see them before you set out on your task. Now come along.” Invera impatiently swatted Ezekiel’s head.

Riley, who had just arrived, gave Ezekiel a questioning look. But he just shook his head, and the two followed Invera further into the forest. Their Spirits joined them as they walked into the unknown.

----------



The path that Invera took Ezekiel and Riley through was incredibly twisted. What was worse was the fact that he could tell that their path was moving. After turning one corner, Ezekiel would look back, only to see that the trees that they had passed had moved. As had the stones, and even a small creek.

It was enough to make him somewhat paranoid. To the point that he worried about how Riley was taking it. But much to his surprise, it appeared like she hadn’t noticed a single thing. That, alone, was enough to tell him that Adepts and those below that were not a threat in this place.

It wasn’t long before Ezekiel and Riley arrived as a peculiar sight. What looked like a massive stone pillar with giant roots growing into it that glowed with a radiant light. Nearly a kilometer wide, it was a massive plateau in the center of the Spirit haven. It reached several hundred meters in height. Perhaps even several kilometers. Ezekiel couldn’t tell from this angle. Though, the maze of the forest hadn’t allowed him to see this previously.

It partially reminded Ezekiel of Morncrest, but only because it was obviously connected to a Legendary Life Spirit. The similarities were small, however, since Ezekiel could tell that this Spirit was not a forest Spirit. Given that such Spirits were utterly immobile, that was likely a good thing. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen to such a Spirit when the haven met its end.

“From her, you will climb on your own. I will meet you at the top.” Invera then took flight, disappearing above the top of the plateau. Well beyond what Ezekiel could see.

For a moment, Ezekiel and Riley just stood there. Staring at the mountain tall, kilometer wide pillar that stood before them. Several large trees grew out from the sides. Large enough for them to stop and rest on if need be.

Looking more closely, Ezekiel could also just barely make out water running down the side. As well as fire light flickering at greater heights. Near the very top, he even thought that he could see sparks of lightning. To him, it appeared that the only Element that wasn’t present was Death. But for all he knew, that was a deception, or perhaps it simply wasn’t visible from his and Riley’s current position.

“This is gonna take a while.” Ezekiel muttered before looking at Riley. “Shall we?”

Riley, who was staring at the top of the massive pillar, turned to look at him. Her face was pale beneath the darkened evening sky. But she gave a shaky grin and a thumbs up.

With that, the pair began their climb.

----------



Back with the caravan of guards, Warren and Evelyn were overseeing the setup of their temporary encampment. For the most part, the supplies that had been provided were enough to last them for the month. But that was only the food and other consumables. Actual shelters were basic tents, and there were few of those. With most of the guards sleeping in the wagons and carriages.

Now that they weren’t going to be moving anywhere anytime soon, it was decided that a more solid base would be better.

“Careful! We need to keep a uniform level of toughness throughout the full breadth of these walls. Otherwise, they’ll come crumbling down on top of you while you’re sleeping!” Warren was strict as he commanded the Cavern Mage guards to construct simple four walled structures.

The stone and earth were pulled from the ground. Ten-foot, by ten-foot walls rose eight feet high on one end, and ten feet high on the opposite side. From there, wooden roofs that were woven and tightly sealed to prevent water leakage were placed on top. Small chimneys connected to a tunnel that led underneath the huts for heating were created as the finishing touches.

Basic bedrolls and blankets were all that were used for bedding. It ended up taking several hours just to make the one hut. Warren had hoped for at least two, but for now, they would rotate who would rest in the huts, and those that would continue resting in the wagons.

Neither was particularly comfortable, but they were enough to keep everyone safe from the elements. It was just unfortunate that there weren’t that many guards with elements suited for building.

“I am surprised at your resourcefulness. Human buildings have always been fascinating. Even simple ones like this.” Callrond gently poked the side of the hut with his wing. He was extremely careful not to push too hard. Even his feathers were tough enough to break such a flimsy construct, after all.

“Your praise is appreciated, Protector Callrond.” Warren said with a nod of his head. On his shoulder, Theo warily eyes his fellow Radiant Spirit. “I am surprised to see you are still here. Is your sister recovering well?”

Callrond flinched at the reminder, but still replied, nonetheless.

“She is indeed. But it will be some time still before she joins us in the skies again.” The mood turned somber for a little while as the Legendary figures sat in awkward silence.

“... If I may, what exactly will be requested of my son? I am fully aware that our presence here is not appreciated by many. And it would comfort me to know what will happen.” Warren quietly asked.

Glaring into the forest, Warren firmly flared his mana in one specific direction. The presence of several Wild Spirits suddenly disappeared. Fleeing far away from the Legendary Hunter who had just blasted them with a warning.

Callrond seemed to chuckle at the sight. He immediately sobered as Warren turned his gaze towards him. He held Warren’s stare for a few seconds before sighing.

“There are two things that will likely be asked of him. The first will be to recount, if not directly share, his memories of the Mythical Hunter from your Empire. Such an experience might very well be enough to push Invera to the next level. She has remained stuck at the peak of the fourth Tier for decades, if not centuries.” Callrond turned to gaze into the distance. Towards the massive pillar plateau that Ezekiel and Riley were climbing. “She would no doubt reach the fifth Tier within the next century, or so. But this your son’s experience would certainly shorten that time.”

“... And the second thing?” Warren didn’t allow himself to be distracted by the possibility of a new Mythic being born. Given the power she displayed, Warren had already suspected that Invera was beyond most Legendaries.

Callrond turned an eye back to Warren, his face still pointed at the center of the haven in the distance. He was beginning to get mixed feelings about Ezekiel’s family.

“He may be asked to step in and settle some conflicts with a few of the humans that are infringing on the wilderness to the south. Conflicts that, due to our own territorial disputes, prevent us from merely teaming up and wiping out.” Callrond sighed as he saw Warren tense up in anger. “There is nothing stopping you and your wife from aiding him. Beyond the contracts that you are bound to.”

Callrond’s final statement made Warren pause. His mouth partially opened as he made to speak before he stopped. That was not as bad a situation as he had thought it would be. Depending on the power of the forces that were creating conflict.

“Why do you need Hunters to intervene? What exactly is the issue with your territorial disputes?” Warren was curious as to why the Spirits couldn’t deal with this on their own. It was obvious that they were powerful and had sufficient numbers to fend off almost any incursion. So why were Hunters needed?

“Simply put, it is a matter of pride, and territory. Here, in the haven, all of us Legendaries hold council. But outside, in the wilderness, we rule our territories with might. To ask for the aid of another Spirit would be to cast aside one’s might and bow one’s head in service. Even in territories with allied rulers, simply asking for help would be the same as forfeiting their territory. Just to a Spirit, rather than a Hunter.” Callrond’s explanation was simple, but still eye opening for both Warren and Theo. Neither of whom were particularly familiar with the means and methods of more powerful Wild Spirits.

“Hunters sit outside these... practices, between Spirits. Don’t they?” Warren was still familiar with how Hunters interacted with Wild Spirits on Expeditions, however, so he had some insight on the situation.

“Indeed. Bonded Spirits are exempt from the territorial disputes of we Wild Spirits. Thus, asking for aid from a Hunter, and their Bonded Spirit, would not indicate forfeiture of territory. Instead, agreements can be made for services.” Callrond explained. “I know of your Guild Expeditions. So, this shouldn’t be a strange thing for you.”

Indeed, it wasn’t so strange. Now that it was put into perspective. Not only that, but Warren could understand why it was Ezekiel that had to do this as well. He was the one that was a friend to these Spirits. Thus, he was the one that they trusted to deal with in such situations.

It was a well-known fact that Hunters who had made deals with Spirits in the past were better to have present when passing through said Spirit’s territories.

Thinking back on it, Warren realized that this was actually a very fair deal. The resolution of conflicts throughout several territories, in exchange for being granted access to one of the Fjorya Spirit’s havens. This was a very good deal. Especially since, with the sheer number of Spirits here, it was likely that at least a handful of Spirits would bond with some of the guards.

Now, Warren just had to figure out how he was going to explain this to Evelyn. Who was currently fretting over Wendy and Ellen, in order to keep herself occupied from rushing after their son.

“One more thing, Warren Luminance.” Warren turned to Callrond once more. “Tomorrow, I would like to bring your daughters somewhere special. You, and your wife, are welcome to come along. But I must insist that your daughters accompany me tomorrow. At first light.”

“Why?” Warren warily looked at the Radiant Spirit. Not certain if this was part of the deal Ezekiel made or not.

“To introduce them to my own daughters. Nothing more.” Callrond chuckled at Warren’s wide-eyed gaze.

The Radiant Spirit couldn’t help but feel amusement, now knowing where Ezekiel got his own expressions from.

----------



Back at the pillar, Ezekiel and Riley had made it more than halfway to the top. For the most part, the only thing that made the climb difficult was the fact that the only way up was fairly convoluted. It was obviously easier than the sheer mountain side that Ezekiel had to climb for his trial. But the sheer number of obstacles, as well as the fact that he needed to support Riley at times, made it a hassle.

What was worse, was the fact that Riley had refused Ezekiel’s offers of help. Insisting that she could make the climb herself. That she needed to, or she wouldn’t be able to prove herself to the Legendaries that awaited them at the top.

Ezekiel didn’t really think that it mattered. But he didn’t like that she was putting herself through all this. Especially when he knew she would be feeling guilty for holding them up.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Ezekiel looked down at Riley as he stood next to her. They were currently perched on one of the massive tree branches that stuck out of the pillar. They were illuminated by the glow of a lava flow that poured down the pillar behind them.

Riley looked up at Ezekiel for a second, still breathing heavily. Seeing that he was standing tall and unbothered, she couldn’t help but feel frustration bloom in her heart.

She knew that she was slowing them down, but she wanted to show that she wasn’t a weakling that was just being dragged around or tagging along without contributing.

It wasn’t like she could just tell him to head up on his own either. They were both asked for, and both knew that her safety wasn’t assured if he left. This pillar was the home of Legendaries, not Adepts.

“I’ll be alright...” Riley muttered after a few seconds. Her breathing eventually steadied, and she stood up to begin their ascent once more.

“... It’s interesting, isn’t it?” Ezekiel suddenly said. “How the color of the lava changes so easily depending on how hot it is.”

Riley looked at Ezekiel in befuddlement. An eyebrow raised in confusion. She didn’t get what Ezekiel was trying to say. Though she did turn to the lava flow all the same. Trying to see what Ezekiel was seeing.

“Is this something you wanted to teach me? Something I need to Understand?” Riley had guessed correctly but didn’t understand how the color of the lava had anything to do with it.

“Somewhat. It’s one of the things I wanted to talk about. With an example right here, I figured I’d use it.” Ezekiel rubbed the back of his head with a sheepish grin. He thought about going for the ‘wise old master routine’ but quickly realized that that was a bad idea.

“To keep things simple, do you know what lava is?” Ezekiel asked.

“It’s just rock that got heated up and melted, isn’t it?” Riley knew that this was true but didn’t get what Ezekiel was trying to say.

“It is, don’t worry. That wasn’t a trick question.” Ezekiel waved his hands up and down to try and calm Riley down. “But let me ask you something. Could your flames make lava?”

Riley tilted her head to the side, nearly sending Celia off her shoulder. As the little lizard climbed back up, Riley held her hand out, making a bright orange flame. It was hot and would certainly burn a lot of things. But it would take a long time before she could melt a stone. Probably too long to maintain without running out of mana.

“... What does this have to do with the color of the lava?” Riley finally asked after looking at her fire for a little while.

“Well, as the heat from Flames is applied to stone, and the stone gets hotter, it begins to glow and change color, right? That would mean that the color of a Flame would indicate its heat. Perhaps that’s something you can begin working on.” Ezekiel tried to explain. He really needed more time for this. “Instead of trying to make your Flames hotter, or trying to make more of them, maybe you can try changing the color. Perhaps that will do something to your Flames automatically.”

Riley looked at the fire in her hand once more. This time, with a wide-eyed expression as she allowed her curiosity had now peaked.

“After all, for Glacier magic, the temperature changes water to ice, and vice-versa. Different aspects tied to the same element can change entirely different things.” Ezekiel hoped that he was making some sense. At least, he hoped he wasn’t confusing her.

He knew that, without context, it might be difficult to obtain Understanding. But knowing that the color of a Flame indicated its heat was knowledge on its own. Perhaps it would be enough.

Perhaps Riley’s imagination, and control over her flames, would allow her to change its color and, in the process, its temperature. It was magic that he couldn’t use himself, after all. Perhaps there were rules that did and didn’t apply to Flame Magic, versus Void Magic.

“And since hotter things glow brighter, turning white, then maybe changing the color will change the Flame, since it seems to be tied together...” Riley muttered to herself. On her shoulder, Celia was also staring deeply into the fire in Riley’s hand.

‘Hopefully this will get her to experiment a bit. I don’t know how Flame Magic works, but fire turns blue when it gets hotter, then white when it’s a step up from blue. I’ll go more in depth when I get the chance later on.’ Ezekiel thought as he watched Riley play with the fire in her hand.

While he hadn’t seen this from an outside perspective before, the look of intense focus on Riley’s face was something that others had told him he had as well. When he was going through a state of enlightenment.

Gently palming Shine’s pommel, Ezekiel quietly whispered to his Spirit.

“Keep things under wraps for now. We’re taking a bit of a break.” Ezekiel then turned his gaze upwards. They hadn’t been given a timeframe to arrive. So, he figured that taking a slightly longer break would be okay.

Unseen to all, Shine gently tugged on what Mana they could from Ezekiel. Several barriers were put into place around Riley. They did not disturb her, however, as the fire in her hand slowly changed from orange, to red, to a dull yellow. With minor changes in temperature. Slight, but still present.

Riley’s focus intensified as she continued to stare at her own flames. Celia was doing the same. Her mana mingling with Riley’s. Slowly, it seemed like she was coming out of her enlightenment. Less progress had been made than Ezekiel had hoped for.

“Those are not the only colors that exist.” Ezekiel whispered. Just barely loud enough for Riley to hear. This nearly startled her out of her focused state of mind. But she quickly fell back into it as she tried changing the color once more.

This time, the fire went from orange to yellow, and then to slightly green. But rather than seeing any changes in the heat, it seemed like the fire dropped a bit. It got closer to Riley’s hand, nearly touching it. Though it still didn’t burn her.

This surprised Ezekiel and Riley both, and a new gleam seemed to appear in Riley’s eyes. One that didn’t appear in Celia’s. The Little Spirit’s soul was still too weak to consolidate an Understanding inside it.

Ezekiel just rubbed his chin in thought. He figured that the Magic aspect of these Flames would mean things were different but hadn’t expected fire to suddenly have what seemed like a weight to it.

However, it wasn’t long after that the fire went from green to slightly blue. This time, the temperature had an immediate jump in temperature. The jump in heat was so great that the fire, which had drifted closer to Riley’s hand, actually burned her. Snapping her out of her focused state of mind.

“AH!” Riley immediately dropped her hand. Releasing the mana that held the Flame together.

“Shit!” Ezekiel reached for his waterskin. The water was still cold due to the enchantments on it. “Here. Cup the water in your hand.”

Riley did as she was told, hissing in pain as a large burn appeared on her hand. This would make climbing the rest of the way much harder. But even with the pain in her palm, Riley seemed to be a million miles away as Ezekiel treated her hand as best that he could.

Looking into Riley’s eyes, Ezekiel could practically see Riley’s mind racing a million kilometers a minute. Clearly, this new discovery related to her magic had sparked her interest. An Understanding nearly there.

Even now, as he watched Riley use her other hand to control a regular fire, Ezekiel could sense that the mana that she was using was less than before. Not by a lot, but enough to be noticed.

“Well... I think it would be best if we continued. While I don’t think we’re on a timer, we should probably get up there before sunrise.” Ezekiel was looking into the distance now. The sun was still nowhere near rising, but they had been sitting for nearly an hour while Riley had tried to change her Flames.

Riley suddenly looked panicked as she stared at her hand before turning to the pillar next to them. The lava was still glowing brightly.

“I think that, this time around, I’ll do the climbing for both of us.” Ezekiel said, crouching low so that Riley could get on his back. “I didn’t before, because you said you didn’t want me to. But I think you’ve earned it after what you’ve managed to achieve.”

Riley opened her mouth to protest, but Celia nipped her ear. She flinched, but the little lizard Flame Spirit didn’t hold on this time. Instead, Riley just looked between her Spirit and Ezekiel.

“Okay.” She said as she climbed onto Ezekiel’s back.

“Hold tight.” Ezekiel tightened his own grip, just in case Riley couldn’t hold on. Then, with Shine humming in preparation, Ezekiel leapt as high as he could. Riley’s body pushed down on him as he leaned forward. So that she wouldn’t just slide down his back.

With Shine having temporarily canceled their gravity, the force pushing down on them was mostly just the wind pressure. But it was still significant, given the speed that they were now rising.

From roughly two thirds of the way to the top, they rose another tenth of the way in just a few seconds. Ezekiel couldn’t help but flinch as Riley screamed in his ear. A discomfort, but given how much faster they were traveling, it was still worth it.

Finally, after roughly a minute, Shine slowed their descent by letting their gravity return to normal. The pressure made Riley wheeze, just a bit, as gravity exerted itself on them. Ezekiel also had to whip out one of his hands to catch the edge of the top before they could start falling again.

His strength was enough to pull both himself and Riley up without issues, however, and after he got about a dozen feet from the edge, Riley pushed herself off of him. Falling to her knees and heaving at the ground. She didn’t throw up, this time, but it was obviously a close thing.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, looked towards the center of the massive plateau they were now on.

Specifically, at the gathering of over a dozen Legendary Wild Spirits that were looking directly at him and Riley. Almost all of them were intensely glaring at the two Hunters.
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                Riley continued to heave as Ezekiel moved to stand in front of her. Using his body to block the Legendaries from viewing her for the moment. Even though he knew that they could sense her easily. Even as far away from them as they still were.

“How far away would you say they are?” Ezekiel quietly asked Shine. “That’s not quite the center, but I wouldn’t say that they’re particularly close to us.”

Ezekiel’s idle conversation was somewhat of a coping mechanism for himself. Since he knew that facing over a dozen Legendary Spirits was a death wish. Even if he was a fully healed and proper Legendary Hunter.

“They’re too far for me to sense, so I really don’t know.” Shine said back, using a similar tone to Ezekiel. Although, their voice seemed to crack, just a bit, when he spoke.

“Ezekiel?” Riley finally managed to climb to her feet. She noticed Ezekiel’s move but didn’t know what he was looking at. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine. We just have an audience, that’s all.” Ezekiel didn’t turn from the Spirits in the distance. “I’m sure they’ve been watching us for a while. But it’s different when you can watch them back.”

“They’ve been watching us?” Riley seemed a bit confused. But Ezekiel figured that she was still woozy from the sudden rise to the top of the pillar’s plateau.

“Get here now!” A voice boomed across the top ground beneath Ezekiel and Riley. Shaking the earth and nearly throwing Riley back to her knees.

Ezekiel raised a brow in surprise. He could feel that this wasn’t simply a loud yell. This was similar to Shine’s telekinesis. Only it was pure Tempest manipulation. Shaking the wind in such a way as to send a vocal message across a great distance.

The only thing that would’ve made Ezekiel more impressed would be if the Spirit in question hadn’t been so loud. He wasn’t sure if it was on purpose for intimidation purposes or not. But a basic indoor voice would’ve shown a level of control that Ezekiel wouldn’t have seen before.

“... Sorry, but it looks like I’ll need to carry you for a bit longer.” Ezekiel stepped back, not taking his eyes off the Legendary Spirits in front of him. Instead, he reached for Riley and pulled her into the air. Placing her into a very basic princess carry.

“Wai-” Riley found her words swallowed by wind as Ezekiel dashed across the open plateau in front of him. In front of him, a transparent screen strained against the wind pressure as Shine anchored two of their Void Screens to ensure the wind pressure didn’t do any harm.

For her part, Riley just held on for dear life. But as this distance was much further, she and Ezekiel had more time to adjust than when Ezekiel had made his leap.

Instead, Riley took several deep breaths. Celia, who had crawled beneath Riley’s jacket for support, poked her head out. It seemed like both were now getting more settled with the situation. Neither was nearly as terrified as they were when they first questioned Invera.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but smirk as he saw the focus in Riley’s eyes. She couldn’t see the Spirits due to the distance, but she was keeping herself aware and ready for a fight. He knew it wouldn’t do much, but he liked this side of her more than the guilt and worry that she had when they were climbing.

It took several minutes for them to arrive. But beyond a slight tensing of Riley’s hands, where she was holding onto Ezekiel, there were no changes of note. Both were nervous regarding this situation.

Slowing down until they came to a halt, Ezekiel slid to a stop in front of the assembled Legendary Spirits. Each one looked at him like he was a piece of meat, or like he was a particularly annoying fly that wouldn’t leave the house.

“Greetings, Ezekiel, it’s nice to see you finally joined us. You certainly took your time.” Invera’s voice was somewhat light, but Ezekiel could tell that she was not happy. “Did anything hold you up?”

“I was just helping Riley with an Understanding. Nothing more.” Ezekiel said with an equally lighthearted tone. “One must take what opportunities are available, after all.”

The mention of an Understanding caused many of the Spirits to shift and share glances. It seemed like even Spirits were aware of the requirements of reaching Tier four. Though, he realized that that shouldn’t have surprised him. It wasn’t as if Spirits were as dumb as mundane beasts, after all.

It was just unfortunate that most Wild Spirits acted like the animals they appeared to be due to a lack of civilized cultures. Something that was distinctly human in this world. The Cruor as well, but they were all descended from humanity, so Ezekiel didn’t think that it really counted.

The Cruor were monsters of their own kind.

A deep thrumming rumble emanated from one of the Spirits. A large brown crab, of all things.

Ezekiel could tell that it was a Cavern Spirit from its coloration, but seeing it was still surprising. He had never seen a, traditionally, aquatic creature be a Spirit not of the Glacier Element before.

“Apologies. I will get to the point. Ezekiel Luminance!” Invera dipped her head in acknowledgement to the crab, before sharply turning towards Ezekiel. “There are three things that this council would ask of you in exchange for your packs’ presence in our haven. As short lived as it may be.”

Ezekiel didn’t know how a month could be considered short lived, but given the lifespan of most Spirits, especially Tier four ones, he figured that it wasn’t an incorrect description.

“First, you shall provide the memories of your encounters with the Mythical Hunter from your Empire. Callrond, due to his prior connection to you, will lead the efforts in extracting these memories.” Invera said, as if her words weren’t a shocking revelation.

Riley was clearly surprised by this request. Not ever having known that such a memory extraction was possible. While Ezekiel just figured it was yet another Radiant Magic trick. Though he wasn’t sure he liked the idea of anything besides Shine poking around his head. But he knew he didn’t have a choice.

“Second, you shall aid in the settling of some disputes to the south. Regarding territorial control. Specifically, you will aid Akland in retrieving a mystical herb from a less than pleasant Ruler. One that has long since been outcast from this gathering. Mostly for forsaking their sovereignty to gain power with the aid of several Hunters.” Invera glared, and if she had lips Ezekiel figured she would be sneering with a particularly nasty lip curl.

Ezekiel could practically feel the disgust that Invera had for this Spirit. Something that the increased pressure from the assembled Legendaries proved was a shared opinion. He placed a hand around Riley’s arm. Holding her up and relieving some of the pressure from her shoulders. She gave him a grateful look as the pressure slowly receded.

“Finally, you will take part in the extermination of several Hunters. The more, the better.” Ezekiel narrowed his eyes in uncertainty as Invera gave her final task. “Of course, these conditions are also contingent on the behavior of your pack within our haven.

“... While humans are not entirely united, simply killing off teams of Hunters would cause numerous problems for me. There is little doubt in my mind that many of them would come after me when the opportunity arrived.” Ezekiel said with a low and wary tone. “May I ask, what did these Hunters do?”

The Spirit shifted restlessly. While Ezekiel couldn’t understand them all, he could tell that they weren’t happy that Ezekiel didn’t automatically agree. But a wave of Invera’s wing calmed them all down. Except for a few of the Spirits further back. From what Ezekiel could tell, these ones were likely the peers of Invera. Being close to, or at, the edge of Tier five.

“These humans have been poaching Spirits of the lower Tiers. Using their stronger Hunters to ensure that the weaker Spirits are more easily captured. Stealing these spirits from their home, and forcibly making them form Bonds.” Invera’s voice grew gravely and louder as she spoke. “Also, you shouldn’t worry about these humans coming after you. From what you once told me, they are already trying to kill you.”

Ezekiel immediately tensed up. That description was already enough to tell him who these humans were.

“The Cult of Light.” Ezekiel growled with his own anger leaking into his mana. Little as it was. A faint pressure was released from him now. But he quickly reigned it in.

Invera just nodded in confirmation.

Beside Ezekiel, Riley just turned pale. Her eyes widened, and she gripped Ezekiel’s jacket even tighter. Ezekiel knew that this was going to be a difficult mission for her.

“... I understand, and I accept your condition. May I ask if there are any conditions for my companion here?” Ezekiel needed to know if Riley would have her own tasks. If she did, then it would make things more difficult for him.

“No. But we expect her to take part in your tasks.” Invera informed him. “Consider it a test. If she can aid you as she is, or even mages to somehow break through, then perhaps she too will be worthy of becoming allied with my flock.”

Riley looked up at Invera when she said this. The Flame Hunter and her Spirit grew even more determined to see this through. She knew that this was a chance for her to prove her worth to a powerful faction. One that had control of a fairly large region. Even if it was one that wasn’t under human control.

“I thank you for this opportunity. I shall prove my worth.” Riley bowed her head at Invera.

The Lightning Spirit just stared at her for a moment before nodding her head and looking at Ezekiel again.

“You may return to your pack. Inform them of your tasks. If others aid you, that is fine. But they will not receive the same opportunities as you.” Invera gently waved her wing at Ezekiel and Riley. Shooing them away. “Go. You must head out to fulfill your tasks within two days. Callrond will be with your pack. He will extract the memories tonight. The forest will also let you pass without issue. Just this once.”

“One more thing.” Ezekiel needed clarification on something. “How many cultists do I need to kill?”

“... At least three per day your pack is here. Though more would be preferable. You shall have ample opportunity to do this while you complete your second task. They are the ones helping the traitor.”

Ezekiel nodded. The fact that the cult was helping a Spirit that ruled its own territory betray its fellow Spirits wasn’t surprising to him. The number of Cultists that Invera wanted dead was, however. As that was just under a hundred lives.

“We shall be off then.” Ezekiel turned away this time. Gently picking Riley up, who seemed resigned to her fate as luggage. As she barely reacted this time. But held on tightly as Ezekiel dashed away.

They had to get back as soon as possible. So that Ezekiel could convince his mother that he needed to go and fight the Cult again.

----------




Invera watched for a moment before turning to her fellow Spirits. Silently, many of them headed off as well. Either burrowing into the ground, running off like Ezekiel, or taking flight.

Only a small handful of Spirits remained after several minutes.

One of them was a large red drake. A much more viscous looking Celia. Its scales were much larger, and sharper. With a large beak in place of a fanged maw.

A silent conversation passed through these Spirits. But they ultimately turned to the Flame drake.

Raising one of its foreclaws, a dull red flame appeared above it. Cupped within its claws. The flame seemed to brighten for a moment. It turned orange, the heat noticeably rising, but then shifted to blue. The stone around it began to heat and soften, even several feet away.

Then the Flame turned white, and the Spirit slammed its claw into the ground beneath it. Heat traveled from its claw into the stone. It spread out in a ring around it. The other Spirits moving out of the way. The drake sank into the ground, now molten and glowing.

It raised its claws from the molten rock, examining it closely. Turning away from the scene it had just caused, it nodded at Invera. Agreeing to whatever it was that the Lightning bird had asked about. Then, it seemed to glow, before sinking into the ground as it turned to brightly glowing lava.

After the drake disappeared into the ground, the rest of the Spirits nodded at Invera as well. Before leaving right afterwards. Each in their own unique way.

For her part, Invera could only let out a sigh of relief. Her wings sagged as she allowed herself to relax. It hadn’t been easy for her to convince the other Legendaries that were overseeing this haven to allow a large group of humans to enter and try their luck at bonding with a Spirit.

Fortunately, Ezekiel had proved his worth to them with the time he had taken to aid Riley in Understanding her element.

Now she just had to figure out whether or not Ezekiel knew just as much about the other elements. To try and do the same for more Spirits. So that her peers wouldn’t’ hound her about it later.

----------



While it had taken Ezekiel and Riley a couple of hours to get to the top of the plateau pillar, getting down was significantly easier. All Ezekiel had to do was jump, and while he carried Riley in his arms, Shine would reverse their and Ezekiel’s gravity. Slowing them down once they got closer to the ground. For Riley, it wasn’t exactly a comfortable feeling, but not so much so that she complained.

Once they reached the ground, they saw that there was a single pathway leading away from the pillar. Having been assured that they would be alright, they headed off. The pathway opened up in front of them and closed behind them as they went through the forest.

Eventually, the stopped moving around them. The path became set, and after a few minutes of walking, the sounds of crackling campfires were heard.

Reaching the campsite, Ezekiel could see that the only ones still awake were his parents and a couple of sentries.

“You two are finally back.” Warren turned to face his son and Riley as they exited the forest. He had been looking over some of the equipment. Separating the damaged equipment from the battle the previous day. Evelyn was mostly keeping watch, using the shadows to expand her perception.

“Yeah. We’ll be heading out tomorrow though. There’s no restriction on who can come with us, by the way. Just that both of us need to go.” Ezekiel explained as he sat down.

“What was asked of you?” Warren placed down the last of the equipment he had next to him. “Callrond gave us a general outline. But nothing specific.”

Ezekiel nodded at that. He figured that one of the Legendary birds would’ve said something. Of the five, only Invera was at the meeting, after all.

The two explained, in detail, what had happened during the meeting with the Legendary Spirits.

Both Evelyn and Warren were happy and surprised to hear that Riley had had a moment of inspiration and enlightenment. But it was the fact that Ezekiel and Riley were both going to have to aid the Spirits that shocked them the most. Especially since there was the potential to have Riley become one of the Spirits’ official allies.

“... What’s your plan?” Warren finally asked after a moment of silence. Evelyn just looked sad, but she had been given time to accept this. She had also already chewed out, and been chewed out by, Warren when she found this out earlier today.

“I figure I’ll do some reconnaissance regarding the mystic herb. Once I know more details about this outcast ruler then I’ll move in. The bigger problem will be making sure I kill enough Cultists.” Ezekiel didn’t miss both his parents narrowing their eyes at the mention of the Cult. “The worst thing is that this will possibly put me back on the Cult’s hit list. I doubt I ever left it, but it’s obvious that they haven’t been prioritizing me and my death since they found out I was crippled.”

Ezekiel held a hand in front of him in the air and levitated a couple of stones in the air.

“Not that that will be true for too much longer.” Waving his hand, Ezekiel let the rocks fall back to the ground. Releasing his hold on the mana that held them up.

Warren gave a viscous grin at the thought of his son regaining his power. While Evelyn beamed brightly at the fact that her son was well on the road to recovery.

“Well, at least you’re not just jumping into this without thinking about it. No issues with Callrond digging through your head?” This was the thing that Warren was most worried about.

Given his age, and the experiences they had been through in fighting the Kindled Hounds, Ezekiel going into battle was less of a concern for Warren. Evelyn was still worried, but Warren had made her realize that she couldn’t let herself keep worrying about Ezekiel. She had two other children to worry about, who were both still growing into themselves.

However, that didn’t mean that Ezekiel’s parents were okay with having an unknown Spirit digging around in their son’s head.

“To be honest, I’m not worried. While I’m certainly weaker than I would be if my Spirit Paths were in top shape, I don’t think my soul is so weak as to be unable to defend itself against a Spirit of the same Tier.” Ezekiel knew that his soul was borderline Tier five due to age alone. The amount of time his soul had traveled through the void of space to get to this world was longer than the amount of time it had been since the Broods were sealed, after all.

His soul had existed longer than any Spirit currently alive. It was just a shame that time was the slowest method of growing the soul.

While Ezekiel’s parents looked confused for a moment, they thought about it for a second before they realized that Ezekiel’s soul had likely been strengthened by the Void Relics he had come into contact with over the course of his life.

“How about you, Riley? How do you intend to aid our son in these endeavors?” This time it was Evelyn who asked the question. Both she and Warren were confident that Ezekiel would be okay. But having someone so much weaker than him potentially holding him back wasn’t something they wanted.

“... To be honest, I was planning on following each and every one of Ezekiel’s words to the letter.” Riley looked somewhat downtrodden as she spoke. Her head tilted towards the ground. “I know that I’m no match for any Legendaries. But I need to do this. I need to prove that I am growing stronger, and that I’m not a lost cause or a charity case!”

Riley was white knuckled from how tightly she was clenching her hands.

Evelyn and Warren exchanged a look that Ezekiel couldn’t read. But he knew for a fact that his own expression was guilty. He had saved Riley because she was a friend. One who had been greatly wronged. Not because she was a charity case, or otherwise owed him anything.

“You both set out tomorrow, correct?” Ezekiel and Riley nodded in response to Warren’s question. “Well, as long as you head out at some point, I think you can afford to spend some time studying tonight.”

Warren then detached a Void Pouch from his belt, tossing it to Ezekiel.

Taking a look inside, Ezekiel saw that there were a large number of books inside. Most of them he recognized as copies from the Church of ten regarding studies into the different elements. As well as stacks of writing supplies and other tools for studying.

“I’m not sure how much it’ll help. But while you two were eating, prior to our leaving Trimble, Reya checked in on you.” Evelyn explained as Ezekiel looked at them in askance. “We managed to procure these supplies from the Church of Ten in the city. It ate most of our personal funds, but it should be helpful, right?”

Seeing his mother smiling so brightly, Ezekiel couldn’t feel angry at her for what she and his father had done. This was a great help, after all.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel quietly said. “This will give us a much better chance, even if Riley doesn’t break through.”

Standing up from his seat, Ezekiel went over to give both his parents a hug. Turning back to Riley, he could see that she was looking nervous. But as Riley eyed the Void Pouch before quickly looking away, Ezekiel realized that she just really didn’t want to study.

“Come one, Riley, let’s get you studying.” Ezekiel muttered as he walked past Riley, heading to the tent that Warren had said was Ezekiel’s not long ago. He grabbed Riley by the scruff of her coat, dragging her with him.

Ezekiel could hear his parents chuckling behind them. He could just tell that he was likely going to be heckled non-stop come morning.

----------



Ezekiel and Riley ended up staying awake the whole night studying. While it seemed like Riley was getting closer and closer to reaching the necessary Understanding of Flame to reach Tier four, she failed to enter into another state of enlightenment.

There was some confusion, as Riley had managed to get a mostly blue fire created in one hand. Hot enough to nearly burn her, even further away than it had been previously. But it just wasn’t clicking properly.

Shine, who had fallen asleep with Celia while their humans studied, suggested that it might be something that needs to be consolidated in her soul, much like how Ezekiel consolidated his own Understandings while meditating.

Unfortunately, when morning came, Callrond showed up, and that meant that it was time for Ezekiel’s mind to be dug into. Warren and Evelyn stood not too far away. Riley, Ellen, and Wendy stood next to them. Though the guards were well away from the area. Having finally started trying to interact with the Spirits to form bonds.

Are you ready?” Callrond stood perched on a large stump. He was shrunken down to roughly the same height as Ezekiel. “I will be as gentle as I can, but the passive and instinctual defenses of your own mind and soul will likely cause a reaction that could be painful.”

“I’m ready. I’ve done something like this before.” Ezekiel’s thoughts went back to the various times he’d directly interacted with Shine. The time he’d purged the Light from Riley’s soul. Plus, the two Void Remnants he’d spoken to previously.

“Then let’s begin.” Callrond gently nudged his head against Ezekiel’s, and the world quickly faded to black.

----------



A vast void filled with stars and cracked glass filled Ezekiel’s vision. His mindscape, the area of consciousness within his soul, was laid out before him. Small and misshapen pipes led to different areas. But as mana slowly flowed through them, the bulbous amalgamation of the broken pieces of his Spirit Paths slowly evened out. His soul once more became a singular whole.

“Amazing!” Callrond’s voice called out to him. “Your soul is so grand. Even more so than my own! I don’t think it’s actually possible for me to accidentally harm you here.”

Turning around, Ezekiel saw the soul form of Callrond. A golden bird that only came up to the top of his chest. Around the collar bones.

“The sheer vastness of this mindscape... How old are you?” Callrond suddenly asked.

“... I have been alive in this world for almost two decades... But circumstances involving the Ancient Void have aged me well beyond that.” Ezekiel cautiously replied. Somewhat off balance at having another soul interacting with his own. Especially since he couldn’t properly feel Callrond’s presence like he once could feel Shine’s.

“I see. So that is why your soul is so pure. Enough to be so close to one hundred percent. The time that your soul has had to be tainted is so small as to be inconsequential...” Callrond seemed to have become lost in thought. Though Ezekiel could still hear his words just fine.

Ezekiel had to admit, Callrond’s explanation did make sense. If the pool that was used to judge the purity of his soul based it off experiences, then the number of experiences he had were barely a speck of dust in a football field when compared to just how old his soul was.

“I believe we are getting off topic. How do I show you, my memories?” Ezekiel’s question pulled Callrond from his wonder.

“Right! My apologies. Here is what you need to do.” Callrond then began explaining the exact steps that Ezekiel had to take to provide his memories.

Given the amount of time that had passed since he had seen Exalt Harras fight, it wasn’t too hard to recall the memories. They were also quite significant. So, it was barely a few minutes after they had started that Callrond informed Ezekiel that he had done enough.

With one last look around Ezekiel’s mindscape, Callrond disappeared. No flash, no glowing display, no anything. He simply disappeared.

And Ezekiel opened his eyes.

----------



Coming back to the land of the living, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel like he had been in his mindscape for less time than he had thought.

“Thank you for this, Ezekiel. Spina will be here soon to guide you to the territory where you will find the herb that you will need to obtain.” Callrond took flight, hovering in the air for a moment. “Good luck, and good hunting.”

Disappearing once more from Ezekiel’s view, this time in a flash of light, Callrond was off. Likely in the direction of the plateau pillar Ezekiel and Riley had visited the previous day.

Turning to the side, he saw that Riley was the only one still standing in the clearing. Warren and Evelyn had left with Ellen and Wendy when Ezekiel was in his mindscape.

The two didn’t have long to wait before Spina appeared.

“Come. It is time to go. I will tell you as much as I can about the current situation. As well as answer any questions that I can.” The red bird said before heading off into the distance. At a slow enough pace for Ezekiel and Riley to follow at a run.

Chasing after the Legendary Flame Spirit, Ezekiel couldn’t help but hope that things didn’t go too badly once they faced the cult. He wasn’t getting any bad feelings at the moment, but he knew full well that that could change at the drop of a hat.
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                It took nearly an hour to reach the edge of the haven. Ezekiel and Riley ended up crossing the full diameter of the mountain enclosed region. Apparently, due to the nature of the Spirit’s politics, they couldn’t just catch a ride on Spina’s back. Wild Spirits took such things as a state of subservience if a Spirit wasn’t bonded to the human being carried.

Fortunately, once they reached the edge of the haven, they had a straight shot through yet another tunnel. Though, this time the Cavern Spirit in question was more helpful. So, it only took one more hour before they managed to get out of the haven. At which point, now that they weren’t in the haven, Spina was able to lift Ezekiel and Riley in her talons. Bringing them away to the territory of the blacklisted Spirit.

“So, other than being a sign of weakness to ask for help, why can’t a bunch of Spirits team up to take out this ruler? They’ve teamed up with the Cult of Light, right? Wouldn’t that warrant a collective decision to take them out?” Ezekiel asked as Spina carried him and Riley.

Riley was holding onto Spina’s talon tightly, using her entire body to do so. Spina had enlarged herself to the point that each talon could comfortably hold both Ezekiel and Riley in a single talon. Leaving a bunch of space for them to sit comfortably in a talon by themselves.

“It’s partially a matter of pride, partially a matter of how Spirits deal with things. This ruler has never fought another Spirit with the aid of these cultists. As such, because they are an official ruler of a territory, we Spirits will not team up against him.” Spina explained. “If they received direct aid in their battles, then there would be no issues taking them out as a group. But the cultists only act as territory guards. They haven’t moved to push into other territories, nor have any of their Legendary Hunters remained in the territory on a permanent basis. Only temporarily, to check up on whatever it is they are working on.”

“Then, where are the weaker Spirits being taken from? Is this ruler not aiding the cultists in their efforts to capture Wild Spirits?” This part confused Ezekiel, as he was under the impression that the situations were one in the same.

“The poaching is occurring everywhere, so long as it is near the edge of the mountain. Not just in this specific territory. Akland will be able to tell you more about the outcast ruler’s crimes. But for now, the poaching will be a concern only if you succeed in obtaining the herb.” Spina suddenly banked to the side, a large ravine getting larger and larger as the group moved closer.

As they got closer to the ground, Spina dropped Ezekiel and Riley without any fanfare. The two Hunters landed just fine, but Riley still gave the Flame Spirit a glare for the rude drop. Though she looked away in fear when the Legendary glared at her out of the corner of her eye.

Looking around the ravine, Ezekiel couldn’t see anything special about the area. But before he could ask anything, the water began to bubble and churn. A large figure caused the river to crest as it rose from the depths.

A massive carp with reeds and seaweed growing off of it now looked at Ezekiel and Riley from the water. It looked over the two with a discerning eye before turning to Spina.

The two silently conversed back and forth for a little while. The two Hunters were quietly standing to the side. But it was apparent that Spina and the Spirit had come to some sort of conclusion.

“Akland has agreed to take you to the outcast’s territory. You will not need to do anything to the outcast directly, but if you fail to obtain the herb, then he will leave you to rot within the outcast’s territory.” Spina explained aloud for the Hunters to hear. “If you wish to get ahead when it comes to eliminating the Cultists, however, then feel free to do so to your heart's content.”

Akland shifted in the water a bit as Spina finished speaking.

“Ah, yes. Akland will also be willing to directly converse with your bonded Spirits. So as to ensure that you can understand what he tells you as you travel.” Spina held out one of her wings as Akland opened his mouth. “Now, please get inside. Akland will not be able to bring you into the territory above water.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in confusion. While Riley looked terrified and disgusted.

“How will we be able to breathe?” Ezekiel asked.

“As a Life Spirit, Akland will be able to ensure you don’t die while traveling.” Spina explained. “Despite his appearance, Akland is not a Glacial Spirit. Even though he is far more effective in fighting beneath water than fighting above water.”

That made some sense to Ezekiel. Life was a fairly neutral element when it came to different environments and biomes. So, a fish-based Life Spirit was more than possible. Though, Ezekiel now wondered if it was possible for there to be a fish-based Flame Spirit.

“Well, that’s somewhat comforting.” Ezekiel strode forward, taking a cautious step as he entered Akland’s mouth. Looking back at Riley, who was still standing on the shore. “Are you coming?”

Startled at the sudden question, Riley nearly jumped in fright, but managed to keep calm and step into Akland’s mouth alongside Ezekiel.

“Good luck, young Hunters. Do not forget that your pack’s time within our haven will depend on whether or not you succeed in your tasks.” Spina then took to the air, flying away in the direction they had come from.

The two Hunters waved their goodbye, before immediately being covered in darkness as Akland closed his mouth. A sudden movement nearly threw Ezekiel to the ground, but he managed to hold himself and Riley steady.

“Shine, please help us with the information we need.” Ezekiel said. The sword on his waist shook silently as they conversed with the Life Spirit carrying them into enemy territory.

Turning to Riley, Ezekiel could sense that she was physically interacting with Celia. Likely to also converse with Akland.

Seeing that things were well in hand, Ezekiel allowed himself to focus on his mana. Slowly doing his best to smooth out the channels he was reconstructing. This continued for several more hours, as they got further and further away from the Spirit’s haven.

----------



By the time Akland opened his mouth once more, Ezekiel and Riley were fully informed of the situation. In particular, they now understood why this herb was so important.

According to what Akland had told them, the outcast had originally been a simple flower Spirit that had once looked to Akland for aid and protection. Due to the relative weakness of Life Spirits at lower Tiers, many of them would team up and look for protection from more powerful Spirits.

The outcast was once Akland’s favored underling, to the point that Akland had actually raised them up to the Adept Tier when they were still loyal. But that changed when Akland obtained a special herb that appeared one day within his territory.

Such herbs were incredibly rare, even more so than mana crystals. To the point that it sent countless Life Spirits into a frenzy to obtain. To the point that Akland nearly lost his life several times, defending it from other Legendary Life Spirits.

Only to have the outcast steal it from under his nose when he was recovering from a battle.

At this point, the outcast hadn’t become an outcast yet. But they had managed to climb to the top of Tier three, and by using a leaf from the herb, broke through to Tier four. Though the process nearly killed them due to the amount of power they obtained when their soul was not quite strong enough.

The outcast survived, however, and managed to obtain a small territory well beyond Akland’s. All while keeping the fact that the herb that they had stolen hadn’t been entirely used up.

It was only recently, when several Legendaries had come to the outcast’s territory regarding the cultist’s activities that they had found out about the herb. Which had been used to forcefully elevate the outcast further along to the higher Steps of Tier four.

By this point, the outcast had surpassed Akland, who was no longer able to make and impact in a battle against the outcast. Hence, the need for assistance. To ensure that Akland’s right to obtain the herb remained intact. Something that, if used properly, could allow him to reach the peak of Tier four.

“Hopefully this won’t be too difficult.” Ezekiel muttered as he and Riley stepped out of Akland’s mouth. “I’m sorry to say that I’ll mostly be relying on you, Riley.”

Riley turned to him in shock. She didn’t hadn’t thought that she would be too important. Only doing what Ezekiel told her to do. To ensure that she didn’t get in the way of any Legendaries fighting.

Behind them, Akland slowly sunk back into the water. But Ezekiel called out to him before he could get too far away.

“You as well, Akland. I think we’ll need your help too.” Akland stopped his dive to listen to Ezekiel.

Keeping it simple, Ezekiel explained his plan as a basic distract and grab. Akland and Riley would distract the outcast, who would likely be overconfident. But they would still rise to the challenge, nonetheless. Without a Legendary supporting Akland, then it was possible that the outcast would focus entirely on killing Akland directly.

All while Riley’s presence created the impression that Akland had gotten overconfident since he had gotten assistance from a peak Adept Hunter. Thus, removing any suspicion that anyone else was there to take the herb while the outcast was fighting.

Initially, Akland wasn’t too happy about this plan. Not liking the fact that they were relying so much on deception. But Ezekiel reinforced the fact that the outcast wouldn’t fall to honorable tactics. Worse yet, they had allied themself with a faction that was poaching young and weak Spirits.

The outcast didn’t deserve to be fought honorably, because they wouldn’t accept an honorable fight. Instead, it was more likely that they would try to run away, taking the herb with them, rather than fight, if they believed that there was an actual threat present.

Finally, Akland agreed to the plan, and ensured that Riley was safe while they waited for the outcast to arrive. All while Ezekiel headed out in the direction that Akland told him he could sense the herb in. Akland also told him the coordinates of where they could meet up if this spot was unavailable.

The last thing he gave Ezekiel was a special wooden box that he plucked from his own body. It would be able to safely contain the herb for transport. Even allowing it to remain in a Void Pouch for roughly an hour before it needed to be taken out and allowed to breathe fresh air.

“Stay safe and run if you need to. Your life is the most important thing for you right now.” Ezekiel said to Riley just before he left. “Akland has promised to protect you, so make sure you don’t get too far away from him. He’ll get you out of here if things go badly. I’ll make my own way out when I’m done.”

Riley looked reluctant to let him go, but ultimately didn’t say anything when Ezekiel left.

“You ready, Shine?” Ezekiel asked as he dashed through the forest at his fastest pace. All without disturbing the area around him, as Shine applied their Shroud to Ezekiel.

“Ready!” Shine shook with excitement and anticipation.

For the first time in over half a year, they were once again on their own. A situation that they had only just realized was something they had grown used to.

A circumstance that they found themselves feeling right at him in.

----------



It took Ezekiel several minutes to reach the area of the territory that Akland had indicated the herb was most likely stored in. Behind him, in the distance, where Akland, Riley, and Celia remained, Ezekiel heard a loud and mana filled roar roll across the land.

One that was reciprocated by a separate, higher pitched, call that came somewhat from the direction Ezekiel was headed in.

“Jump us to the side a bit.” Ezekiel whispered to Shine. A sudden change of scenery was the only indication that Shine had heard Ezekiel. Not a moment too soon, either, as a humanoid figure made of twisted ivy rushed past where they had previously been. The Legendary Spirit made haste to Akland.

As the outcast ruler Spirit got further and further away, Ezekiel finally felt it was safe to once again head in the direction of the herb. Which, as he got closer, he could now sense as the air itself seemed to be filled with Life.

Passing by several Spirits of lower Tiers, Ezekiel was surprised to see that many, if not all, of them were not Life Spirits. But as he moved, he figured that this was to prevent any Spirits from being tempted to steal it like the outcast had.

Suddenly, Ezekiel stopped. Shine also ceased vibrating in excitement. They could both sense something. A lot of things. Specifically, of the Hunter variety.

Hidden under Shine’s Shroud, Ezekiel could tell that there was roughly a dozen or so Adept and Apprentice Hunters not too far away from where the Herb was apparently located. All of them seemed to be waiting for the outcast Spirit to return.

A smile spread across Ezekiel’s face. The only Hunters that would be here would be Cultists. Which, for him, at this moment, meant guilt free targets.

“Shall we hunt the hunters?” Ezekiel dashed through the forest even faster as he drew Shine from their sheath.

“Let’s do this!” Shine seemed to glow as they channel mana through their blade.

It took barely a minute before Ezekiel and Shine broke through the underbrush. Six Hunters and six Mages stood before them. Each one was unable to see the duo that was now coming for their heads.

Usually, Ezekiel and Shine wouldn’t be so blatant with their intentions. But, given Ezekiel’s Legendary status, even if he couldn’t cast spells, and Shine’s near Legendary status, they felt confident in taking down these much weaker numbers.

Of the twelve, Cultists, each one robed in bright white cloaks with golden highlights and different colored trimmings, only three were Adepts. The rest were Apprentices.

Ezekiel beheaded two of the Adepts in an instant. He took them down with a single swing of Shine. Their Spirits immediately followed. Not having the time to react given the sudden sneak attack.

The Apprentice nearest to them let out a startled scream before Ezekiel could continue. But it still didn’t give the Cultists enough time to defend themselves. Jumping in the direction of the last Adept, who appeared to be the group leader, as he wore enchanted armor that was much more powerful, Ezekiel cut them down diagonally, slicing through their Spirit, which was sitting on their shoulder.

Though he was forced to pause for a moment as Shine got caught in the leader’s armor. The shattered enchantments had failed, but only after they stopped all the momentum Shine had when they were halfway through the Adept’s torso.

From there, Ezekiel almost felt guilty as he cut down the rest of the Apprentices. They tried to defend themselves, but Ezekiel saw them moving as if they were in slow motion. They simply weren’t a threat as Ezekiel cut through them all.

Standing over the dead Cultists, Ezekiel felt a rush of excitement, having now experienced the true power of a Legendary over those of a lower Tier.

It was intoxicating, and Ezekiel had to take several seconds to calm himself down. He could feel his blood pumping in his ears, and something else as well. But it faded away as Ezekiel relaxed. The feeling of superiority left his body as he focused once more.

“... Shine... Remind me, when we get back, that I need to speak to my parents again.’ Ezekiel looked down at his free hand. It was shaking, and he felt somewhat disturbed.

Using the little mana that he had available, Ezekiel focused his Void into his mind. Immediately numbing his emotions. Forcing away the rest of the rush he had felt when cutting down the Cultists.

“... Agreed. That wasn’t right. I know we hate the Cult. But we’ve never felt true pleasure or enjoyment from killing them before.” Shine was also spooked as they thought about what had just happened. It was something they had never experienced either.

“... Do you think it could be a side effect from the Ichor?” Shine tentatively asked. Their voice was slow and quiet. “The Cruor are obsessed with killing humans and Spirits.”

“Maybe, but we killed plenty of Kindled Hounds over the last few months. So, we should’ve felt something at that point.” Ezekiel doubted that the Ichor was really the cause of this. “Perhaps it’s due to the herb? We know that it’s practically addictive to Life Spirits. It’s supposed to have weird effects on other elemental Spirits, I doubt that Many Void Mages with open Chakras have ever been so close to such a thing before.”

Ezekiel felt that his suspicions were correct as he and Shine moved closer to the herb. He could feel a sense of excitement growing within him. His blood was pumping faster and faster. He wanted to move, and fight.

But the worst thing he felt was a tightening in his pants.

“Yeah... this feeling is definitely coming from the Life herb.” Ezekiel’s face was red as he checked himself over. He was happy that there was no one else here but Shine. He was certain he’d die of embarrassment if anyone saw him right now.

“Shit!” Ezekiel just remembered that he would be getting very close to Riley once he got back. They were on this mission together, after all.

Forcing himself to calm down, Ezekiel channeled him mana into his mind once more. The emotional numbing wouldn’t last long, but it would allow him to focus.

“When we get back to Riley, I need you to make sure I don’t try to do anything to her. Understand?” Ezekiel instructed Shine to hold him back once they returned. He figured he could control himself well enough but wanted a contingency.

There was no guarantee that his mana would hold out for long enough once they got back.

As they reached the herb, the pair could see that it was sitting in the middle of a hill that was completely surrounded by poisonous plants. But rather than cut through, Shine just ‘Jumped’ past them.

The herb was roughly a foot tall, with over a dozen leaves that spiraled up towards a green, crystalline, fruit that was shaped like a dew drop. It hung down a couple of inches, making the herb look shorter than it was.

It seemed to glitter in the light. The fruit being slightly translucent.

Carefully, Ezekiel dug out the roots from the ground. Slowly extracting it from the dirt. Then, Ezekiel placed it into the wooden box that Akland had prepared for them beforehand.

Immediately, Ezekiel felt the pressure and hot-bloodedness leave him. Allowing him to let up on the mind-numbing effects of his mana. Though he was still shifting his legs uncomfortably.

Their job now complete, Ezekiel turned to leave. ‘Jumping’ past the poisonous plants once more, Ezekiel began running towards the alternate coordinates that Akland had given him.

But as a shrill scream reverberated through the air, Ezekiel changed his course. Instead heading right back to where he had left Akland and Riley.

Something had gone wrong.

----------



As the humanoid figure composed of countless twisting roots and ivy dashed towards them, Riley couldn’t help but feel that she was in over her head.

Yes, she was fighting alongside a proper Legendary Spirit, but the pressure and mana she could sense from the, relatively, smaller Spirit was much greater than what she felt from Akland. Given this intensity, she couldn’t help but feel like this was going to be a fruitless endeavor.

The scream that the ivy Spirit let out was enough to nearly knock her on her ass. She barely stayed on her feet, and even that was an almost impossible feat. Her legs shook as she nearly dropped her weapon. A collapsible spear that had faintly glowing lines running up and down its length.

The ivy figure looked directly at her but stopped for a moment before focusing on Akland. The two Spirits shifted posture in several ways. Most of them Riley interpreted as being threatening. Whatever the outcast was saying was clearly riling Akland up.

Finally, whatever they were discussing became too much, and Akland became the first to initiate combat. Releasing a deluge of grass and vines from the edge of the water. Using their mana to float as they attempted to tear the outcast Spirit apart.

But an even larger wave of vines and thorns pushed him back. Riley barely had the focus to jump back and out of the way. Letting loose a stream of fire that distracted the outcast Spirit ever so slightly.

A gurgling growl from Akland made Celia flinch and dig her claws into Riley’s shoulder. The little Flame Spirit conveyed Akland’s words. Riley paled as the information changed things for all of them.

It seemed that, with the help of the Cultists, the outcast had had another breakthrough. Years earlier than they should’ve. Firmly entrenching them at the seventh Step of Tier four. Making them three full Steps higher than Akland in power.

“This was not a good idea.” Riley muttered as she let out another stream of flames. This time, much hotter as it glowed nearly white with heat.

This time, the outcast Spirit actually flinched back. Noticeably singed and hurt by the flames that Riley was using. Grinning nervously, Riley couldn’t help but feel a slight bit of accomplishment in her achievement.

The fact that she could harm a Legendary Spirit at all meant that she was making significant progress with her magic. To the point where Akland also noticed. Which led him to let Riley take the lead when it came to offense. All while he did his best to take on defense. Protecting Riley with his body and magic.

For a short time, it seemed like things were going well for Riley and Akland. Celia was also helping a lot, as she kept some of the vines and thorns that Akland had missed away from Riley.

But it was apparent that the two Adepts were running out of mana.

“Akland, we need to go. I can’t keep this up much longer.” Riley was sweating from exertion as she forced out every drop of mana she could.

Akland, finally noticing that Riley was running on fumes, realized that they needed to get out of there. He was also starting to feel the pressure, but it was apparent that the outcast was only slightly winded. They needed to leave. But it seemed like the ivy Spirit wasn’t about to let them.

Exuding a massive amount of mana, the outcast Spirit created a net of vines and ivy that stretched across the expanse of water that Akland tried to retreat towards. Causing him to be badly cut up as the thorns on the vines dug into his underbelly.

Riley ended up being launched away as Akland crashed into her. Her own body rolled away as Akland tried to keep up his defense. But the outcast ivy Spirit wouldn’t have it. Using nearly a full Step worth of Legendary mana, Akland found himself wrapped up and bound as the outcast Spirit began walking towards Riley instead.

The strange noises that the ivy Spirit was making made Akland struggle harder against his bindings. But a vine whipped around and lifted Riley into the air. Hanging upside down, Riley and Celia were both now at the outcast Spirit’s mercy.

Somewhat dazed and confused from the blow that had knocked her away, Riley could only see the Spirit that was now holding her in front of its face. Unable to do much, Riley knew she would only have one more shot to do anything.

So, taking a deep breath, she channeled all of her remaining mana into the smallest and most focused point that she could. Releasing the mana that she had built up in a single massive burst. She screamed as loud as she could.

The desperation mixed with the focused and compressed mana, on top of being superheated from her minor Understanding, had an interesting effect on the fire she breathed at the ivy Spirit.

No visible flame was emitted from her mouth, as the fire flashed so brightly, and with such excessive force, that there was only a bright white light that would’ve blinded anything that happened to be looking at it at that moment.

As the flame passed through the ivy Spirit’s body, burning a significant chunk of it, due to not properly defending itself, it let loose an ear shattering screech of pain. All while Riley went flying as the ivy Spirit threw her and Celia away.

Flying through the air, she was barely able to make note of Celia growing to a larger size, just to catch her before she hit the ground.

Things went fuzzy for her after that. She distinctly heard a yell of rage as something returned to the area where Akland was at. All she could hope for at the moment was that Ezekiel was alright.

But as she closed her eyes, falling unconscious, Riley’s last thoughts went back to the flames she had just used. Different uses flashing through her mind at incredible speeds as her Understanding grew from the practical use she just went through.
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Ezekiel returned to the clearing to see Akland struggling in a net of thorny vines. Bleeding from where the hardened points pierced his flesh. But there was no sign of Riley anywhere nearby. Only the reforming and reeling form of a humanoid figure composed of countless vines of ivy.

From what he could see, the outcast Spirit had suffered a direct and powerful blow. Most likely from Riley and Celia, if the charred branches surrounding the outcast were any indication.

However, the lack of said Flame Hunter made Ezekiel’s heart drop into his stomach. At the same time, his grip on Shine grew tighter as his rage started to manifest. It was only the sharp sting of his disconnected Spirit Paths trying to channel mana that held him back.

Ezekiel could also barely sense that the outcast Spirit was incredibly low on mana at this point. Not as low as Akland, but lower than Akland’s full power.

“Get ready to Push!” Ezekiel dashed towards the outcast Spirit. Narrowly avoiding a series of sharpened spikes sent his way.

Holding Shine in two hands, Ezekiel swung as hard as he could, using the flat side of Shine’s blade. At the same time, Shine released all of their remaining mana in one go. The force wasn’t used to pierce or slice. Instead, it did exactly as Ezekiel instructed.

It pushed the outcast Spirit. Launching it into the air and sending it flying at an incredible speed. So fast, that Ezekiel was almost pushed back from the loud crack of displaced air.

Ezekiel then ran over to Akland.

“Soften them up with your mana!” Ezekiel called out as he swung Shine at the roots and vines holding Akland in place. The Spirit did as he was told, allowing Shine to cut through the net more easily. “Take this and meet us up stream. I’m holding you to our agreement to get me and Riley out of here. Sit at the bottom near the bottom of the river around that other meeting point you told me to go to. We’ll meet you there.”

Tossing his Void Pouch at Akland, the carp Life Spirit opened his mouth, gulping it down in one go. He then dove into the water, barely sparing Ezekiel a second glance. Ezekiel then turned, running in the direction he could sense a faint rise in temperature occurring.

“Are you... sure he’ll... meet you... there?” Shine couldn’t help but ask. Ezekiel ran as fast as he could through the trees towards what he assumed was Riley’s direction. Fortunately, opposite of where he sent the outcast flying.

“I don't know. But we don’t have much of a choice. He wouldn’t have stuck around for long if the outcast came back. Nor could we allow the outcast to keep its hands on the herb. Not if it’s allied with the Cult.” Ezekiel quickly saw Celia standing protectively over and beside Riley, who was unconscious and lying on Celia’s side. “For now, conserve your mana. You can barely speak anymore.”

Shine remained quiet as Ezekiel put them in their sheath. Ezekiel couldn't help but feel a sense of guilt well up in his heart. He knew that it was mostly his fault that Shine had to spend mana to speak. But he couldn’t help the fact that he was still injured. For now, Shine had almost no mana left to use.

A loud shriek rang out from behind Ezekiel as he stopped in front of Celia. The outcast had apparently recovered and was closing in on them.

“Shrink down now!” Ezekiel commanded. His voice loud and rumbling as he focused on the last embers of mana, he had left to reinforce his body even further than it already, naturally, was.

Celia reacted in shock at the presence of a Legendary being commanding her with their full presence. Immediately shrinking down to the same size, she usually stayed at when riding on Riley. Ezekiel quickly caught Riley before she could hit the ground and land on her Spirit. While also picking up Celia and placing her in his inner coat pocket. Then, he lifted Riley into a princess carry and ran.

Roots stabbed upwards from the ground, piercing through the space where Ezekiel had just been standing. The grass on the ground seemed to ripple as the outcast Legendary Life Spirit used its mana to try and take control of the area to trip Ezekiel up. Fortunately, Ezekiel was somewhat faster than the Life Spirit. Though that was only for the moment.

Less than three seconds after he started running, his mana ran out, and he had to rely on the purely physical force of Legendary Void Mage body. Far faster and stronger than the body of any other Legendary Mage, but only barely enough to stay ahead of the outcast Spirit.

The crashing of trees as they toppled to the ground behind him, as well as a cacophony of snarling screeches and howls chased after Ezekiel and his passengers. He didn’t dare to look back, but he could tell that the outcast Spirit had summoned its underlings and followers to aid in its chase.

Suddenly, a jet of flame came at him from the side, as well as several bullets of water that made him grunt in pain as they bruised and burned his sides. The significantly weaker Spirits were unable to truly harm him. At least for now. Ezekiel knew that stronger Spirits were just waiting in the wings to take their shot.

Fortunately, Ezekiel could see the meeting point that he had told Akland to wait at. The description was almost identical to what the Legendary Spirit had previously described. It was only a couple hundred meters away. Ezekiel could cover that distance in seconds. But he was starting to slow down. His stamina was running low as he was now having to deflect or dodge attacks from other Spirits.

Ezekiel was bleeding from several places now, and a hit to his head had made him stumble. But he managed to get to the edge of the water. At which point he took a massive leap, sending him flying dozens of meters from the shore.

The shriek of the outcast Spirit rang out from behind him. Utterly enraged, it tried to extend its vines out to reach them, but Ezekiel and his party had already hit the water.

Diving deep, Ezekiel had a hand over Riley’s face, to keep her from breathing in any water. He knew that what he was doing was stupid and dangerous, but they needed to get away. The water was quick to grow dark due to how far down they were going.

Swimming deeper and deeper, Ezekiel could sense several Spirits coming from behind. Glacier Spirits that were much weaker than him. But this was their element he was surrounded by. Not his.

A sudden current tried to push him upwards, but Ezekiel forced himself past the water being moved by the Glacier Spirits. But as ice began to form around him and Riley, he knew that he wouldn’t last much longer if Akland wasn’t there.

But as the ice that was growing over his body cracked from his constant movements, he found the water no longer growing closer. But his vision was growing even dimmer in the darkness of the depths. Consciousness was leaving him, and if Akland didn’t arrive soon, there was no doubt that he and Riley would drown. As would Celia, while Shine forever rested at the bottom of this incredibly deep ravine.

Suddenly, a massive figure moved toward them at incredible speeds. Motes of blue light drifting away in its wake. A large maw opened in front of Ezekiel, and he and his friends were swallowed whole.

----------



Sitting on the banks of the river, several hundred kilometers away from the territory of the outcast, Ezekiel found himself dragging his soaked self to an area more hospitable for him and his passengers. Behind him, Akland was silently sitting in the water. A strange grin on his face as he examined the herb that Ezekiel had managed to obtain.

Not a few hours ago, Ezekiel was sputtering and coughing as he felt Life mana infused into his body as Akland swallowed him and Riley whole. Celia and Shine did not have to suffer as badly, as they were safely tucked away.

Plopping himself down on a rock near the sand covered shore, Ezekiel gave Riley yet another examination. He had done this several times when they were inside Akland’s mouth, but seeing as she was still unconscious, he found himself worrying.

Celia crawled out of his pocket, growing ever so slightly larger. Her form was now closer to the size of Riley’s head, than the size of her palm.

Removing his fingers from Riley’s face and neck, Ezekiel addressed the Flame Spirit that was cautiously sitting next to them.

“She should be alright. Her breathing isn’t particularly strained, and she didn’t take in any water. Akland’s mana helped as well. I expect she’ll wake up later tonight.” Ezekiel saw Celia turn to him for a moment before nodding and turning back to Riley.

“Akland!” Ezekiel called out. The large Life Spirit turned to address him. “We need a place for shelter. Is this area safe for us to set up a camp?”

Akland made some noises that Shine translated for Ezekiel. The Void Spirit’s mana had recovered a fair bit as they had traveled. So, speaking was no longer an issue.

“He says that, given their observation abilities, it’s likely that one of the Legendary birds saw most of what happened. He’ll wait here, just in case, since we succeeded so well in our task. But Spina or one of the other birds should be here within an hour or so.” Shine explained Akland’s words.

“There’s no chance of the outcast coming after us? Or any other Spirits if it decides to spread the word of what we have?” This was the thing Ezekiel was most worried about. It didn’t really matter that Akland now had the Life herb. If any other Legendaries came after them at this point, then they were almost certainly going to lose it again.

Of course, just then, Akland covered the herb in a bundle of river grass. Utterly concealing it from the world. The ball seemed to glow for a moment, slightly enlarging as the grass grew more vibrant. The energies increased all the grass’s flora aspects.

Akland then tossed the ball of grass in his mouth. Seemingly swallowing it to keep it safe.

“He says that won’t be a problem. The outcast cannot leave their area. Even if they are powerful enough to cross through one or two territories, it’s likely that the sheer number of Spirits that it’ll piss off while traveling will run it ragged. It also won’t tell anyone about the loss of the herb either. Apparently, it’s too prideful, and not many would believe it anyway.” Shine summarized as Akland made more noises and movements. “I believe that means we should be fine to rest.”

Ezekiel nodded. Lifting Riley up just enough to lay her more comfortably on the ground. He also took his coat off to tuck it into a pillow while she laid against the rock that he had partially propped her up against.

“Stay here. That means you too, Akland!” Ezekiel looked at the Life Spirit that was currently chilling in the water. A slight glow seemed to be emanating from his eyes. Life mana filling him up his reserves and returning him to top form. Akland just waved a fin, apparently blissed out from the sensation of the mana from the herb flowing into him.

Turning from the river, Ezekiel and Shine headed further into the wilderness surrounding them. Since they weren’t too close to the haven, which was much more central in the Fjorya, it wasn’t quite as cold. But they weren’t close enough to Tarquessa for it to be particularly warm either.

Fortunately, it seemed like there hadn’t been much rainfall in the area, and the dried ground and branches that were easily found were collected and bundled up. Several large and collapsed logs were also picked up or dragged over to the area near the river.

Ezekiel started looking around, and it seemed nothing had changed in the minutes that he had been away. Dropping the stuff off not too far from the river, Ezekiel went to pick up Riley.

“Oy! Come on! I’ll make a basin for you or something. But I need you with us until one of the other Spirits gets here.” Ezekiel yelled at Akland, who grumbled but shrank to a much smaller size and flew over to Ezekiel.

Ezekiel and Shine then made quick work of the small area they were in. Clearing out most of it, and making a small shelter that they left Riley and Celia in. The little Flame Spirit helped out by drying the wood some more and lighting the fire.

True to his word, Ezekiel and Shine carved out a large basin from a half-buried boulder that was almost a dozen feet across. Sticking out from the ground right next to the makeshift camp. Shine then helped Ezekiel move a bunch of water from the river by using their barrier spell to make a large bucket.

While originally indignant, Akland was still too happy and relaxed from obtaining the herb to bother with complaining. Ezekiel let out a snort of laughter when he saw Akland slowly sink to the bottom of the basin. Closing his eyes in contentment, Akland seemingly fell asleep under Ezekiel’s watch.

Seeing that everything was relatively well set and secure, Ezekiel finally allowed himself to relax. Just a bit. Taking a seat next to Riley’s sleeping figure and allowing himself to be warmed by the fire.

But Ezekiel still remained somewhat vigilant. Currently, he was the only one awake and not distracted. If anything attacked, it would be up to him to make sure no one was taken out right away.

----------



The sun was just beginning to set as Ezekiel continued to wearily stay awake. He was tired, and while his wounds had been healed by Akland while they traveled, the fact that he had to watch over Riley had begun to wear on his mind.

By now, Riley and Celia had returned to full strength, but it seemed like something was happening with Riley. She still had yet to wake up, but Ezekiel wasn’t too worried. Physically, she was fine, and there was no swelling or complications with her skull and brain. So, Ezekiel figured, and hoped, that this was something more spiritual in nature.

He had already asked Celia to tell him what she sensed from her bond. But she wasn’t able to figure anything out. All she could sense was that Riley’s soul seemed much stronger than before. But it hadn’t grown any larger. Like her soul had weight that wasn’t there before.

Ezekiel had never heard of such a description before, but he felt something inside him telling him that he had gone through something similar.

A part of Ezekiel worried that such a sudden growth, and possible Understanding, would put undue stress on Riley. Creating complications in the future. They would have to wait until they returned to Tollren, however, since they would need a Life Mage, and possibly a Death Mage, to examine her to understand more.

If things worked out well, then Riley might manage to reach the Legendary Tier before the end of this mission. Although, that could be problematic if she couldn’t adjust to such an increase in power.

Ezekiel’s musings were cut short as the flapping of massive wings reverberated through the air.

Looking up, Ezekiel saw Spina slowly lowering herself toward the ground. The Legendary Flame Spirit’s eyes crinkled as she made a facsimile of a smile on her beaked face.

“I see that things went well for you.” Spina said as she side eyed the basin where Akland lay at the bottom. “I don’t think I’ve seen Akland so relaxed since well before he met the outcast. That was many, many years ago.”

Ezekiel just nodded his head. Not bothering with small talk for the moment. He needed to focus on other things right now.

“Indeed. Our mission was a success, but we’re going to be stuck here for a little while.” Ezekiel gestured at Riley’s sleeping form. Celia was nestled on her chest, keeping an eye open now that Spina’s presence had woken her up.

The Legendary Flame Spirit approached, bending over and gently laying her beak on Riley’s head. As if trying to sense or feel something that Ezekiel wasn’t able to. Something she had likely found, as she drew back with a wide-eyed, shocked, expression.

“Amazing... She has already reached the door... It appears your insight into the other elements beyond your own has truly reached a grand level. Else it would be impossible for this young Hunter to have begun knocking on the door to Legendary at such and age.” Spina let out a sigh of wonder as she became lost in thought. “Your words to her regarding the color of fire have already greatly empowered many of the Legendary Flame Spirits with ties to the havens. I wonder... might you have some words regarding the others?”

Ezekiel shifted uncomfortably. He knew that showing off his past life’s science knowledge would have consequences, but he hadn’t thought that it would be an issue so soon. He had a few ideas regarding the natural phenomena behind a lot of the other elements. But he didn’t think that his basic understanding was enough to do much.

The only reason the color of fire, and the fire triangle were so effective was because it explained some phenomena that were only understood instinctually by Spirits. For the most part, when it came to the other elements, things that he could explain would likely not be enough, or would be impossible to prove, since he didn’t have the right equipment to do so.

“... I can try, but I can’t promise anything. I also don’t know why this hasn’t been something that Flame Mages and Spirits have Understood before.” Ezekiel wasn’t about to promise anything, but that didn’t mean that he could flat out reject the possibility. “But I don’t know too much about how the instinctive Understanding that Spirits get works. So, I don’t know how much it will help.”

“That is fine. At this point, any additional Understanding would be of great help.” Spina seemed very eager to find out more from Ezekiel. To the point where he was now suspicious of her interest.

“Why the sudden interest? I know that gaining power is never a bad thing. Unless it comes with consequences due to the method it was obtained. But you seem like this is more important than I think it is.” Ezekiel suddenly had a thought. “Is it due to the Cult?”

Spina just looked sad. Her eyes closed slightly as she looked at the starry sky. The sun had now set beyond one of the mountains in the distance.

“There was once a time when the Spirits and humanity lived in peace. A time well before my own. But it was a time that has only ever sounded like a wonderful dream.” Spina muttered. “It is a time I wish to see. But only if the various blights upon this world are destroyed!”

Spina’s voice turned into a gravelly growl as she spoke of the blights. The Cults, the Cruor, the Broods, and the countless Mages that only sought out Spirits to strengthen themselves more quickly.

Ezekiel just remained silent, however, since he knew that he couldn’t exactly disagree. He had always hated the fact that not everyone honored the bond between Mages and Spirits. It was something that he just couldn’t relate to. But perhaps it was harder for him since Shine was technically created from a shard of his own soul.

“Regardless, we can remain here for the night. But we will need to move out in the morning. You and your mate have a job to do.” Spina said as she shrank and flew into a tree to perch for the night. “I will keep watch. Get some sleep.”

“She’s not my mate...” Ezekiel said with a red face.

Everyone in the campsite ignored him. Even Shine, who simply said goodnight while Ezekiel crawled into a bedroll. The exhaustion he’d felt for the whole day finally got to him. He fell asleep the moment he closed his eyes.

----------



As the sun rose Ezekiel found himself surprised at the fact that he was apparently the last one to wake up. The voices of Riley and Spina as they talked about fire over the campfire drifted into his ears. Lowering his hand to the side, Ezekiel found that Shine had also removed themself from their sheath. Moving over to participate in Spina and Riley’s conversation.

“Good to see you awake.” Spina said as Ezekiel crawled out of his bedroll. “I was having a lovely discussion with your mate. It seems like she truly has passed the boundary.”

Ezekiel turned his head sharply in Riley’s direction. She was red in the face and looking at the fire in front of her intently. Not daring to glance in Ezekiel’s direction and risk catching his eyes with hers.

“... I’m glad to hear that. We’ll have to take a shot at getting you to Tier four soon. Hopefully Celia will be able to help you find your fourth Chakra without any issues.” Ezekiel said as he ignored Spina’s label for him and Riley.

He didn’t think they could be considered mates.

Not yet at least.

“Indeed. I hope to see you amongst our ranks when you return. For now, I have other duties that I must get back to. I do have one last gift for you regarding your mission, however.” Spina reached her head back and began digging through a bag that she hadn’t had the night before. “A map, with several locations on it that should help you greatly. Akland already told me about the dozen or so that you killed yesterday. He caught their scents on you before you freed him from the outcast’s net. That means you’re already almost halfway done. But don’t forget that that was only the minimum. Regardless, we request that you at least attempt to clear out the labeled areas on the map.”

Ezekiel took the map from Spina. Still looking at the bag on her back. It looked familiar. He thought that it was one of the bags that was a part of the caravan while he was traveling with the guards and his family.

“... Where was your bag last night?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but finally ask.

“I tossed it in a tree before I landed. I don’t like wearing it.” Spina shrugged her wings before turning away. “Remember, one month. So long as you keep killing cultists, your pack will not be driven from our haven before it moves.”

Ezekiel didn’t even want to think about the implications Spina was making with that statement. Less so about the guards, and more so about the fact that a massive haven that took an Adept a couple of hours to cross when moving at full speed was capable of moving.

“Understood.” Ezekiel said. Spina nodded in approval before flapping her wings and taking flight.

The wind kicked up briefly, as Spina apparently wasn’t in a rush, and was taking her time. Ezekiel and Riley ended up having to cover their eyes to block the dust. By the time they could open them again, Spina was nowhere to be seen.

Riley and Ezekiel shared a look, with Riley turning red and looking away again. Ezekiel just sighed but couldn’t help but smile at Riley’s reaction. He thought it was somewhat cute.

“Alright. It’s time we get started on the final part of our required requests.” Ezekiel clapped his hands together before pulling open the map. Checking what landmarks he could see, and cross referencing the direction and flow of the river near them, Ezekiel was able to roughly figure out where they were.

Low and behold, there was a small outpost not too far from them. One where the Cult had set up stations for transporting Spirits they had captured.

“Shall we be off?” Ezekiel asked as he held out a hand for Riley. She smiled as she reached out to grab it.

“Yeah! Let’s go!”

Picking Riley up again, Ezekiel dashed through the forest around them at his usual incredible speed. The trees whipped past them as they made their way into conflict once more.

Behind them, out of sight behind several trees and uneven terrain, the river gurgled and bubbled up as Akland’s figure rose from the depths. His eyes looked towards the direction Ezekiel and Riley were headed.

He quickly dove back underwater, rushing to move along the stream, in the exact same direction.
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                Warren had greatly disliked the fact that his son was going to once again be forced to fight against a force as great as the Cult of Light. Any faction with over a dozen Legendaries was a force to be reckoned with. Let alone one that had at least that many in each and every region of the world.

But as he strode through the green and white forest covered in snow, he was forced to keep his focus on the here and the now. After today, he would be given the chance to either go after Ezekiel himself or allow Evelyn to go instead. Unfortunately, one of them would have to remain to watch over the guards as they attempted to find a Spirit willing to bond with them.

It was apparent that he hadn’t schooled his thoughts and emotions well enough, however, because he found his feathered passenger quickly striking up a conversation with him.

“You seem troubled, Warren Luminance. Is it about your son?” Feynari asked from where she was perched on Warren’s shoulder. Her brother, Callrond, had dropped her off with Warren and Evelyn just prior to his memory sharing with Ezekiel. Though Feynari had stayed out of sight until they had started.

She had since teamed up with Warren and Theo, who were now guiding Ellen and Wendy to the meeting point where Callrond wished them to head to. The Legendary Radiant Spirit would meet them once he had delivered the memories to Invera.

Evelyn had lost the coin toss that determined who would go to watch over the caravan for the day. So, she had left with a huff and a pout, since it would mean that she wouldn’t get to see her daughters potentially form their bonds.

At the moment, the twins were riding on Theo’s back. He had grown to be the size of a horse. So, it wasn’t like he was having any difficulties. In fact, the twins seemed to be enjoying the ride quite a bit. Focusing more on the amazement of being in such a lush and beautiful landscape. Theo was much more alert, however, and was keeping an eye out for any possible dangers.

“I am somewhat worried about him. I don’t think that any caring father wouldn’t be. But I know his mother is much more worried than I am.” Warren explained. “It’s a matter of the different ways we were raised, I guess. The Shroud family was always more of a family than the Kindled. I don’t think my parents ever said a word of praise to me in my entire life.”

Warren’s hand clenched as memories of his childhood resurfaced. The zealous devotion that all members of the Kindled family had to the superiority of Radiant magic was terrifying. More so when he thought about how it was simply a rallying point. An ideal for others to gather around. All for the sake of increasing the family’s standing and power.

He actually thought that the Cult of Light was somewhat better in a way. At least the Cult only truly discriminated against a single element. All others were welcome. So long as they didn’t oppose the so-called Light and their Radiant Lord.

The recent actions of the Cult threw all such thoughts out the window, of course. Not even the Kindled family dared to poach Spirits and force bonds to be formed.

“That is surprising to hear. Given the love and care you and your children have for each other. But if the man who did this to me was of the same blood as you, I can certainly believe it.” Feynari waved the partially regrown stump of her missing wing. “I do not think you need to worry about your son, however. Even as injured as he is, his insights into the wider world, and the magic that flows throughout, is far greater than his relatively low Tier would suggest.”

“Legendary is low-Tier?” Warren raised an eyebrow and turned to Feynari. “I didn’t realize the standards of Spirits were so much higher than Mages. How would you rank me on that scale?”

Feynari chuckled a bit before replying.

“I meant relative to his soul. Your son is the youngest person alive to have a soul that is touching upon the boundary of Myths.” Feynari laughed once more at Warren’s jaw dropped expression. He quickly schooled himself before his daughters could see. “I know this is surprising. Especially since his experiences are far too little for such a thing. But if my brother’s words are correct, he must’ve gone the long way.”

“What does that mean?” Warren didn’t understand how his son had gone the long way to Tier five. Wasn’t there only a couple of truly effective ways to increase the size and growth of one’s soul?

“Time, of course. According to my brother’s words, before he left after delving into Ezekiel’s mind, the sheer breadth of your son’s soul is such that only time could have grown it so large. The size was grand, but the weight was not. It is why his soul is so pure, while also being so mature.” Feynari clasped her eyes in thought as she pondered her brother’s words to her. “Your son has truly been blessed to have gained such a boon from the Ancient Void. I can think of no other being that holds such power as to be able to age a soul and prevent it from simply falling apart.”

Warren wasn’t too sure he agreed about Ezekiel being blessed. Not with how many troubles his maturity had brought him. But Warren wasn’t going to dispute it. Given the efforts of the Cult of Light, it was fully possible that Ezekiel would’ve died by now if not for his maturity and intelligence.

“Regardless, I think that’s enough about your son. We are here for your daughters, are we not?” Feynari abruptly turned the conversation as she saw that they had reached the area Callrond had indicated. “Stop here. Do not enter the meadow.”

They were at the foot of a massive tree. One that stood hundreds of meters tall. One that was grown over the mouth of a cave that led downwards. Surrounding it was a meadow that spread out for hundreds of meters. The tree itself seemed to have golden leaves, starkly contrasting the verdant and snow-covered trees that currently surrounded Warren and the twins.

There was a decent amount of green that could be seen at the base, beneath the grand branches of the tree itself. But outside that relatively small area, there was only snow as far as the eye could see.

There was also a great deal of snow, standing several feet high, compared to the area they had been walking in until this point. It seemed like little to nothing passed through this area. At least, not on foot. The large pair of Radiant gold wings that swooped towards them explained how travel through this area was done.

“Greetings, Warren, Ellen, and Wendy Luminance. You as well, Theo.” Callrond said as he landed in one of the trees next to the snow-covered meadow. “It seems that my timing was just right. Thank you for coming here.”

Warren nodded his head in response but didn’t otherwise speak. He figured Callrond would explain anyway.

However, as the Radiant bird looked at Wendy and Ellen, Warren did grow a bit defensive.

“Greetings, little ones. I don’t suppose your father has told you why you’re here?” Callrond received two shaking heads in response. “Simply put, I wished to grant you both access to the protected home of the Radiant and Obscure Spirits currently residing within this haven. Some of which are of my own line of descent.”

Ellen and Wendy gasped in shock, but Warren already knew about this beforehand. Though he was still curious about a few things. But the process of Spirit conception was unknown to him, so he’d leave it be for now. He didn’t think it was a topic that really mattered in this situation anyways.

“Now, come along. It’s time we get you both introduced.” Callrond jumped onto the ground, his body growing to an even larger size. A log of wood lying on the ground was now clasped in his talons. “Please take a seat. We do not like the snow around our home to be disturbed. It acts as one of the defensive measures in this area.”

Callrond broke off a piece of the wood in his talons and tossed it at the snow in the meadow. It immediately froze, shattering into icy dust rather than simply hardening up.

The three humans all swallowed nervously at the sight. Warren hadn’t sensed anything that indicated such defensive measures being present. Something that truly terrified him.

Ezekiel had told him about the strange way that Wild Spirits seemed to be able to enchant things. But this was significantly greater than merely making a badge with several features while not using any runes for enchanting. Not enough to kill him right away, but enough to greatly hinder and weaken him.

Sitting on the log, the three humans held on for dear life as Callrond took to the sky. But besides the lift off, the ride was actually quite smooth, and they landed close to the massive tree.

A gaping maw leading down into a pitch-black cave, and a white and golden sky of leaves above them brought each of them to a breathless silence.

For Ellen and Wendy, they had never seen something so beautiful, and daunting, before in their entire lives. Yet, both of them seemed to feel something in their chests. A warmth that pulled them in different directions.

For Wendy, she felt a pull drawing her downwards, into the darkened depths.

For Ellen, she began walking up a slope of natural steps leading up to brightened heights.

Warren was torn between who to follow, but it was Theo that held him back. The silent conversation between the two settled on a simple fact.

This was the twin’s journey, not Warren’s. For the first time in their lives, it was time for his daughters to leave the nest, and search for the paths that they would walk on their own.

Quietly, Callrond and Feynari each followed after a different twin. Hidden from the world in their own ways. Knowing that they needed to keep Ezekiel’s sisters safe. Just in case. Something that Warren noticed and was thankful for.

----------



Back at the central camp, Evelyn was having her own difficulties wrangling the unruly guards that were now rested and refreshed. No longer worried about being struck down by foreign Legendaries and their Hounds.

Instead, they were fully enraptured by the beauty and wonder of the haven around them. Specifically, the Spirits within said haven. Many of which were of a shape and form that none of them had seen before.

However, the hardest thing for Evelyn was the fact that she was nowhere near her children. Either on the mission with Ezekiel, or witnessing Ellen and Wendy form their bonds.

“Lord Morse.” Evelyn called out upon stepping into view of the camp and guards. “Given the situation, and the sheer number of people here, I am afraid that I will not be able to accompany everyone at once. For now, since you are the leading patron for this excursion, I will accompany you and your family guards to an area of your choice.”

Evelyn’s voice had taken on a more regal and official tone. Her words were crisp and clear as they cut through the air. No emotion nor softness was heard in her tone. She was purely business oriented right now. Something that made all the guards who heard her straighten up. Each one recognized the mannerisms and tone of a warrior that was in command.

Turning to the Alkena family guards, Evelyn provided them with instructions as well.

“For now, I am trusting the representatives of the Alkena family to conduct themselves in an orderly manner for the day. If my husband returns with my daughters from his meeting with the Radiant bird we fought alongside, then you will all likely get a chance to explore later this afternoon.” Evelyn felt a pang of frustration well up inside her at the grumbling from the Alkena guards. “Do not forget that we are limited to the boundaries set by our Spirit patrons, and that we are vastly outnumbered should things turn out badly for us. So long as you stay within the markers set by the rulers of this haven, you are free to interact with any Spirits that wander into our camp. But if you try to coerce a bond, I will be the one to kill you, and offer your remains to the ruler of this place as tribute to placate them. Am I understood?”

The shadows around the camp writhed in a discomforting manner as Evelyn released her mana and pressed down on all the Mages in the area. The boundary in question was a line of scarlet and gold brambles that encircled the camp roughly a hundred meters out from the camp.

It had not been there originally. Only when morning came did the party notice what had sprouted. The bright red coloring stood out in stark contrast to the green and white forest. Freshly fallen snow sitting just beyond the branches on one side, while rocks and heated cliffs stood out on the other.

Many of the guards had been disturbed by the fact that the forest seemed to have moved while they were sleeping. But it was otherwise not addressed, as the Legendary Mages in the group had prevented such a thing. Assuring the lower Tiered guards that things were well in hand.

All while forcing themselves to remain calm at the fact that they also hadn’t noticed the changes until the sun had risen that morning.

Looking over the guards, Evelyn felt somewhat confident that she wouldn’t have to go through with her promise. But just in case, she resolved to have Reya remain within the boundary of the camp as well. Better to have at least some form of overwatch if things went wild.

The flapping of massive wings put those thoughts to rest, however, as a large pale blue bird landed just within the boundary of the camp. Evelyn recognized the new Spirit as Morty. One of the Legendary birds that had helped them yesterday.

“Greetings.” Morty’s voice was low and slow as it rumbled from his mouth. He sounded like an old man who had not spoken in decades, with grit and gravel rolling in his throat. “Upon request of Callrond, I am here to guard. You may leave. I will stop fights. Only inside brambles.”

Although slow and short, Morty's words were easily understood by Evelyn. He was here to prevent any fighting between Spirits and Guards, but only so long as they stayed within the boundary that had been set. If any of the guards chose to leave, Morty wouldn’t stop them. But he wouldn’t protect them if any fighting started either.

Given the load it would take off Evelyn’s mind, she was not about to complain. This meant that Reya would be able to accompany and assist her if things went south at any point.

“You have my thanks, guardian Morty. With you here, I am assured that my wards will remain safe. So long as they don’t do anything stupid.” The large Glacial Spirit nodded in reply to Evelyn’s words. But otherwise stayed silent.

Evelyn knew that Morty was still not as proficient at verbally speaking as his companions. At least according to what Ezekiel had briefly explained about the Legendary birds the day before.

“Lord Morse.” Evelyn addressed the excursion’s patron and primary funder. “From what little information I have been provided, there should be a small lake nearby with a river that feeds into it. So long as the river hasn’t shifted, I think that it would be an ideal place for us to begin searching for Spirits for you and some of your guards to meet and interact with.”

Lance and a couple of the Morse guards looked quite interested at what Evelyn was saying. Though the others looked somewhat dejected. They understood that Lance, as their lord, got priority treatment. But it still made them a bit disappointed.

From there, the group of Morse family guards left the boundaries of the camp. Wandering through the forest as quickly, and cautiously, as they could.

----------



Wendy hadn’t even realized that there was absolutely zero light in her surroundings. The cave had turned utterly pitch black as she descended further and further down. Roots and stone stuck out from the walls and ceiling, but the floor was clear of any debris.

It was also silent. Even her footsteps upon the stone floor were muffled. Only the physical sensation of touching the stone allowed her to realize she was even walking forward.

In the back of her mind, she knew she was in a trance. But she felt no sense of danger as she moved. If anything, she felt right at home. As if she was hugging her mother while Reya was enlarged and curled up around her. The darkness was warm and inviting.

Until it wasn’t.

Wendy didn’t know how long she had been walking. Nor how far she had gotten. Lost in the comfortable feeling as she was. Yet the moment she felt the solid ground beneath her disappear, her stomach seemed to leap up her throat, and the warmth she felt turned to sheer and biting cold.

Fear flooded her entire body. But even so, she did not scream. She knew that silence would be the only thing to answer her.

Instead, she reached out with her mana. Blindly grabbing at the shadows that surrounded her and threatened to consume her. Her arms and legs flailed as she reached for anything she could.

A whisper drifted through her ears. She stopped moving. Opening her mouth, she finally called out. Her mana flooded the darkness from within her body. The place within her that was naturally devoid of, and protected from, the light.

Awareness came to her in an instant. Wendy saw that she wasn’t actually falling, but instead was hanging in the air, held aloft by a claw that held her by the back of her coat.

All around were countless Spirits of all sorts of different shapes and sizes. Each one looked at her with interest. Some with humor in their eyes as they shook with restrained laughter. Others looked disappointed as they sneered down their noses at her. While even more looked on in curiosity. Heads tilted to the side as they watched in wide-eyed wonder.

All of them were dangerous. But none were willing to push Wendy away. None dug into her into her being, her past. While not all were welcoming, the darkness did not turn Wendy away, so neither did its Spirits.

“Oof!” Wendy let out a grunt as she was dropped onto the ground. The silence that previously drowned her was now gone as she retained her awareness in full.

Her vision slowly returned to her, as she allowed the shadows within her to spread through her body. Her senses sharpened and granted her knowledge of all that stayed within the darkness within her limited range.

Two eyes, wide and curious, looked down at Wendy from above. Standing right in front of her as she slowly climbed to her feet. An owl, as black as night, but with glittering gold flecks scattered throughout its feathers. Unseen in the pitch-black darkness, but undoubtedly beautiful when seen in the sun. Something Wendy was certain of with every part of her being.

Locking eyes with the little Spirit, Wendy felt a slight probing in the back of her head. Like a knock on a door, awaiting an invitation to come in.

Wendy responded by opening her mind to the Spirit in front of her, and instantly saw the Spirit for all that she was, and vice versa.

“You’re like me...” Wendy’s eyes were filled with wonder as she learned that this Spirit also had a twin. Born from the mixing of Callrond and an Obscure Spirit’s mana. Its twin, a Radiant Spirit, resided at the top of the tree that stood above this cavernous labyrinth of caves and tunnels. Devoid of any light.

Suddenly, there was a click, and Wendy felt her soul touch upon another’s. The bond between her and the Spirit in front of her formed in an instant. Joy and warmth flushed out the fear and cold.

“Kare...” A name escaped Wendy’s lips as she knew who her bond truly was.

A talon silently plucked Wendy up and off the ground, even as she held onto the Spirit she had bonded with. Melting into the darkness around her, Wendy was forced to cover her eyes with her arm as she found herself within the light once more. Her father was standing just a couple meters away.

A flash of light next to her indicated her sister’s arrival. A Spirit of her own held within her hands.

----------



Ellen stared straight ahead as she marched up the winding path that was grown into the massive tree. The sloping road before her curved around the trunk but was otherwise smooth and held no bumps or nooks that might trip her up.

A soft siren’s call was pulling her forward. Ellen’s mana resonated with the light that emanated with the leaves above. Their soft golden glow fell onto her shoulders as she continued to climb higher and higher, until eventually she reached the lowest branches of the tree.

Feeling the warmth of the light physically embracing her. Holding her tight, but gently enough to be comfortable, Ellen allowed herself to be drawn even further upwards. Past the eyes of multiple Spirits, each of whom stared at the strange young girl who was now in their midst.

Some seemed to take offense to her presence. While others were disinterested, and more were watching. Curious, or simply bored from the monotony of their lives within the tree.

But regardless of the reason, all eyes were on Ellen. Her presence was known to all. Any secrets she held were ripped from her being, and her truth laid bare to the world.

The warmth and comfort now disappeared. Replaced by a feeling of nakedness and guilt. Judgment from a thousand eyes and more bore down on her with an uncompromising attitude.

Many found Wendy to be utterly lacking, and as these revelations were made clear to her, Ellen found that she couldn’t disagree with these truths.

This knowledge of her lacking existence pressed down on her. Tears nearly formed in her eyes, and there was now a searing heat from the unfiltered light that surrounded her. It was almost too much to bear. The truth was too much to handle.

A soft trill from nearby steadied her mind.

Ellen, who had nearly curled into a ball from the sensations that bombarded her, stood up proudly as her back straightened, and she gazed towards the light once more.

The guilt and pressure from the light’s judgment didn’t matter. Who and what others saw didn’t matter. What mattered was what she saw, and what she wanted to be. If she didn’t like who she was, it was up to her to change it.

Suddenly, a weight landed on Ellen’s head. She panicked for a brief moment. Flailing her arms around to swat at whatever it was that had landed on her. But nothing made contact as she fell back and on her rear.

“Ack!” She let out a yelp as she landed on the hard wood of the massive branch she was standing on. A muffled laughter rang through the tree as her face turned red.

As she calmed her racing heart, she found a pair of wide round eyes staring at her. Upside down and attached to the body of an owl that was perched atop her head. Its feathers were a sparkling gold that seemed to glow in the light that surrounded them. With only the slightest hint of black flecks that lightly dusted its plumage. Softening the brightness to something more bearable to look at.

Rather than jump in surprise, Ellen felt a soft tapping in the back of her head. A request to come in from the Spirit before her. She granted this request, and suddenly she knew.

“You’re like me...” Ellen unknowingly mirrored her sister’s words as she saw the Spirit for what it truly was. The twin of an Obscure Spirit that lived deep in the darkened depths that laid beneath the Radiant tree they currently sat in.

The Radiant Spirit preened at Ellen’s look of admiration and wonder. Pride and joy filled the Spirit as Ellen was enraptured by its beauty.

Ellen snorted in muffled laughter as she was reminded of a puff ball. The feathers all around the Spirit fluffing out and making her seem bigger than she really was.

A click in the back of Ellen’s mind indicated the bond between them snapping into place. Ellen’s laughter faded away, and the Spirit’s name drifted from her mouth.

“Tina...” Wonder and joy filled Ellen’s soul as it connected with another. The sense of such a deep connection to another being granted her a comfort she had never known before.

A tugging sensation on the back of her coat pulled Ellen from her reverie. The large talon that had grabbed onto her glowed with a blinding light. A flash that seemed to fill Ellen’s body with lightness, mixed with a tugging sensation that pulled her down and to the side.

As her vision dimmed, and she was no longer blinded by the light, Ellen saw her father standing a few meters away.

At the same time, she saw her sister rise from a shadow. Her own Spirit held within her arms.

----------



Evelyn and Reya both kept their eyes peeled and focused on their surroundings. Neither one expected that they would encounter any Spirits while walking. Weaker Spirits were unlikely to approach an unknown Spirit of the higher Tiers in the wilderness. But that wasn’t any excuse to be sloppy in their duties. If any Wild Spirits became upset, they might do something stupid to the humans passing through.

It wasn’t long before they came upon a glittering lake that wasn’t at all frozen over. One that seemed to have steam rising from one side, while the water remained cool but not icy on the other. Evelyn surmised that there was a vent of some sort that connected it to the more heated areas of the haven. But focused more on the guards that began walking about.

For the most part, Evelyn and Reya stayed back. A bond was best formed between Mage and Spirit when said pair came to understand each other alone. Either Evelyn or Reya’s immediate presence would lessen the likelihood that Spirits would approach and bond with a Mage.

There were actually quite a few Spirits that meandered into the area where the guards were exploring. To the point where almost all of the guards had a close encounter. But given that it was mostly Glacier Spirits in the area, only a small handful were suited for bonding.

A couple of the guards did get their hopes up. But as a few flying Spirits of other elements landed or swooped low to get a better look, those hopes were crushed when said Spirits flew away.

It wasn’t until nearly an hour had passed, when Lance had wandered to the very edge of the cooler side of the lake, that Evelyn sensed something moving. Something that made her stand up and focus on the young master of the Morse family.

Lance was unaware of Evelyn’s focus. Instead, he was looking intently at the water right in front of him. He was standing on a rock that stuck out from the shore. In front of him was a sheer drop that went down several feet. The water was clear, and the Spirit below him stared up at him intently.

Extending her senses, Evelyn didn’t feel any sort of malicious intent between Lance and the Spirit he was staring at. This was the only thing that stopped her from racing forward and striking the Spirit as it leapt from the water and knocked Lance backwards onto the ground.

The guards all looked over at the commotion. The guard captain in particular looked shocked and horrified as he moved to defend his master. But shadows wrapped around him. Covering him from head to toe and holding him back. The same thing occurred for several other guards. Their mouths in particular were covered to prevent any shouting or noise.

For Lance, he laid back on the ground in still silence as he gazed into the eyes of the large bull shaped Spirit that loomed over him. Several seconds passed. All while half the guards struggled in their bindings. But Evelyn knew what was happening and wouldn’t let them interfere.

Then, just as suddenly as Lance and the bull shaped Glacial Spirit locked eyes, Lance broke into a large smile, as did the Spirit. Reaching forward with one hand, Lance grabbed one of the bull’s horns, and was yanked into the air as the Spirit reared back its head.

Twisting in the air, Lance landed comfortably on the Spirit's back. Soaking wet but smiling brightly, Lance and his bonded Spirit slowly trotted back over to where Evelyn was watching over everything.

Evelyn noticed that the Spirit was surprisingly much weaker than Lance. But that wasn’t particularly out of the norm when it came to Mages that bonded later in life. The Spirit seemed to be in the middle of Tier two. But it was able to withstand Evelyn’s piercing gaze. She predicted that the Spirit would reach Tier three within a year or so. Depending on how strong their bond became within that time.

“Congratulations, Lord Morse.” Evelyn watched as Lance removed the water from his clothes. “I feel like I shouldn’t be surprised. But given these things are never controllable, I could not have predicted you would be the first to form a bond.”

Lance smiled brightly, and Evelyn was reminded of the time when she first formed her own bond. She was so focused on the fact that her soul was shared with another being that she was lost in her own world for over a day.

Turning back to his Spirit, Lance displayed the same lost, yet excited expression as he silently communicated with his Spirit.

Looking at their young master’s interaction with his Spirit, the Morse guards became much more determined. Something that made Evelyn wince inside. Even as she released them from their shadowy bindings.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” Evelyn called out to the guards as they began to move in a more aggressive manner. “A word of advice. Do not hunt for a Spirit to bond with. The more you want it, the more it will seem like you are forcing it. Allow yourselves to relax, and let the Spirits see you for who you are. Not who you think you need to be. Not just as a person who wishes to bond with a Spirit. You are more than that, but if the Spirits don’t see that, they will never bond with you.”

The guards, who had shifted into a much more aggressive stance flinched and tried to relax at the reminder they were given. But it was hard. Each of them wanted to bond with a Spirit. To the point where it nearly consumed all other thoughts.

Seeing the guards all become more frustrated, Evleyn couldn’t help but sigh. She had doubts that any others would form a bond today. But she figured that she would give it time. They had a month in a region that was massive, and utterly filled to the brim with Spirits.

At this point, it wasn’t a matter of finding Spirits to bond with. It was now entirely a point of impressing and connecting with a Spirit that was willing to leave its home. So, it was really all up to the guards now.

Sitting back against Reya, who had enlarged to a more horse sized stature, Evelyn laid back and relaxed. She figured that another hour or so in this area wouldn’t hurt. Then, they would head past the area filled with steam. The cold was starting to get annoying.

            

    
        CH 176 (Book 4 Ch 16): Something Unexpected

    
    
    
    
                Riley and Ezekiel were silently lurking beneath the trees and bushes of the Fjorya mountains. Though they had descended a great distance from the peak where the haven once was, the area was still quite cold for being on the south side, bordering the Tarquessa dessert.

The sun was just beginning to set after Ezekiel had run for nearly a day to make it to the closest base. A few issues had popped up as he needed to avoid some different Spirit territories.

“Will we be doing anything tonight?” Riley asked Ezekiel as they looked down from the ledge they were on. A couple of kilometers away was a basic stone base.

Several cultists had gone in and out from the base over the past couple of hours. But neither Riley nor Ezekiel had made any moves to get any closer. No patrols had been seen so far. At least not on the ground. Ezekiel had seen a number of small and circling figures flying in the air.

“Not right now. Better to wait until tonight when all our targets are gathered together.” Ezekiel muttered as he slowly moved the branch he was holding back into place. “There was that small cavern we passed a kilometer or two back. We’ll stay there until a few hours after sunset. Then we’ll make our move.”

For the most part, Ezekiel intended to do the same as he had when he was hitting bases in Tarquessa. He knew that, given the timeframe, it was likely that the cult would’ve learned and taken steps to prevent such methods. But given the lack of Void magic enchantments, any methods they would use were almost certainly reliant on Hunters.

Which, since he was considered a cripple and otherwise not on the cult’s priority list, meant that Ezekiel would have a slight advantage. He would have no choice but to run if they encountered a Legendary Hunter. But that was unlikely at this juncture.

“Will I be joining you when you go in?” Riley was quiet for the most part.

She knew that she wasn’t quite ready to fight alongside Ezekiel. She still needed to undergo the qualitative change that accompanied the Legendary Tier. Until she reached Tier four, she was still too weak to take on more than maybe one or two Hunters in a fight.

“Not for the primary assault. But I’ll need you to take down anyone who tries to retreat.” Ezekiel replied. “Once they realize that they’re being attacked by a Legendary being, they’ll immediately try to run away. Shine can help with some of the crowd control, but not all of it. We’ll need you to take down any we miss. Most likely Apprentices, but possibly more than a few.”

Riley narrowed her eyes as she thought about the cultists she was going to be hunting down.

“I understand. Thank you for not leaving me out of this.” Riley smiled and allowed herself to be picked up once more. Ezekiel smiled back before running off towards the aforementioned cave.

“Given the wait, we should have enough time for you to make an attempt to break through before we attack tonight.” Ezekiel let Riley down as he and Shine began clearing out the small cave. “Go ahead and do so. We’ll keep watch until you’re done.”

Nodding in thanks, Riley sat down against the stone wall, Celia now the size of a large dog. As the Spirit laid across her lap, Riley fell into her meditation. Her and Celia’s mana mingled together as they began searching through Riley’s spirit paths to find her fourth Chakra.

Ezekiel watched in silence for a few moments before turning away. From what he could tell, Riley had grown her soul to the point where she was firmly in the fourth Tier. But that didn’t mean that it would be any easier to open her fourth Chakra.

“Keep your senses sharp, Shine. We can’t let anyone get too close.” Ezekiel pulled Shine from their sheath as he fell into a more focused and perceptive mindset.

Beside him, Shine vibrated in affirmation. Ready to alert their partner the moment they sensed any mana that Ezekiel might miss.

The pair remained this way for several hours. Keeping watch of their surroundings and making sure the skies were clear.

----------



The Cult of Light base was a basic stone box with several other smaller stone boxes surrounding. Outside of that there was also a tall stone wall that created a perimeter that wrapped around the base.

Several guards patrolled the walls, but the number of Cultists was quite small. Roughly a dozen Hunters were left to man the base. This number was appropriate due to the fact that it was simply a resupply base. It wasn’t a standing outpost meant for prolonged rest or training.

Thus, it was not difficult for Ezekiel to do his usual infiltration. ‘Jumping’ past the wall whilst shrouded and making his way inside the main building was easier than he remembered it being. But he was quick to realize that there weren't any defensive formations that could prevent a normal hunter from entering from above.

To be safe, he had made sure to put his hood up, concealing his hair in its entirety. He also created a makeshift mask that covered his face; made from a torn piece of fabric from a spare blanket he had. It wasn’t ideal for keeping himself concealed, but it would do for now.

Entering the main building, Ezekiel made his way past several Hunters that didn’t notice his presence. Had a Legendary being been there, things would not have been so simple. But, as it was, Ezekiel found himself dealing with the Cultists inside without any issues.

“... This seems too easy...” Ezekiel said as he stood over the bloody remains of the Cultists he just cut down.

None of them had seen him coming and they were dealt with in seconds. Ezekiel had moved too fast for them to respond, even when Shine was forced to drop their Shroud.

“I guess this is the true difference between Legends and Adepts...” Shine quietly muttered. “We should go. The smell of blood is going to spread.”

Ezekiel nodded as Shine recast their Shroud. Concealed once more, Ezekiel stepped out of the room where the three Adept corpses laid. From there, he managed to clear out three more rooms before the alarm was finally raised.

“INTRUDER! THE HEAD AND SEVERAL ADEPTS ARE DEAD!”

Ezekiel could hear the screams of one of the guards that had reentered the main building. From what he could tell, the half-dozen Hunters he had killed were half the Cultists in the base. The rest were outside on the walls.

Giving it a thought, Ezekiel realized that the Cultists probably wouldn’t all return to the main building. Instead, a few would return while the rest would remain on watch. If they didn’t simply run away.

So, Ezekiel decided that it would be best to take down the ones still on the walls first.

But he realized that Riley was still hoping to be useful. Thinking it over once more, he knew that there were a couple of Apprentices still left. Shrugging his shoulders, he knew he was still an unknown assailant. In the even that Riley didn’t catch them, the Cult wouldn’t know it was him at this point.

Striding down the main hall to the entrance of the building once more, Ezekiel saw a couple more Hunters standing in the doorway to one of the rooms he visited previously. He didn’t simply cut them down, however, and instead he flared his mana.

The guards immediately froze before running towards the door. But Ezekiel dashed forward, far faster than either of them, and sliced off one of their heads.

Seeing this happen, the other guard screamed as loud as he could.

“LEGEND!”

Before Ezekiel cut him down as well.

From there, Ezekiel could just barely sense the guards outside running away. With one of them moving away much faster than the others. So, Ezekiel decided to go after them first, and leave the others to Riley.

Running through the trees, he made quick work of the Hunter that had tried to run. But since all the Cultists had run in different directions, it would be hard to kill the rest on his own.

A massive plume of bluish flames calmed him down. He knew Riley was handling some of it.

Turning in another direction, however, he knew that Riley wouldn't be able to catch up with the one that had run that way. So, he moved towards one of the final guards. Knowing with confidence that Riley would be able to handle herself.

As he reached the final Cultist guard he was after, however, he saw that the man was handling a very familiar device. One that had clearly been altered but was still totally recognizable to him.

It was a Com-Slate. Ezekiel immediately felt his blood run cold. Those were not supposed to be in the Cult’s hands. Yes, the Cult likely had their own communication abilities, they were too well organized on a worldwide scale to not, but the Com-slates were strictly regulated by the Church of Ten.

From what he had heard, there were also fail safes to ensure that only those who had been checked and approved of by the Church would be provided a Com-Slate for use.

The fact that a random Cultist in the middle of nowhere was using one meant that the Church had either lost control, or that the Cult had subverted another Church. Which, if the conflict in Tarquessa had come to a conclusion, meant very bad things for Ezekiel and his family. Who were all far too close to the conflict for his comfort.

Worst of all, this slate was far more advanced than any other Ezekiel had seen before. With a portion that was flat and clear where the Cultist was using a pen made out of crystal or glass to write on. The words faintly glowed with the mana that was flowing through the pen.

“- support. We need assis-” The Cultist was speaking to his Spirit but found himself cut off quite suddenly.

Ezekiel crossed the remaining distance between himself and the Cultist in an instant. Cutting his arm off and causing the Com-Slate to fall to the ground. The mana that was keeping it active immediately faded away, and the words that the Cultist was writing faded away.

The Spirit on the Cultist’s shoulder shrieked in anger for half a second before it too died from a second swing of Ezekiel’s sword. The Cultist attempted to run, but Ezekiel just grabbed him by his other arm. Ezekiel hoped to interrogate the Cultist for additional information but was unable to.

“Evade!” Shine suddenly called out.

Ezekiel immediately leapt back from the Cultist and was shocked to see the man’s orifices flare up with a blinding light. It caused Ezekiel to cover his eyes with his arm until the brightness faded away.

Looking back at the now smoking corpse of the Cultist, Ezekiel felt a chill run up his spine.

This was something new; something dangerous. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to proceed from this point on his own. So, carefully picking up the corpse and slate, Ezekiel turned back to the base. Where he could see a fire spreading through the forest. Unfortunate, but not unexpected at this point. He would loot what remained of the Cultist’s supplies with Riley before returning to the haven.

They had killed enough Cultists to get around eight days of time to stay and try to get the guards to bond with Spirits. With a week left, he knew he needed to spend this time speaking with his parents. Hopefully his father would know what the hell had just happened.

----------



Filling Ezekiel’s Void Pouch to the brim, he and Riley left the area to burn after collapsing the stone buildings that had been previously set up. Given the situation, it would make it slightly more difficult to set things up again when the Cult came back.

“Are you sure we can just leave it to burn like this?” Riley asked after several minutes had passed. Currently, she was being piggybacked by Ezekiel, and this was not the first time she had asked this. “It’s not going to spread too far, right?”

Ezekiel sighed. “No, it won’t spread too far. The Spirits in the area won’t let it. If anything, they’ll be more thankful that the Cultists are gone. At least, they will be if what we were told about the Cult is true.”

Given how dark it was, it was difficult to see the smoke in the distance, but even so, Ezekiel could see that there was less than before. The light from the flames had also dimmed somewhat. Not just from the increased distance either.

“Thank you, by the way, for taking out those two Cultists.” Ezekiel continued to run.

“... Did you let some of them go, just to let me feel useful?” Riley’s voice was much quieter as she voiced some of her suspicions. “You didn’t need to do that...”

“I think I did.” Ezekiel didn’t deny her accusations. “I think you need to know that you can help. Besides, if I had simply killed the Cultists then there was a chance that the information I acquired wouldn’t have been found.”

Riley had fallen silent at Ezekiel’s words. He hadn’t exactly reassured her with his statement.

“Also... the only reason I did so well was because I can go completely unseen when I wish. Flame Mages don’t have that amongst their repertoire of Spells. You’re better at me at direct combat, however, and will beagle to strike with invisible flames soon as well. So don’t worry. Once you break through, you’ll be right there with me while I’m fighting.” Ezekiel managed to successfully reassure Riley this time, as she tightened her grip and narrowed her eyes in determination.

“Right!” Riley said. “Where are we going, by the way? I don’t think this is the direction of the next base.”

Ezekiel explained what he had found out from the Cultist he had chased, and how he needed to discuss something with his father. It was bad enough that the Cult had better Com-Slates. But to know that their members now had kill switches inside them made Riley shudder.

If things had turned out poorly for her, then it was possible that she would’ve suffered the same fate. She became even more grateful for Ezekiel’s intervention than before.

“How are we going to return to the haven?”

In response to Riley’s question, Ezekiel just shifted his attention and craned his neck so that she could see what he was looking at.

Ahead of them was a large river. Not in a ravine like before, but still a massive amount of moving water that meandered to the west.

“I don’t know for certain if he’s been following us, but there’s a possibility that, if no other Spirits are watching us, Akland might be close by.” Ezekiel voiced his thought process. “He’s seen how useful we are, so he might be willing to make sure we’re not entirely left on our own. Though he wouldn’t interfere with our mission, as that would invalidate our request. So, he would be waiting for us, to at least be able to send word if we fail. Since this is the nearest body of water, then it’s likely that he’s here.”

“How would he hide from the other Spirits? Wouldn’t other rulers try to kick him out?” Riley believed Ezekiel, but she was curious as to how Akland managed to get past the restrictions of the Spirits.

“I think he can simply swear an oath of non-interference. As long as he has no intention of taking from the ruler, then he can simply pass through or loiter for a short time. Spirits only attack Mages because we’re not Spirits, and as such, we don’t belong in their territory. But trades with ruling Spirits happen all the time, after all.” Ezekiel’s words made sense to Riley, who was also aware that making deals with Spirits of greater power was better than simply trying to fight them at times.

Reaching the river, Ezekiel and Riley waited, with Ezekiel throwing a few large rocks into the water to grab attention, as well as calling out Akland’s name.

Fortunately, his guess was right, and after a few minutes, Akland appeared, and after explaining the situation opened his mouth to give Ezekiel and Riley a ride.

From there, they simply had to wait, until Akland eventually opened his mouth, and let them out inside the haven. Right in front of several Legendary Spirits that were glaring at them.

----------



After resting and explaining once more what was happening, Ezekiel and Riley were given the chance to regroup with their caravan.

Ezekiel had been amazed to see that his sisters had bonded with twin Spirits of their own. Even more so when he saw that the Spirits were of opposing elements. Though that had gotten him a few strange looks from the Radiant and Obscure Spirits.

Apparently, they didn’t have any words for opposing elements, and the concept was foreign to them. Something that surprised the Mages that were there to hear Callrond explain it when asked.

Not everything was going well, however, as Invera had closed herself off from the world to experiment with the memories that Ezekiel had provided her, and the other four Legendary birds did not have enough clout to fully back Ezekiel and his party when he had returned before completing his mission.

“Technically I was told that I needed to kill three people per day we spend here. So, with twenty-four kills that gets us eight days. This is only the second, or third, if you want to be picky. We have at least five more days left.” Ezekiel argued to Callrond when the complaints had been brought up.

“If you think that most of my peers care then you are wrong.” Callrond explained. “Ultimately, the task has been spoken and accepted. If you fail due to changes then that is not our problem. This is not the Feathered Peaks. I’m sorry, but I cannot help you.”

“That’s fine. I just need to get one of my parents to help instead, right? There was no rule against that.” Ezekiel returned to the main point of his early return.

At this point, Ezekiel had explained things to his parents, but they couldn’t stay for his chat with Callrond and the other Legendary birds. They still had some obligations to get the guards chances to interact with Spirits.

Warren had been able to examine the corpse very briefly, however, and had unfortunately not been able to tell Ezekiel anything about it. If anything, he was also very spooked by what had apparently happened. The Kindled family had never done anything like this. So, whatever this was, it was unique to something within the Cult of Light.

Not all things were bad, however; of the more than twenty guards within the group, less than six had formed bonds at this point. But considering it had only been two days, that was actually quite impressive.

For simplicity, those that had formed bonds were not to leave the camp, as there was no longer a need to, and the area was considered safe. Thus, Warren and Evelyn were more able to protect and guide the two groups of guards.

At the moment, the Spirits and their bonded humans were actually receiving some guidance from Riley, who had had her own bond for nearly a decade now. She, in turn, was receiving pointers for her Flames from Spina, who had taken a slight interest in Riley and her now, almost standard, blue Flame.

“Such a thing is permitted, yes. But it might make things harder for your group here.” Callrond explained. “The fact of the matter is that power dictates everything. With two fewer Legendaries to act as guardians for your group, that might make the other rulers rowdier, and unwilling to hold back their more violent subordinates.”

Ezekiel winced at the thought of several Spirits rampaging through their camp. At some point, a Spirit would undoubtedly be hurt as the guards defended themselves. Which would lead to open conflict, and banishment, if not simply death. All for harming a Spirit within this haven.

“In that case, they’ll probably have to stay here. At least until we’re done.” Ezekiel didn’t like it, and hadn’t expected this to be a problem, but he knew that he was going to have to live up to his name as a Hunter.

More likely than not, the fact that a Legendary had targeted their base would mean that the Cult would be sending out reinforcements to ensure that he wouldn't have as easy a time if he tried that again.

In order to get around that, he was probably going to have to begin hunting Cultists in the wilderness directly. This would be much slower. But they usually followed standard guild practices. So, they would be in groups of five. Easy enough for him and Riley to take down, so long as he was truly ruthless. He could take down nearly a dozen on his own in an instant, after all.

“So long as Invera can cross the threshold, then things will once more turn to your favor.” Callrond said. “Even if she doesn’t, so long as your parents are here, and you are fulfilling your tasks, then no harm will come to your pack.”

“Thank you. That is actually somewhat reassuring.” Ezekiel slumped over as he sat on a rock. It seemed like things were growing more and more complicated.

“When will you be off?” Callrond perked their head to the side as he asked this.

“Likely in the morning tomorrow. I think Akland has offered to take us back to where we were when he picked us up.” Ezekiel had been incredibly thankful for that. But Akland had told him that it was just a repayment of debts. The Outcast was not supposed to have been as powerful as it was. If not for Ezekiel, then the chances were high that Akland would’ve died.

“You have made a good friend in Akland. He is a Spirit who always-”

A sudden explosion of blue fire from where Riley had been sitting with Spina, who was watching over the Hunter as she meditated with Celia, rang throughout the campsite.

“RILEY!” Ezekiel felt like his heart had stopped as he threw himself to his feet. He was about to charge towards his friend when Callrond knocked him backwards with a wave of his wing.

“Calm yourself!” Callrond’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s mind like an ice pick.

Radiant waves of mana rippled through the air alongside Callrond’s words. They bombarded Ezekiel’s mind like a hammer against a shield. The dull thrumming of Callrond’s spell made Ezekiel reel back for a moment before he whipped out Shine from their sheath.

He nearly took a swing at Callrond before he realized what he was doing. But even though he didn’t strike at the Legendary bird he still glared with hatred. But he began to calm down fairly quickly, even as the others who had remained in the camp rushed to see what had happened.

For a moment, Ezekiel continued to feel concern for Riley, but as he realized there was no screaming, nor any fluctuations in her mana, he finally began putting together the pieces.

The presence of another Legendary being in the campsite was also an obvious clue.

Standing in front of him, now that Callrond had moved to the side, Ezekiel saw Riley standing in front of Spina. She had also risen from her meditative seat and was looking over the blue flames that were now covering her body.

None of her armor was damaged, nor was Celia, as Riley wasn’t letting the flame do so.

No longer was the heat of the fire dangerous to her. Riley was fully in control of her flames. To the point where they wouldn’t burn what she didn’t want to burn.

Striding forward, Ezekiel approached his partner on his tasks for the Spirit Haven. Riley turned to him with a look of wonder on her face that turned into a joyous grin.

“It looks like my worries were more or less unfounded.” Ezekiel muttered as he examined Riley’s power. “I’m fairly certain we’ll be just fine now. Even if the Cult has a few more tricks up their sleeves.”

Riley didn’t say anything. She just continued to smile as her flames finally faded away.

Off to the side, Ellen and Wendy giggled as Riley moved forward to give Ezekiel a hug. He ignored that for now. Just happy that he wasn’t leaving more people behind as he continued forward on his path.
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                Riley had fallen into somewhat of a trance as she spoke of her time with Celia. Wendy and Ellen had been utterly enraptured as they listened to her speak of the bond between Spirit and Hunter. To the side, Lance and the other guards that had also bonded with a Spirit were equally absorbed as they listened to Riley.

She hadn’t been particularly pleased with the fact that she and Ezekiel had been grilled by the various Legendary Spirits that had greeted them upon their reentry into the haven but knew she couldn’t complain.

Instead, she reluctantly allowed Ezekiel to be dragged away to discuss things with the Spirits. Until the point when he was brought back, and they were both escorted with Callrond back to the campsite of the caravan.

At which point, Ezekiel then went off and spoke in depth with his parents regarding the information he had gotten from the Cultists he had killed. It wasn’t much, but she was shocked to learn that it was enough to spook both of the elder Luminances. Warren in particular.

It was something Riley decided she didn’t want to think about right now. She had been doing well with the mind and soul therapy she was given upon joining the Alkena family as a guard. Something she had been keeping secret from Ezekiel and his family.

The fact that the Cult of Light had new means of enforcing their loyalty brought back bad memories. Even now she shuddered at the slightest reminder.

“Riley?” Spina’s voice cut through Riley’s thoughts. Her temporary trance fell away as she was brought back to the present.

She had finished speaking with the twins and the guards a little while ago and had been speaking with Spina regarding different aspects of Flame. No great insights had been made, but Riley expected that she was unlikely to understand the more esoteric aspects of fire before she reached Legendary. She was still dealing with the different colored flames and their effects.

Ezekiel had been a gift from the Ancients with that information. But even he hadn’t fully understood the logic behind the different effects of different colors. But that was a good thing in Riley’s mind. Having Ezekiel have answers to everything would make her feel smaller than she already did.

“Sorry, guardian Spina, I was lost in thought.” Riley’s face turned a bit red as Spina gave her a knowing look. Something that Riley couldn’t describe. But the feeling of embarrassment that she got from the look Spina was giving her couldn’t have been mistaken for anything else.

“Perhaps it would be best for you to try and find your fourth Chakra once more. I don’t think mere words will be enough in this instance.” Spina glanced at Celia, who was sitting nearby, listening in, but also nodding off as Spina’s lecture nearly made her fall asleep.

The little lizard Spirit instantly perked up but avoided eye contact with the Legendary Spirit. She knew that Spina did not approve of her inattention.

Climbing up onto Riley’s lap, the Hunter in question gave her Spirit a small smile. Both closed their eyes, and quickly fell into a meditative trance. Their mana synchronizing once more. Riley’s reserves quickly filled up as Celia shared her mana. At which point Celia’s soul joined Riley’s consciousness and began delving deeper and further into Riley’s Spirit Paths.

Such a thing was usually a long and arduous process. But fortunately, it was easy to recognize the pathways that they had previously checked. It was ultimately less than even a small percentage of the paths that she had not explored. Though it was quite a lot for just a couple days of searching.

However, it was only a few minutes later that Riley nearly reeled back in surprise. They had just begun to slowly reach through the second major pathway when she came upon what was obviously her fourth Chakra.

In that moment, Riley fully understood why so many people proclaimed that luck played a major part in breaking through to higher Tiers.

Immediately, Riley and Celia began channeling mana into the chakra, quickly breaking down the metaphorical gateway, and within a few seconds, with their nearly full mana, the Chakra was opened. Mana flooded through Riley’s body in full, and blue Flames consumed her world.

She immediately felt herself be pulled back into the physical world, but her vision was still filled with blue fire. Even though she didn’t feel like she was burning at that moment.

Riley nearly panicked at the thought of burning Celia and herself with her now much hotter flames. But as she felt her bonded Spirit shifting in her lap, she realized that she could sense and control her flames much more easily now.

In fact, even though she could fully sense the heat that her flames were releasing, nothing was burning except a small circle of charred stone and dirt that surrounded her.

Turning around, Riley realized that she could also sense heat sources from other beings as well. She knew before she saw him that Ezekiel was quickly approaching. So, she released the mana she was still subconsciously channeling. The fire that had been clinging to her faded away and reached forward.

Riley vaguely heard Ezekiel say something to her, but she wasn’t listening. She was just so happy to have broken through. As reliant on luck as the circumstances had been, she was now certain that she would not be left behind.

No longer would her fate be entirely reliant on the aid of others.

----------



The rest of the day ended up passing in relative calmness. No additional guards ended up forming a bond with any Spirits. But given the sheer size of the Spirit Haven, Ezekiel had no doubt that it was still highly possible for the rest of the guards to form bonds.

It would be an entirely different story if they weren’t in the haven.

At the current moment, however, Ezekiel and Riley were making their way towards one of the Cultist’s encampments. It had been a day since they had left the haven, with Warren saying he would try to see if there was anything he could find out regarding the Cult’s magic.

But, for the moment, Ezekiel and Riley had a new location to focus on. This wasn’t a proper resupply base like the last one. This was just an area of the forest that had been cleared of foliage for a campsite to be erected.

At one point, this was being used as a staging ground for the Cult’s Hunters. There were, apparently, several cages filled with Spirits at Tier one. Though, those had long since been moved to other, more fortified, locations. The current area had long been cleared, and the Cultists that remained were dregs that appeared to be doing a final survey of the area.

As the sun sat in the middle of the sky, Ezekiel and Riley looked on from a distance. A river not too far from them, where Akland had dropped them off. Unfortunately, the carp Life Spirit wouldn’t be able to provide any more assistance in the Hunter’s endeavors. He had already crossed too many territories and needed to return to his own.

“So, how are we going to do this?” Riley asked with a much more confident voice than before. Breaking through had done wonders for her confidence. Though she was still deferring to Ezekiel for guidance at the moment.

Ezekiel hoped that this would change by the time the mission was over. He didn’t particularly like giving orders. Leading was a chore that he was more than happy to leave to others.

“Currently, we don’t know if they have any patrols in the surrounding area. So, it would be best if we could go about finding them or drawing them back to the campsite.” Ezekiel examined the terrain more closely as he tried to plan something out.

Given that it was midday, it would be much easier to be seen if they tried to attack now. The fact that such a large area had been cleared also meant that they'd have to cross a large stretch of open area before they could get close enough to do any damage.

Ezekiel figured that his best bet would be to wait until nightfall again. But with the fact that this group probably had someone with s Com-Slate, he knew that it was highly likely they had been informed about the timing of the attack.

The cult likely suspected that he was an Obscure Mage or Hunter that was using the night to secretly invade their camps. The previous base didn’t have defenses that would prevent an Obscure Mage’s entry, after all. They also had no reason to believe that it was Ezekiel that attacked. Even if the method were similar to nearly a year ago when he was in Tarquessa.

“... How big of a Flame can you make? As in, how much ground can you cover in one very large explosion?” Ezekiel finally asked after spending some time thinking about it.

I could probably cover an area about a dozen meters wide without straining myself. Bigger if I used most of my mana. Why do you ask?” Riley tilted her head to the side in question.

Ezekiel just smiled. It was not a nice smile. Anyone who saw it might go so far as to call it a comically evil grin. With lips spread wide and a glint in his eyes as he imagined what was to come. But Riley was fine with that. It just meant that bad things were about to happen to the Cultists. Thus, neither of them cared about what Ezekiel was about to suggest.

Especially since an identical evil grin spread on Riley’s face as she listened to Ezekiel explain his plan in detail.

----------



Ezekiel forced himself not to fidget as he carried Riley into the middle of the campsite. Shine was going to be almost entirely wiped from this but was holding out well as they maintained a Shroud over both Ezekiel and Riley. Something that they had only been able to do since Ezekiel broke through. But hadn’t had a chance to really make use of it.

The campsite, even with the large area surrounding it, was fairly cramped. Most of the tents were put together in a single area. Though it was not close enough together to get all the tents in one go.

Fortunately, it seemed like there was a sitting area set up, so all the Cultists were gathered around closely enough to be within Riley’s range.

Looking over the Cultists, Ezekiel counted the number of tents and compared them to the number of cloaked figures. There was an obvious difference, but it wasn’t so large as to be a problem. He knew that it was just the patrol team that had yet to return for the day.

Reaching the dead center of the camp, where there were still half a dozen Cultists sitting around, not all of them with Spirits either, Ezekiel checked his and Riley’s position, before he squeezed her leg three times.

Riley immediately burst into flames, and a bright blue, and somewhat clear, flame burst forth. They spread several meters in every direction, and instantly boiled and charred the closest Mage. While the others were blown backward, their skill blistering and boiling as they were burned to death in a quick and painful flash of fire.

Throughout it all, Ezekiel felt nothing as his contact with Riley meant that he wasn’t affected by the heat. But even so, he knew that he was still quite lucky to get through this as easily as he had.

Ezekiel moved to let Riley down, but she tightened her grip and forced him to stop.

“The fires aren’t gone yet. Give me a second.” Riley waved her hands and several clear flames that Ezekiel hadn’t noticed were pulled towards her. They turned blue, then red, then a dull orange yellow before finally snuffing out.

“... Interesting...” Riley looked at her hands as the last of the flames faded away.

“What is it?” Ezekiel looked at Riley in concern.

“I think I just reabsorbed some of the mana in those flames. I’m not as drained as I should’ve been.” Riley explained as Celia licked her neck and nuzzled her. It was apparent that the little Spirit felt just as proud of Riley as she did.

“Good. That means that we can make more preparations to finish things.” Ezekiel put Riley down and began looking around the camp. Flipping over the bodies and investigating anything that might be useful.

Checking one of the bodies, Ezekiel realized that they had a Com-Slate underneath them. Much like the other one, this one had an additional part added to it that seemed to act like a writing tablet. A similar crystalline pen was also next to it. The only problem was that both were partially melted.

Regardless, Ezekiel still stored the broken slate and pen in his pouch. Better to keep several samples for research.

From there, Ezekiel and Riley continued to go through the rest of the camp. They remained aware of their surroundings and kept an eye out for the patrol that had yet to return. Other than some basic survival gear, there was little to nothing that they could use moving forward.

“Alright. I think that’s enough for now. We’ve earned two more days in the haven. Should we wait for the patrol team to return, or move on?” Ezekiel asked as he watched Riley set several tents on fire. The nicer ones were packed away and kept for their own use. But Ezekiel and Riley decided to make things more difficult for the Cult by destroying the rest of their stuff.

“I think we should head out. If we can fulfill our task earlier, then that means that we can return earlier as well.” Riley looked over the kerning camp alongside Ezekiel.

Ezekiel just nodded in agreement. Taking one more look into the sky, he confirmed that there were no Spirits watching them from a distance. Seeing nothing, he then picked Riley up before running off once more.

----------



Roughly an hour after Ezekiel and Riley left the campsite, a group of Cultists returned to the burned and charred remains.

“It seems like these Hunters are either very skilled, or very lucky.” One of the Cultists observed the remains of the campsite. Behind her, the other four Cultists were on their knees as they bowed in reverence to their current leader.

Pulling another Com-Slate from her Void Pouch, she wrote a message reporting the situation to the rest of their members.

“There. Hopefully the other groups will be more prepared. It’s already bad enough that our main hunting ground has been lost to us.” The leader of the group muttered to herself. “Let’s head out. There’s nothing left here, and the other groups will deal with the heathens that are interfering. We’ll regroup with the main base and begin transporting the Spirits we’ve captured back to headquarters.”

Silently acquiescing to their leader’s orders, the Cultists all headed out towards the south. Each and every one of them were biting their lips in anger at their lost comrades. All of them wanted to avenge their lost friends. But none of them were willing to disobey their orders. The power of a Legendary was not to be denied, after all.

----------



It was the middle of the night when Ezekiel and Riley decided to rest. They had made it a fair distance away from the campsite they had burned. Finding a large tree, Ezekiel climbed to one of the higher branches. Here, he and Riley began setting up a hanging tent for them to rest in for the night.

But just as they had finished setting up, lights started flickering in the distance. Gazing in that direction while using his mana to enhance his already good eyesight, Ezekiel saw that it was several Cultists that seemed to be returning from a patrol.

Due to the great distance, Ezekiel figured they must’ve been a part of a different team, as there was no way a patrol would be this far out from the campsite. But at the same time, they weren’t close enough to their destination for it to be a patrol from that group either.

“They are hunting us.” Ezekiel muttered as he realized what was going on. “The patrol from the campsite must’ve returned and sent word ahead. I’ll bet that there are patrol and hunting teams from all the Cult’s nearby bases and camps.”

“Will that be a problem?” Riley tried to see what Ezekiel had seen but was only able to make out the soft lights in the distance. “Also, the Cult is smarter than this. They wouldn’t have their lights just floating around like that just to see where they’re going.”

Ezekiel thought it over for a moment, but ultimately agreed that Riley was right. This was too obvious. Their location basically marked for them to find without any issues.

“Do you think that this is a trap?” Ezekiel figured his guess was a safe one. “I could see it happening, since they’re aware that there are Hunters that are killing them off. Should we spring it anyway?”

“It’s probably a trap, but the thing is I’m not sure how much they know. If they know that two Legendaries are hunting them then they might be too powerful for us to spring the trap.” Riley was a bit worried. “If there’s a Legendary with them, then we might be able to take them on together. But it would be a risk. Neither of us are proper Legendary Hunters. No offense Celia, Shine.”

The two Spirits didn’t like that they were called out like that but recognized that it wasn’t an insult. They were both well aware of their relative weakness compared to their bonded mages.

“If they have their own Legendary, then it’s likely that they’ll be able to alert another group to come and attack us while we’re preoccupied.” Ezekiel muttered as he kept watch.

Suddenly, Shine started vibrating in their sheath.

“I think it’s too late for that.” Shine said as they continued to rattle. “There’s something above us. Watching.”

Ezekiel was surprised his neck didn’t snap as he craned his head to look upwards. He was barely able to make it out through the tree branches, but there was a small bird shape circling above them.

“Shit.” Ezekiel pushed Riley to the side, and immediately pulled the tent into his Void Pouch. “Sorry about this. But it looks like we’re gonna have to fight.”

Riley just pulled her spear out and got herself prepared. She suppressed her mana as much as possible, to keep her status as a Legendary as much of a surprise as possible.

Shine then covered both Ezekiel and Riley with their Shroud as Ezekiel picked Riley up again. The Spirit flying above them then flew away. Unable to see them anymore.

But it didn’t matter at this point. A separate group from the one Ezekiel had seen had moved in on their position from the other side of the tree, outside of their line of vision. Now visible thanks to their landing on the ground.

A sudden crash and flash of light indicated the arrival of a Legendary Hunter. Clad in golden armor with stylized wolf motifs, a cloak with the emblem of the Cult of Light on their back, the Hunter was the last thing Ezekiel and Riley saw before Shine ‘Jumped’ them away.

----------



Beneath the tree that Ezekiel and Riley had vacated, the leader of the Cultists grunted in frustration. He could no longer sense the presence of any other Hunters in the area.

“It seems like the shadows are acting against us.” The Legendary Cultist said. A shuffling from behind him grabbed his attention as the rest of his fellow Followers of Radiance finally caught up.

“My lord, did you manage to catch them?” One of them asked as a bird shaped Spirit landed on their shoulder. “I’m sorry I failed to remain out of their senses. But they can’t have gotten far, can they?”

The Legendary Cultist stared at the Adept speaking to him. Before backhanding the man and knocking him to the ground.

“The moment you reported their location you should’ve had your Spirit retreat. Now, these damned heathens have managed to get away from us. Worse yet, they know we’re looking for them.” The Adept slowly climbed back to their feet as their leader spoke. “You’ll be going through remedial lessons to make sure this doesn’t happen again. If you survive being in the teams that will be hunting these heathens.”

The Adept just nodded their head, the cloak and hood nearly flying off with how fast their head was moving. The Leader then waved a hand to have the Adept move away. The rest of the Followers remained as their leader examined the area.

“Flame and Obscure.” The Legendary muttered, not even imagining any other possibilities that could’ve hidden his targets from his senses. “Let the others know. We will continue moving through this area. But it is likely that they have moved away from here. Let the camps know. They’ll need to increase their watchers.”

He then turned to the east. A slight flicker at the edge of his senses. But not strong enough to make him bother wasting energy checking to see if his targets were over there.

Instead, he and his fellows simply headed out. They would patrol the area a few more times before heading back to their own campsite.

----------



The rest of the night consisted of Ezekiel running as fast as he could from the Cultists that had nearly caught them. He and Riley both knew that they stood no chance against an experienced Legendary Hunter. It wasn’t until the sun began to rise that Ezekiel finally slowed down. They were well outside the areas where the Cult had been poaching.

“We’ll stay here for now. Take a day to rest and recover. Then try again tomorrow. Hopefully they’ll have let their guard down by then.” Ezekiel began cutting into the side of a cliff. Shine had stopped using their Shroud a while ago, so they had more than enough mana to help create a large nook for them to rest in.

“That’s probably for the best.” Riley began moving the stones out of the way as Ezekiel continued to cut them out of the cliff. After nearly an hour, they both climbed into the small cave. Covering it with branches and brush that Riley had gathered up.

“It seems like we’ll need to be more careful. Scouting will be an even greater priority than before.” Ezekiel laid his head against the wall where he was leaning back. “All my life, it seems like Legendaries have dictated what I can and can’t do. It sucks that that’s still an issue, even when I myself have reached such a level.”

Riley looked over at Ezekiel, knowing exactly what he felt, but even more so. Ezekiel hadn’t had his soul dominated and shackled to the will of another, after all.

“We’ll get them. This is just a minor setback.” Riley sat next to Ezekiel and grabbed his hand. “Besides, your sister and young master Morse have bonded with Spirits. If we need to leave early, then that won’t be a problem. Our primary goals have been achieved.”

Ezekiel smirked at the reminder of his sisters having bonded. It was something that would bring a smile to his face for years. Their potential had begun to stagnate due to their lives before this. But now, with their own Spirits, it was likely that they would break through again soon. Though they would probably take their time. To allow their partners to catch up.

“We should prepare. I know you’re not going to be able to break through again anytime soon, but you should still try to see just how hot you can make your flames. Or experiment with other colors. There might be some strange effects that I don’t know about.” Ezekiel gently squeezed Riley’s hand before moving to another part of the small cave.

Riley smiled at him before moving to her own corner. The two quickly fell into meditation. Celia and Riley would try to strengthen their bond before they would begin their experiments. While Ezekiel and Shine would work on connecting his Spirit pathways once again.

They had been doing this during every break they had gotten up till this point. Many of the pieces had been successfully rejoined. There was still a way to go, but if they could connect just a few more pieces, then Ezekiel would have enough mana to have a full Step of Adept mana.

This was something that Ezekiel had been prepared to stop for anyways. Not because he was in a rush to fix himself, nor because he thought that they could take a break from hunting the Cult. Simply because he knew that he was on the cusp of something great.

As Ezekiel fell deeper and deeper into his meditation, he could tell that he was close. To the point that he was certain that, within the next day, he’d be able to push Shine to reach the Legendary Tier.

            

    
        CH 178 (Book 4 Ch 18): New Tactics

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel could feel himself becoming more and more whole once again. A web of mana extended from his consciousness, connecting his broken Spiritual Pathways.

Many of these paths were larger than others and granted him access to the mana that he naturally generated. But his primary core was still cut off from his active control. The dregs of mana that naturally formed within the auxiliary pathways were all he had access to.

Due to his efforts, and other events that had occurred, Ezekiel knew that comprehending further Understanding of his element would accelerate the process, but such things were not common, and while he knew that his knowledge from Earth would help, there simply wasn’t enough time to waste on figuring out a new Spell.

He had thought about trying to Understand the concepts behind the spells that he had innately learned from Shine’s Tier up but knew that that wasn’t going to be enough. Many of the spells didn’t use the physics that he barely knew from his past life’s education. So, he would need to begin comprehending the more esoteric aspects of his element.

‘Click.’

Another path, the largest one yet, snapped into place. By now, Ezekiel had connected enough of his pathways to be able to use Adept level spells once more. Thus, he began strengthening the connection to the parts of his pathways that were directly where his bond with Shine resided.

Checking the amount of mana that he had available, he realized that he had just enough to make an attempt at connecting to his bond once more. He had been putting this off for quite some time now. Unwilling to force the connection back into place without enough support to ensure that nothing went wrong.

He had realized after his first attempt, weeks ago, that even though he knew where his bond was located in his soul, forcing the connection without a strong enough foundation to hold it risked the pressure from Shine causing the threads he was using to pull himself together to snap once more.

Given he had access to just over a Step one Adepts mana, Ezekiel now felt that he was secure enough to try.

Locating the direction of the paths he would need to connect; Ezekiel formed a tunnel of mana once more. Reaching across the distance between the paths he could control, and the paths that were out of his grasp.

Slowly, almost the entirety of the mana he had reclaimed was used up, but the bridge was formed successfully, and the path that held his bound was reclaimed.

“...Ezekiel?” A familiar voice echoed through Ezekiel’s mind once more. Had he been conscious, tears would’ve fallen down his face as the joy he felt from once more feeling the bond between himself and his Spirit overflowed within him.

“I’m here, Shine. It’s good to be back.” Ezekiel felt a rush of emotion that nearly broke the bridge he had just formed between the path with his bond and the paths with his consciousness. 

The connection was still fresh, and while it was certainly strong, it had not had time to settle. But that didn’t matter at this point, because Shine realized what had happened, and took steps of their own to ensure that nothing went wrong.

Additional mana flooded into Ezekiel. Not too quickly, but it was more than just a trickle. The mana seeped into the pathways that he had access to. Shine’s will sent the mana into the cracks and seams that Ezekiel was unable to fill in at the moment. 

Days of meditation and focus were completed in minutes, as Shine was able to spare far more mana than Ezekiel to reinforce the somewhat tenuous connections.

The mana within Ezekiel flowed much more smoothly thanks to this. But there was still work to be done. Ezekiel had barely a tenth of his mana available to him, even after months of work. It would potentially take years if things progressed as they had before.

With his bond to Shine now accessible once more, the speed would hopefully increase. But as Ezekiel’s soul grew through battles, experience, and the passage of time, the amount of paths he would need to connect would simply grow.

“I think that, when we both recover the mana that we have access to, it will be time for you to break through. Have you Understood what I have by now?” Ezekiel had been waiting patiently for his recovery to reach this point, but he dearly wished to help Shine reach the Legendary Tier.

Prior to their journey into the Fjorya, the odds of Shine breaking through were not the highest. There was a likelihood that they would be able to break through that was more positive than negative. But without Ezekiel’s mana to push them over the limit, it would take a very long time to do so. Especially if they kept on expending their mana like they were.

Now that Ezekiel had access to a full Step of Adept mana, that was no longer a problem.

“I have.” Shine then went on to explain the concepts and ideas of the three Understandings that Ezekiel had comprehended. The ‘FORCE’, the ‘COMPRESSION’, the ‘NOTHINGNESS’.

As Shine explained these Understandings, Ezekiel felt a resonation within his soul. Like a confirmation that Shine was ready. That Shine stood on the same level as Ezekiel.

From there, it was just a matter of waiting for Ezekiel to recuperate his mana. A task that went by swiftly, as his mana regenerated at the rate of a first Step Tier four, but he only had access to a first Step Adept. It only took a little over ten minutes for the mana he had used to regenerate.

From there, it was a simple matter of slowly sharing his accessible mana with Shine. They quickly filled their mana to the brim, and in an instant, the three Understandings that Shine shared with Ezekiel took control of the mana as it breached the one hundred thousand mote threshold.

There was a flash of opalescent light that flooded Ezekiel’s soul. A song of exaltation filled the bond between Shine and Ezekiel. Mana flooded through Ezekiel’s pathways. Strong enough to break the newly formed bonds, had Shine not reinforced them earlier.

In an instant, Ezekiel felt the newly elevated Legendary mana fill his soul and extend beyond. New pathways were reconnected to the greater whole. The Void was found and filled within moments.

A burning sensation accompanied this act, but swiftly dulled to a gentle warmth as the strain faded away. When awareness returned to him, Ezekiel was shocked to find that he had gained another chunk of his mana back. Nearly to the second Step of the Adept tier.

Taking advantage of the mana that still remained, he quickly formed bridges with as many paths as he safely felt he could. Solidly placing himself into the Step two Adept Tier in full.

The connections were still delicate, but they wouldn’t fall apart unless they were unduly stressed. But that would be resolved within a couple of days.

For now, he allowed his consciousness to touch upon his bonded Spirit. The two of them reveled in each other’s presence, and the power of the Legendary Tier.

The tables had turned once more. Now, they felt confident that their mission would be completed soon.

----------



By the time Ezekiel opened his eyes to awaken from his meditation nearly two days had passed. He had originally only intended to remain until the next morning, but it had already reached nightfall well after the second day since their unexpected ambush.

He noticed Riley was eating some of her rations off to the side. It seemed like she had made some gains as she sat with Celia. The two appeared to be more in sync than before, but it was clear that Celia was still a bit short of a fourth-Tier soul.

But Ezekiel couldn’t help but notice that Riley was smiling as she stared at the small fire she had lit in the cave. A fire that wasn’t letting off any smoke, Ezekiel realized.

“That’s an interesting trick.” Ezekiel stood up and stretched as he loosened up his body. “How are you doing that?”

Riley turned to him, a big smile on her face as she began explaining the details behind her new Understanding. It was obvious that she wasn’t certain of the particulars just yet. Her Understanding was still weak and hadn’t solidified into something that would help her progress.

But it seemed like she had figured something out while Ezekiel had been meditating. Something that he was utterly incapable of understanding for himself.

Apparently, this was visible on his face, as Riley seemed sad for a moment before trailing off into silence. But Ezekiel knew he couldn’t let that slide.

“That’s, honestly, quite amazing... “If you keep this up, then you might surpass me by the time we return to the haven.” Ezekiel grinned at the thought. “Don’t think that you’re wrong, just because I don’t get what you’re saying. Flames are your domain, not mine. I will not be able to comprehend them like you do. No more than you comprehend the Void like I do. At least, not now, anyway.”

Riley looked happy, but also confused for a second, but Ezekiel didn’t elaborate.

He had no desire to create expectations or doubts, just because he had his own suspicions regarding the higher Tiers.

Void mana could be formed from all the elements, after all. So, wouldn’t that mean that, at the higher Tiers, the elements could mix and match?

Of course, Ezekiel had nothing to confirm these thoughts. Just suspicions that had passed through his mind over the years. Too much focus on such things would detract from his progress with the Void. So, it was best to leave things be until later.

As a Legendary being, he had over a hundred years to study such things.

“I know this is a rude question, but are you rested?” Ezekiel suddenly voiced his concern. “If you are, then it’s time we move out. We can’t trust the map anymore. Not until we confirm some things. The forces we’ll be facing will be far greater as well. Hiding may not be an option. So, I need to know if you’re ready to get started. We’ve got too much work to do to keep waiting around.”

“I can head out whenever you want.” Riley doused the fire that was in front of her. Her things had mostly been packed, and she just had a bedroll and her weapons that needed to be packed.

She was already dressed in her combat gear, with her cloak hanging on a melted stone hook on the wall. It took her and Ezekiel just a few minutes before they headed out. But she bit her lip in concern as they exited the cave.

“How are we going to attack? If we’re expected and outnumbered, doesn’t that mean that things will be turned into an open fight no matter what?”

Ezekiel paused for a second before turning back to give an answer. Pulling out the map as he did so, and focusing on one or two of the bases that were marked.

“So long as these maps are still accurate, then I have a few ideas that will make things easier for us.” Ezekiel pointed at one camp in particular. It was situated next to a large ravine. Similar to where they had first met Akland. “C’mon. I’ll explain my plan as we move.”

Bending down, Ezekiel readied himself as Riley climbed onto his back. Grasping him tightly, Riley gave her affirmation that she was ready to go.

Shooting off like a bullet, Ezekiel ran through the forest at a speed that was almost too fast for an Adept to catch. Much faster than before, and much more smoothly as well.

As Ezekiel ran, Shine protected him and Riley from the wind, allowing Ezekiel to explain his plan.

----------



Watching from a ridge several kilometers away, Ezekiel and Riley saw a group of Cultist Hunters making their way toward the edge of a high cliff overlooking the ravine. Amongst them were two Glacial, one of which was Legendary, one Radiant, a Tempest, a Life, and a Flame.

Seconds ago, Ezekiel and Riley had taunted the group into following them. This was a risk, since there was the chance that they would call reinforcements, but Shine, being a proper Legendary, now had the mana needed to make a much larger jump.

Thus, they had successfully led the patrol group into the area near the ravine, which was not too far from their base. But, unknown to them, was the fact that Ezekiel and Shine had come here previously, alongside Riley, and laid a trap that they had concealed from all but a Cavern user.

“Three... two... one!” Ezekiel verbally counted down, and the mana that had been used to construct a series of Void Panes faded away. Each of them was used to contain a massive plume of blue fire that Riley had created for them.

Since becoming Legendary, Shine had realized that their range for maintaining Spells was much larger. But it was still more efficient to provide enough mana to their constructs to essentially make a timer. One that, in this instance, had gone off just as the group of Cultists had stepped over the area they had dug out for their use.

An earth shaking ‘kaboom’ shook the world as the side of the ravine was blown open and upward. The five lower Tier Cultists died in the explosion, since the fire was greatly enhanced by additional Void mana that Ezekiel had left behind.

This mixed with the Flames that Riley had created, and a cataclysmic eruption was the result.

The Legendary Glacial Hunter was somewhat successful in defending herself. She flew into the air, in an attempt to avoid the explosion, but it was too sudden and too swift. The watery shield she hastily threw up to block it turned to steam in an instant, and the vaporized water blasted her in the face.

The shock was so great that she lost her concentration. Falling into the ravine, where the water snapped her into awareness once more. But that damage wasn’t finished just yet. Two more, much smaller explosions occurred, causing the cliffs on both sides of the ravine to come tumbling down.

Thousands of tons of stone fell on top of the Legendary Hunter. The sheer weight being too much for her to redirect or otherwise handle. She was instantly trapped beneath the rock, the water of the river just barely softening the blow. But, while she could breathe underwater due to her element, the weight of the rocks was too much for her to move with the little mana she still had left.

Things weren’t over, however, as a cloaked figure leapt into the air above the mountainous pile of rock that blocked the ravine.

After the first explosion had occurred, Ezekiel had made a mad dash towards the falling Glacial Hunter. Jumping high as he reached the edge of the cliff above the water.

Flipping in the air, Ezekiel felt gravity push down on him harder than before. He fell to the ground like a meteor, landing on the pile of rock with the force of a titan. Using Void Force and Void Compression, he directed the weight of his landing through the stones, and directly into the Glacial Hunter below.

Just like a newton’s cradle, the rocks between Ezekiel and the Cultist didn’t move. But since the Glacial Mage was stuck between the rocks and the ground, the force that was directed directly into her smashed her into the ground with nowhere to go.

Her armor shattered from the force that was applied. Mana was expended as she failed to deflect the weight above her. The rock lowered again. By just a little bit. While water covered the collapsed stone as the ravine continued to flow.

Sensing another group coming their way, Shine ‘Jumped’ them away to Riley’s position. Where Ezekiel picked her up and began running once more.

----------



Later that night, Ezekiel and Riley sat around another fire. Once more hidden in a cut-out cave. This time beneath a large tree. The smoke was not a problem, as Riley could eliminate it without issue.

“I didn’t think that battle could be fought like this. Combining elements and creating delayed reactions is something that hasn’t been used like this before.” Riley softly spoke as she mentally reviewed the events that had occurred previously.

“I think that’s because no one really cared about fighting behind the scenes like this. Most battles have always been direct, and either large scale or in small groups.” Ezekiel took a bite out of a piece of jerky. “Obviously, either one of those options would be bad for us. So, it’s best if we avoid such scenarios.”

Using mana of different types to get reactions had not been a new idea. Many Artifacts and Relics had such features. As did countless formations and enchantments. But laying traps like this was something entirely different. At least as far as Riley was concerned.

Ezekiel disagreed, however, since he had heard of one or two instances where a Cavern Mage had reinforced a stone structure they had created, but the moment the flow of mana was cut off the reinforcement disappeared, and the structure collapsed. So, it wasn’t like absolutely everything he was doing was new. Just the way he was applying it.

“Besides, this is only possible because Shine reached Legendary. If they hadn’t, then the qualitative and quantitative changes that were necessary wouldn’t have been there.” Ezekiel affectionately patted his partner. “All I did was give the idea and hit something. Shine was the one that did the really hard work.”

This was not an exaggeration. Shine had been nearly wiped out of mana by the time Ezekiel had picked up Riley to run away. At which point, if the timing had been even slightly off, it would’ve been much harder to flee.

“Well, at least we know what to do now. I didn’t think that it’d be possible to kill a Legendary so easily, though.” Riley was still in wonder at how easily a true Legendary Hunter had died. Sure, she hadn’t been much more powerful than them, only being a Step two Hunter, but she was still the most powerful person Riley had ever fought before. Even if it wasn’t really a fight.

“Unfortunately, that’s not true.” Ezekiel muttered, much to Riley’s shock. “More likely than not, the Cult has figured out that we buried a trap, and targeted a team that didn’t have a Cavern Mage. This type of trap only works if you don’t know it’s coming. They’ll probably make sure that all their teams have Cavern Mages in them moving forward.”

Riley bowed her head in understanding and frustration. This was turning into a more and more complicated mess, and it seemed like whenever they got an advantage, it was taken away from them.

“Don’t worry too much. I’ve still got some ideas that should work. We’ll just have to narrow our focus and keep our targets more... manageable.” Ezekiel continued to smile at the thoughts and ideas that flowed through his mind.

Now that he had a much greater range, thanks to Shine’s ascension to Tier four, there were many ideas that he couldn’t go through with that were no longer an issue.

Mixed with the explosive firepower coming from Riley, Ezekiel was certain that the damage they could do to the Cult would be epic beyond all measures.

----------



The days passed quickly for Ezekiel and Riley. There were several instances where they had a few close calls with the Legendaries of the Cult. But Ezekiel made sure to have Shine restrain enough of their mana to ‘Jump’ in order to escape.

Their days were filled with trap setting, and explosives, as Ezekiel and Shine used their Void Panes to create pseudo guns and cannons that were used to launch projectiles over vast distances.

The force behind the bullets that Ezekiel and Riley created through rudimentary smelting were more than enough to shatter the defenses of the Adept level enchanted armors. So long as the head was not directly protected.

It was slow going at first, since Ezekiel had taken a day to get Riley used to controlling the explosive force of her fire. Fortunately, high heat from the blue fire wasn’t needed. So, a much more easily controlled fire was used instead. Though, creating the explosive force was a new difficulty that Riley had to figure out.

But when mixed with Ezekiel’s ‘Compression’ Understanding, it made things a little bit easier.

The fact that they could use magic to overcome most of their deficiencies with their new attack method was something that Ezekiel was thankful for. If it wasn’t for the enhanced abilities that magic granted them, there was no way that he and Riley would’ve been able to make this work in just a day.

The sheer range that they had was something that only mid to high Step Legendaries were able to use. Though the force was only enough to truly damage an Adept.

“There’s another one. Cavern Hunter. Sitting to the left of the camp. Adjust a little bit. I think there’s a breeze coming from the Tempest Mage.” Ezekiel directed Shine to adjust the position of the Void panes that they had set up.

Behind them, Riley was channeling her fire into a sealed area. Void mana was being kept from mixing with it but was ready to do so at a moment’s notice.

On Riley’s shoulder, Celia, who hadn’t been able to do much so far, was breathing flames into Riley’s to add what little she could. It wasn’t much, but some of the burden on Riley was still relieved.

“Release!”

Shine dropped the pane that kept the Flames from the Void. The two elements mixed and exploded in an instant. The Void panes barely held on, but successfully compressed the fire into a force that launched a reinforced metal slug, created from smelting an enchanted dagger that Ezekiel had on hand, was shot forward with a loud ‘crack’ as the sound barrier was broken.

The bullet flew through the air, faster than some of the slower Legendary Hunters.

Within a couple of seconds, Ezekiel’s enhanced eyesight saw the head of the Hunter he was staring at explode in a flash of blood, bone, and other gory substances.

“It’s a hit. Let’s go.” Ezekiel turned to pick Riley up and began running away from their previous position.

They had realized on their second day that the Cultists had figured out how to track the position Ezekiel and Riley had fired from by looking at the blood splatters.

If it hadn’t been for a quick ‘Jump’ by Shine, they would’ve been forced to fight a proper Legendary head on. Something that neither of the two had wanted to try at this point.

A sudden flash of Lightning from behind them made Shine put up a Shroud that covered them completely. The group had been fortunate so far, in that they hadn’t run into any Legendary Cavern Hunters. But they knew that it wouldn’t be long before that eventually happened.

Especially since they have been targeting Cavern Mages at lower Tiers for a while now. They had the best sensory abilities when it came to discovering them. Even if Shine had thrown up a Shroud.

For now, however, it seemed like their daily quota had been met. They had fallen a bit behind, since there were some days that saw little to no deaths among the Cult. But they had almost gotten half of the month they were promised cleared up. Now, they just had a little bit more to go.

But Ezekiel couldn’t bring himself to smile at this point. Regardless of how well things had gone over the past week. The familiar feeling of a bad omen was begging to settle in his gut. Muted as it was. It was something that Shine could feel too.

It had gotten to the point that Ezekiel was officially considering changing the location of his hunting grounds.

----------



A stone table was shattered under the massive fists of an orangish brown clad Hunter. Their Spirit armor released a heavy pressure that made the Adepts around him fall to their knees. This was the Hunter that was currently in charge the search for Ezekiel and Riley. Not that he knew their identities.

“Another one! That’s another one of our Cavern Hunters dead without a fight!” The Hunter threw the remains of the desk to the side. Nearly clipping and killing one of the Adepts that was in that direction.

A wall had previously been blown out and was yet to be repaired. Similarly, the door was blasted off its hinges, and the flooring was cracked. The entire office was broken in some way, and the only undamaged thing was the Com-slate that had sent him the messages regarding their losses.

“Over half our original forces in this area have been wiped out in just two weeks. We’ve had to call in reinforcements multiple times to refill our numbers. A third of the territory we were claiming has been lost because those damned wild mongrel Spirits won’t submit to us properly.” The man’s rant shook the air as his hold on his mana weakened. “How can a single tiny group do this much damage, and still keep out of our sights!”

By this point, half of the Adepts had fainted, the pressure having been too much for their low Tier three power. The rest were quivering as the rage from their leader kept them from simply running away.

Not that it would do them any good, as they knew that they would die the moment they even tried.

A soft scratching sound brought the Legendary Hunter up short. Looking over the Com-Slate once more, a toothy grin slowly spread over his face as he continued to read.

A new plan had been sent his way by one of the other Legendaries that had been sent to clear this area up. One that the man felt for certain would finally get rid of the annoying pests that were ruining his glorious faith’s operations.

“Gather the faithful! We’ve got a new plan!” He called out to the Adepts that were still awake.

As the weaker Followers of Radiance tried to awaken their unconscious brethren, the Legendary Cavern Mage doffed his Spirit armor. A large badger now walked next to him.

There was work to be done, Spirits to capture, and targets to kill.

The doubts that things would not go his way didn’t even last a second, as the man’s confidence overruled any sense of caution that might’ve saved him in the coming days.

            

    
        CH 179 (Book 4 Ch 19): Unexpected Encounter

    
    
    
    
                Thanks to Shine’s support, Ezekiel was able to increase his speed even more than before. To the point where he could move at a pace just as fast as the standard Legendary Hunter. With this in mind, it wasn’t that surprising when Ezekiel managed to get them to a small village along the road running through the Fjorya.

Previously, he and Riley had been avoiding such places. Focusing purely on their mission and keeping to the wilderness to ensure that their operations were unknown outside the Cult. But, given the fact that they were a couple days ahead with their quota, Ezekiel felt that they needed to take a break and regroup.

Especially since their continued presence in the wilderness was fraying his nerves due to the bad omen he had been feeling. Though the new plan he had come up with distinctly lacked said bad omen.

“We’ll head back out tonight.” Ezekiel finished his plate as Riley took a long drink from her cup. “Did you manage to get the supplies I listed?”

“Yes. I got a few weird looks when I explained the bullets you mentioned. But it was easy enough to get a large number made.” Riley placed the pouch that Ezekiel gave her onto the table.

Grabbing it, Ezekiel examined the contents. Inside were several hundred streamlined bullets, as well as several hollow steel orbs. Since he wasn’t able to do any enchanting right now, the hollow orbs, when mixed with his and Riley’s magic, would work as their new grenades.

Ezekiel sat silently as he thought about whether or not his next plan would work. They only had a day or so before they needed to kill more Cultists. If they failed, then they would have to rush back to the direction of the haven as soon as possible. Else their group be kicked out.

Although, besides the few sightings Ezekiel had of Legendary Spirits watching them, there was little he could do to actually find his way to the haven. Only by making their way back to one of their drop-off points would that be possible. The no longer had a direct and loyal watcher, after all.

Glancing at his partner, Ezekiel saw that Riley was trying to avoid looking at him but kept glazing at him out of the corner of her eye as she ate.

“What is it?”

Riley paused for a moment before replying.

“I guess... I’d like to know why we’re really here. That’s all...” Riley trailed off and returned to her meal. “It was fairly abrupt when you said that we needed to head to the closest town. It took hours at your fastest enhanced speed to get here. I know you said it was to restock, but it seems to me like we’ll be cutting it close if we want to finish our mission.”

Ezekiel cautiously looked around. There were no other Legendaries nearby. He and Riley had also done their best to conceal themselves in a manner that wasn’t suspicious. But he still didn’t want anybody listening in on them.

‘Could you throw up a barrier to block out the noise? I’ll put a bauble on the table, so any observers think it’s an Artifact that’s doing it.’ Ezekiel mentally sent his request to Shine. He had to suppress his joy at the fact that he could do that. Even though it had been a while now, he still loved the fact that he could silently communicate with his Spirit once more.

Shine didn’t bother replying, and simply put the barrier up as Ezekiel placed a carved piece of stone on the table. It did absolutely nothing, but no one would know that unless they got their hands on it.

Riley noticed the change immediately and sat up straighter to focus on what Ezekiel was about to say. His actions were more than enough to tell her that this was going to be important.

“As you might’ve guessed, thanks to Shine’s breakthrough, I’ve partially recovered my soul. Thanks to this, and the restored awareness of my bond, a certain ability has returned in full.” Ezekiel stared directly into Riley’s eyes as he spoke. “As you know, all Mages can sense things unique to their element. For Void Mages, that sense seems to be connected to danger, or at least it is for me.”

Ezekiel had told Riley a fair bit about what he and Shine were able to do as Void Mages, but the danger sense wasn’t something he specifically explained to many. It was too valuable to let possible enemies be aware.

“In this case, I started feeling a negative premonition a little while ago. But it only pops up when I think about attacking any more of the bases in the wilderness. I think that this means that the Cult has doubled, or otherwise increased their reinforcements.”

Riley looked shocked but didn’t say anything to dispute Ezekiel’s words.

“If that’s the case, then what are we going to do?” Riley asked.

“Well, I figured that, if hitting the bases in the wilderness wasn’t a good idea, then maybe we can hit them on the road. Specifically, we’ll attack one of the returning caravans when they pass through this, or another, village.”

“How do you know that they’ll pass through anytime soon?”

“You saw all the empty cages in that one base, right? That means that they need to either restock or bring back their captives. Probably within the next few days.”

Riley seemed to be wary of Ezekiel’s plan. But she was well aware of how much of a death trap it would be to face the Cult when outnumbered by Legendaries.

“What if there’s no Cultists passing through?”

“It’s not as if we’ll be sitting around waiting for them. We’ll be hunting them properly as well.”

This time Riley nodded. Ezekiel knew that neither he nor Riley were especially skilled in hunting. At least, not outside sweeping searches near and around a location on a map. But in this case, it was mostly just going up and down a road. So, it was well within their capabilities.

“The odds are high they’ll also be wearing their colors openly as well. They’ve taken control of this particular route, so they don’t have anything to hide.” Ezekiel further explained. “Given the requirements of the Spirits, there shouldn’t be any problems with this plan. Especially if we can take them out and free any Spirits that they have captive.”

Riley began to look surer of herself as Ezekiel continued. Her eyes narrowed as she looked down in thought. She mentally went through what possibilities she could think of. Going through all the information she had available regarding their skills and the Cult’s operations.

Ezekiel left her to think. He honestly welcomed any arguments she might have and was happy to see that she wasn’t simply going along with his words like she had previously.

“I... can’t really think of any better for us to do. Especially if you’re certain the Cult has something planned for us.” Riley finally said.

“Then in that case, let’s enjoy the rest of our dinner, and get ready for tonight.” Ezekiel mentally nudged Shine to drop the barrier and waved down a waitress to order some more.

They weren’t likely to spend much more time in this village. So, he and Riley wanted to get as much of a good and hearty meal as they could. Before they got to work.

----------



It was late at night when Ezekiel and Riley headed out. Using Shine’s extended ‘Jump’ range, they managed to go directly from their shared room at the inn, to well outside the village's borders.

Dashing through the forest towards the direction of Tarquessa, Ezekiel and Riley didn’t bother with a Shroud for the moment. There was little need until they got closer to a target. Though they did ensure that they were totally covered by their new disguises.

Given their current position in the middle of the Fjorya, it would take nearly a day, even with Ezekiel’s top speed, to actually enter the desert. With so much ground to cover, Ezekiel knew that they needed to search as quickly as they could. If they didn’t, it was highly likely that they would lose this opportunity, should it actually exist, of course.

The lack of premonition was a good thing though. Ezekiel took it to mean that there were no particular forces that would be a threat to them.

They ended up going for nearly an hour. Sticking close enough to the main road to be able to sense any possible travelers that might’ve been moving.

While it was more likely that any Cult forces were already resting in another village or town, Ezekiel didn’t think that such a thing was the case in this situation.

Moving through an official town with captured Spirits wouldn’t be easy. Even if the Cult had full control of Tarquessa, which Ezekiel somewhat doubted, the Fjorya wasn’t technically under the control of either the Empire, or the various factions of Tarquessa.

For the most part, the villages and towns were under the watch and guardianship of the various clans and tribes that made their homes deeper in the wilderness of the mountains. Much like the Feather Peaks Tribe would watch over caravans traveling either way from a distance.

‘I wonder if this road also has a Tribe that watches over it.’ Ezekiel internally pondered while allowing Shine to hear his thoughts. ‘It would make sense. But I know nothing of the tribes in the middle areas of the mountains. Hell, I don’t even know the tribes that border the Feathered Peaks.’

‘You have the Feathered Peaks badge of friendship though. So, I don’t think it will be that big of an issue. For all we know, it’s the tribes that have been trying to fight off the Cult.’ Shine did their best to calm Ezekiel’s worries. ‘The Spirit territory rulers might not be able to pass through places freely, but the human tribes that are allied to them might.’

‘If that were true, then I don’t think they’d be trying to use us to help them. The tribes should’ve been more than enough. Unless there’s something bigger going on, and we’re just a distraction.’

Shine didn’t have anything to say in response. Ezekiel wasn’t wrong in his assumptions regarding the tribe’s power. They had successfully made it too bothersome for either the Empire or the forces of Tarquessa to even try conquering the Fjorya for centuries.

The mental silence remained for a short time, as both Hunter and Spirit pondered these new possibilities. But it wasn’t long before they had to slow down. Ezekiel’s enhanced eyesight saw an area coming up that was somewhat brighter than the forest around it.

He couldn’t see the flickering of fire light just yet, but he could tell that a campsite was coming up. Roughly a few hundred meters away. Stopping and letting Riley get down, she and Ezekiel began a much more cautious approach.

Since Shine couldn’t use their Shroud to cover them all for a long period of time, they decided to try a more normal approach. Though Ezekiel did suggest that Riley stay back until he started the fight.

Sneaking forward, only donning Shine’s Shroud when he got within a hundred meters, Ezekiel continued creeping forward. Getting within ten meters, Ezekiel saw the familiar cloaks of the Cult. A trio of Adepts sat around a fire while a handful of others slept in tents. There were no cages filled with Spirits.

Though Ezekiel did notice that there was an empty tent whose occupant was unaccounted for. Likely meaning that there was another Cultist that was scouting the area. Given that the Cultists that were all Adepts, Ezekiel hoped that the one that wasn’t present wasn’t a Legendary. But he knew that there was no one else that would be powerful enough to safely scout an area like this.

Worse yet, there was a high chance that the moment he came out of Shine’s Shroud to attack the Legendary would be there to retaliate. Ezekiel paused to try and figure out what to do.

‘...Save your mana. We’re gonna need it.’ Ezekiel finally decided that he would go through with his attack. Hopefully, so long as he and Shine retained as much mana as possible, then they might be able to fight off the Legendary Cultist with Riley’s help.

If they couldn’t, then hopefully Ezekiel would be able to pick up Riley and still be able to run away.

‘Understood.’ Shine replied as Ezekiel tensed up.

Leaping forward at the Cultists around the fire, Ezekiel sliced through two of them in an instant. Shine’s blade cut through the Spirit sitting next to one of the Cultists. Seeing the last still waking Cultist sitting around the fire, Ezekiel moved to take another Swing. But a blade of wind knocked him backward.

Ezekiel slammed into a nearby tree as he was blown off his feet. The enchantments on his clothing were able to mitigate some of the damage from the wind blade. But even so, he still felt his chest split open as a red line extended down his chest. A tear appeared on his coat and shirt.

A figure previously unseen by Ezekiel landed on the ground in front of him. Clad in gray highlighted Cult cloaks, Ezekiel sensed the aura of a Legendary Tempest Hunter. One that was at least a Step above him and Riley.

“It seems like my colleagues were incorrect in their assumptions. A shame. It would’ve been nice if you had simply fallen for our trap. You’ve been quite the thorn in our side these past few months.”

Ezekiel was confused for a second. He and Riley had only been at this for a couple of weeks at most. Not the months that the Legendary Cultist was saying they’d been working for.

He didn’t let his confusion show, however, since he knew that letting the Cult know that more people were fighting them was a bad idea. Though he did wonder why the groups they had attacked so far didn’t seem aware of any other forces attacking them.

“A man of few words. Such a shame. But I guess we’ll just have to loosen your tongue later.” The Legendary Cultist muttered as a gust of wind picked up. Her cloak fluttered about, and the Cultists figure was seen. Sparkling gray armor with a hummingbird motif armor was now visible.

Ezekiel didn’t stop to admire what he saw, however, as he could see the Adepts behind her preparing to support their leader in this fight.

But Ezekiel didn’t need to worry too much. It seemed that his lack of answer and the current standoff was paying off. As he saw a spear of blue fire came blazing through the forest. It managed to strike two of the Cultists, blowing up on impact, and badly burned another with its heat. Leaving only two Adepts still alive, with one of them injured.

“What-”

Ezekiel took the chance to attack while the Legendary Cultist was distracted by Riley. Launching himself forward, he thrust Shine’s point directly at the Cultist’s chest. But it seemed like he still wasn’t an even match just yet.

He found Shine stuck in the air, not moving even an inch forward as a barrier of solid air formed a shield. The sudden jolt was enough to make Ezekiel’s bones rattle, and the impact was strong enough to create a shockwave that caused the Cultist to tilt backward.

Behind her, the Adepts were nearly blown off their feet. Their Spirits sent their own attacks at Riley as she came into view. Celia, firmly attached to Riley’s shoulder, breathed fire at the screaming and flailing Adepts.

“Raaaggghhh!” The Legendary Cultist screamed, sending a wave of wind that would’ve sent Ezekiel flying if he and Shine hadn’t redirected the force with their own spell.

Instead, the two pushed forward, causing the Cultist to slide backward, but even as Shine channeled their mana, they couldn’t directly cut through the barrier the Cultist had formed. Ezekiel immediately began dispersing the mana making the barrier with his ‘Nothingness’ but it was slow.

The Legendary Cultist quickly noticed her mana dispersing, and before Shine could pierce through her barrier, the Cultist threw herself to the side faster than Ezekiel could move. He nearly stumbled as Shine cut through thin air, and all resistance disappeared.

Taking the chance for what it was, Ezekiel tumbled into a roll, where he came up and bisected the Adept that was closest to him. Shine cut through his body with little to no resistance as the Adept level Enchantments that were actively being reinforced still failed to stop the Legendary blade.

While this was happening, Riley was blown backward as the Legendary Cultist sent a ball of compressed air towards her. It exploded on impact, which Ezekiel assumed the Cultist thought would buffet the fires and cause them to go out.

This didn’t happen, as Riley’s Flames were reinforced, and seemed to be a mix of blue and green. Which Ezekiel didn’t know the true properties of, but it clearly supported the flames, as they simply spread outwards alongside the wind.

Waving her hands, Riley directed the significantly hotter flames towards the last Adept, burning him to a crisp. Now, with only one target left, Ezekiel and Riley focused fully on the Tempest Cultist.

Ezekiel contorted his body to avoid a horizontal tornado that managed to cut up his clothes even more. Reinforcing his body, he managed to avoid getting eviscerated. But the force of the mana was still enough to cause damage.

For a second, Ezekiel considered running. They had essentially gotten two more days in the haven, but even though the life of a Legendary wasn’t worth any more than an Adept or an Apprentice, taking out a Legendary would probably be worth it. At least, it would be so long as they both lived.

Riley sent out a lashing whip of blue fire that seared its way through the Cultist’s cloak. The burnt cloth let off wisps of smoke as The Cultist was forced to dodge. Unfortunately, her retaliation was no weaker than any of her previous attacks.

The difference in Step within Tier four was just too much for Riley and Ezekiel to overcome at the moment. Especially since it was Shine that had access to Legendary Void Man.

Suddenly, the Cultist threw her hands outwards, and a massive tornado formed around the three of them. For a moment, the blue fires coming from Riley seemed to ride the wind, spreading further and higher as the wind picked up.

If it wasn’t for Riley still controlling them to not harm her allies, Ezekiel was certain that he would’ve suffered severe burns at this point.

But the fire didn’t last long. Ezekiel was finding it hard to breathe, and Riley seemed to have it far worse with her weaker constitution. It was clear to Ezekiel that the Cultist was making a vacuum to suck out the air in the area. He knew he couldn’t let her keep this up.

Though, he was surprised to find that the area wasn’t as uncomfortable to him as he thought it would be.

‘Full mana! We need to cut her down!’ Ezekiel mentally screamed at Shine.

He followed this command by focusing as much mana as he could through his body. His Spirit Pathways burned as he pushed himself to the limit. Shine began to glow as Riley fell over. The lack of oxygen finally got to her. Celia stood atop Riley’s form as she grew to a larger size to protect her partner as best that she could.

The Cultist, however, seemed to falter and nearly recoiled in shock.

“Anathema!”

Ezekiel ignored her outraged and horrified scream as he disappeared. The lack of air being the only reason the crack of a broken sound barrier didn’t appear due to how fast he moved.

The tornado around them abruptly disappeared as the Cultist dropped the wide range spell.

A barrier of solid air once more appeared in front of her as she held her hands forward. Blocking Ezekiel and Shine once again, but this time she was straining far more visibly, as Ezekiel had been focusing his ‘Nothingness’, ‘Force’, and ‘Compression’ to increase his own attack, and decrease the Cultist’s. But it clearly wasn’t enough.

Another shockwave spread outwards, but Ezekiel didn’t have time to react as the Cultist moved out of the way. The mana still flooding his body allowed him to turn and put pressure on the Cultist. But only for a moment as she flew into the air.

Staring up into the night sky, Ezekiel could clearly see the cultist gazing down at him. Her chest heaving in and out as her breathing became heavy. Something Ezekiel mirrored, as the exertion on them both had been great.

‘If only I could don your Spirit Armor...’ Ezekiel lamented as he felt his body fill with fatigue.

Shine didn’t reply with words. But Ezekiel could feel their disappointment with themself.

“You... I don’t know how you managed to regain any of your magic, but by the Light of Radiance, you will not leave here alive!” The Cultist dove directly at Ezekiel, who barely managed to raise Shine up to black. A pair of daggers now in each of the Cultist’s hands.

‘Arg!’ Shine screamed in pain as cracks appeared on their blade.

Ezekiel pulled back, and side stepped an attack. His body was still significantly stronger than the Cultist’s. A pair of wind blades flew from the Cultist’s daggers. A red ‘X’ appeared on his chest to go with the cut that was already there.

Given that he and Shine were basically out of mana at this point. The only amount that remained after their attack in the tornado was the little that they hadn’t channeled out of fear of self-destruction. But it wasn’t enough for them to do more than a short range ‘Jump’ at that point. In fact, given the amount of mana they had used to block that recent strike, they probably couldn’t even ‘Jump’ anymore.

The Cultist began moving in circles around Ezekiel. Kicking up a gust of wind as she moved.

Ezekiel soon found his clothes being torn to shreds as dozens of wind blades bombarded his body. His natural toughness was only barely holding him together. But blood was quickly staining his clothes as the enchantments finally failed in full. The only thing that was still covered was his head, which he had been protecting to the best of his abilities.

Finally, Ezekiel fell to the ground, no longer able to hold himself up. But even so, the Cultist still didn’t get back into melee range. Instead, she stood several feet away. Well outside of Shine’s reach.

Had they enough mana, Ezekiel and Shine might’ve tried to send a Void Cutter at the Cultist. But they knew that such an attack wouldn’t work. The Spirit armor of a Legendary Hunter was too strong for such a spell to work unless fully powered.

“You are a tough one. I now understand why the Lights of Radiance want you dead so badly.”

Ezekiel didn’t reply. He had lost enough blood by this point that he was barely keeping conscious.

‘Ezekiel! We need to go! I might be able to Jump us away! Just let me-’

Shine tried their best to ‘Jump’ themself and Ezekiel away, but all that did was cause the cracks on their body to glow slightly. They were out of mana, and Ezekiel’s endurance was gone.

“I will cut off your head and bring it to the Light. I’m sure my reward will be grand!” The Cultist raised her hand. Mana focused to a thin point that would clearly be enough to cut through even Ezekiel’s incredibly toughened body. Regardless of how little mana the Cultist had left.

But before that could happen, a lance of blue fire shot towards her from the side. The bright blue light gave her just enough time to bring the blade down to cut through it. But the nature of the spell meant that it simply split into two. The two, now smaller, spears pierced into the Cultist’s sides. Only a few inches deep, but that was enough. As she fell to the side. The fire seemingly spread up and through her body.

Ezekiel turned to the side to see Riley, on her hands and knees, with a hand extended forward. Her body was propped up against Celia, and Ezekiel could tell that they were both entirely tapped for mana. Neither one had even a single mote left as far as he could tell. Not beyond what was used to maintain Celia’s body, at least.

Riley’s face was exhausted, and it was clear that she had only recently awoken from falling unconscious. But just as Ezekiel was about to say his thanks, Riley’s face turned pale, her eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth to scream.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel saw the Cultist rise up. Her armor faded away as a small bird shaped Spirit hovered over her shoulder. The mana maintaining the Armor had been retracted for active use. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to forcibly disperse the flaming Spears in her sides.

One of the Cultist’s daggers was raised into the air, poised to strike and cut through his neck. The Cultist had moved up to strike him directly. He was too tired and injured to do anything at this point. Especially since the Cultist’s wariness was gone.

The world seemed to slow down for Ezekiel, everything turned to a perfectly clear focus as the dagger came down toward him.

Only for another dagger to fly through the air, carried by Tempest mana, and cut through the Cultist’s forehead, and exit through the back. A second dagger accompanied it and cut the little hummingbird shaped Spirit in half.

As the world sped back up for Ezekiel, he turned his head to the air behind him. Barely remaining on his hands and knees as he saw a figure clad in gray bird motif Spirit armor. A set that he could swear was familiar, but he just couldn’t place it. Though that could be because he was dizzy and drowsy from blood loss.

The figure landed, walking up to Ezekiel slowly, but Riley had climbed to her feet and stood in front of him alongside Celia. The figure paused before speaking.

“If I was actually here to hurt you, I think that walking up to you like this would be pointless.”

Ezekiel could swear that he recognized that voice but couldn’t place it. Shine was in the same boat, and they were far more focused than Ezekiel at the moment.

“I see you made good use of my badge, kid. Though, I hadn’t expected to see you anywhere near here.” The figure allowed his helmet to fade away, leaving his head unprotected. “It seems like we have a similar job, though it’s clear that you’ve had far more difficulty than me.”

Seeing the man’s face, Shine now recognized the figure, even as Ezekiel finally lost his hold on the waking world.

‘Talon!’

Shine’s shocked exclamation was the last thing Ezekiel heard before falling unconscious. But for the most part, the worries he felt faded away. He just hoped that he wouldn’t be out for too long. There was still work to be done, after all.
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                When Ezekiel woke up, it was to pins and needles poking him in crisscrossed patterns all over his body. Not the most unpleasant sensation he’d woken up to, but not the most pleasant either. He’d rate it somewhere in between.

“It looks like your man is awake.” A now familiar voice spoke as Ezekiel began to shift.

There were minor twinges of pain that shot through him here and there. But they weren’t bad enough to make him do more than briefly wince before continuing.

Opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw Riley crouched at the mouth of a tent looking in at him. A worried smile on her face as she saw that he was apparently alright. A shrunken Celia sat on top of her head.

“Good morning.” Riley was quiet as she moved in to check on him. “” You’ve been unconscious for a while. How are you feeling?”

“... Tingly. I’m assuming that I’m covered in medical salves and bandages.” Ezekiel gently lifted the blanket off his body. Now that he could see his arms, he was satisfied to see that his assumption was correct. His entire body was indeed covered in bandages.

“Yeah... the injuries themselves weren’t that bad. Relatively. It was mainly the sheer number, as well as the amount of blood you lost.” Riley carefully examined his body for any bandages that might’ve gotten loose while he slept. “According to Talon, any other Mahe, or Hunter without the Spirit armor, would’ve been bisected from just the first wound. Even with the basic enchanted clothing we had on.”

Riley ran her hands down the largest line that ran down Ezekiel’s chest. It was totally covered, but even then it was obvious where most of the medicine had gone.

“Yeah... That was a kill spell if I’ve ever seen one.” Ezekiel had known that his toughness was ridiculous after going through his broken ascension to Tier four, and absorbing all that mana from the Cruor Ichor, but he had never truly pushed it to the limit before.

Usually, the Legendaries he’d faced so far were using things like Lightning, which his toughness was only somewhat better at defending against, or Radiance, which had its own esoteric properties of magic. Such a thing had weird effects when it came to causing harm.

An actual physical battle of magic at the Legendary Tier was something he had managed to avoid so far. But he still considered it a good thing at this point. Had he faced a Lightning Hunter again, or a Radiant one, then it was highly likely that he’d be dead right now.

“I’m sorry. The moment I saw that Tempest Legendary, I should’ve had Shine ‘Jump’ us out and ran away with you. That fight was foolish, and not worth the risk. I made a mistake, and I can only ask that you forgive me.” Ezekiel turned to the ground, unable to look Riley in the eye at the moment.

“I thought we could take her down as well, Ezekiel. I could’ve called for us to run the moment those other Adepts were killed. I chose to fight with you. So, don’t blame yourself, alright?” Riley pulled Ezekiel’s face back to look at her. He didn’t say anything, still feeling guilty about his bad call. “What was it you once told me? ‘You need to learn from this and move forward.’ Do that. You’ve recovered a fair bit already, right? So just keep recovering, and when you’re strong enough, you won’t lose again.”

Riley smiled, but Ezekiel could see that she was still upset at what had happened. But he knew her words weren’t wrong.

“Alright. I’ll do that.” Ezekiel smiled back at her, but he knew that it didn’t look real either. Fortunately, it seemed like Riley didn’t want to continue this conversation any more than he did. So, it came to an end there.

“Don’t forget about me!” Shine called out from where they were lying next to Ezekiel. “Now that your consciousness is connected to me again, I can help you with repairing your Spirit Paths. We’ll get your magic back in full in no time!”

Shine's apparent exuberance was infectious, as Ezekiel and Riley both let out a short laugh. Their smiles were much more real this time, but before they could continue, a voice called to them from outside the tent.

 “Oy, lovebirds! Get out here. We need to talk.”

Ezekiel let out a sigh as Riley pulled away, but he winced as he twisted to push himself up. Riley reached out to steady him. She gingerly took a hold of his arm and helped pull him to his feet.

The lack of premonition kept Ezekiel from panicking. A feeling of comfort and reassurance from Shine also helped. So, Ezekiel knew that whoever was outside wasn’t planning to kill them. Not yet at least.

Taking his time, Ezekiel allowed Riley to help him get dressed. He still had his underclothes on, but even covered in bandages, he felt a little bit naked. So, he was happy to put on the loose pair of pants and shirt that Riley handed to him.

They weren’t his, but as he looked around, Ezekiel saw that his Void Pouch was nowhere to be seen. He turned to Riley and noticed that she didn’t have her Void Pouch either, nor did she have any sort of weapon or enchanted item on her person.

Now much more cautious, Ezekiel gently channeled mana through his body. There was a slight warming sensation as his pathways strained themselves. But it was nowhere near as bad as the night before.

The channeling quickly cooled, and Ezekiel directed his mana to reinforce his body and enhance his natural healing. It wasn’t nearly as effective as normal Life Magic, or specialized healing Glacial Magic. But in the few seconds it took for him to leave the tent with Riley, he already felt somewhat better.

Of course, he stopped his channeling the moment he saw the group in front of him. There were half a dozen Legendary Hunters sitting around a doused campfire. Tempest, Life, Flame, Lightning, Obscure, and Cavern. The sun was rising in the distance, and Ezekiel could tell that it was just before midday.

“Long time no see, kid. Come here. Sit down. Tell us why you’re here, and maybe me and my compatriots will finish patching you up.” Talon pointed to an empty pair of stools near the campfire.

“What? No death threats? You must like me more than I remember.” Ezekiel relaxed when he saw a couple of the Hunters crack a small smile at his joke. Including Talon.

“After what you did to my badge, I think I should’ve. But seeing as you’re apparently hunting the same people we are, I’m feeling nicer right now.” Talon turned his business face back on as all emotion left it. “Your girl told us a bit. But it’s always nice to confirm. Though, the badge you had on you did help.”

Ezekiel took a seat next to the Lightning Legendary. Riley sat next to him, and they both turned toward the assembled Legendaries.

Briefly going through the events of the last few months in his head, Ezekiel began his story.

----------



It was over an hour later when Ezekiel wrapped up his story. An Adept from a separate area of the camp had come by with some food a little while ago, and the assembled Legendaries were eating lunch.

“You’ve been through a lot since you headed into the mountains a year ago.” Talon put his empty bowl down and addressed Ezekiel.

The group had been silent while they ate. Ezekiel had been stopped several times during his tale. The sheer number of things that his audience didn’t believe almost made them throw him and Riley out. But the fact that their magic told them he was telling the truth kept him and Riley safe.

“Yeah. But I’ve been through a few things like this. Hell. The first Ruin I went to was when I was ten years old. It’s only been a decade or so since then.” Ezekiel tried to wave off Talon’s words. But the reminder of everything he’d been through made him clench his fist. “Regardless, I think you and your friends need to make a decision about us.”

“Oh? Not going to ask us why we’re here?” Talon raised an eyebrow.

Ezekiel pointedly stared at him. “The Guardian Spirits of the Fjorya asked for help. Since they can’t freely cross Spirit territories as easily as Hunters.”

All the Legendaries tensed up at Ezekiel’s words. But they relaxed again a moment later. Ezekiel figured that Talon wouldn’t be this far in Spirit territory with strangers that weren’t allowed to be here. Territory rulers might allow some Hunters to pass through unimpeded, but only during times of trouble, or if sufficient payment was provided.

The cost for Legendaries was often too high for a lone Hunter to pay. Only Guilds had the means to do so safely. Yet, none of these Hunters wore a shared emblem. Thus, Ezekiel figured that they were given badges of friendship with rulers or Guardians in the area.

“You’re still as sharp as ever. Even as a cripple,” Talon said with a grin. “But you’re only partially right.”

“... Rebel forces that have been driven out of Tarquessa that are striking back against the Cult of Light that only barely manage to take over in full on the surface?” This time the Legendaries all glared at him. A couple even palmed their weapons. In the corner of Ezekiel’s vision, there were several Adepts sitting around that did the same.

“Too sharp, kid. Too sharp.” Talon wasn’t smiling anymore. But Ezekiel wasn’t worried.

“Better to lay everything out right now, rather than have you thinking I’ve deceived you later.”’’’’’

Ezekiel and Talon locked eyes. Neither one was willing to back down. Riley fidgeted as she glanced back and forth between Ezekiel and the other Legendaries.

“Um... Excuse me, but why are we almost fighting? Don’t we all want the Cult destroyed? Doesn’t that mean that we should work together?” Riley’s question made Ezekiel and Talon finally break eye contact. They both turned to her alongside the other Tier four Hunters.

“It’s a matter of risk, reward, and planning. You and I are also Imperials. They are all from Tarquessa. Outside of merchant groups, there’s not a lot of good relations between the two factions,” Ezekiel explained. “Mostly due to the Empire, since they have a history of trying to take the Fjorya and its resources for themselves. Though the last attempt was fifty or so years ago. I can’t remember the exact date.”

“He’s right. While you are clearly against the Cult, we don’t know if we can trust you to not turn against us for your own benefit. Or abandon us if you think things are going poorly. We have no means of making contracts to ensure such a thing doesn’t happen.” The Lightning Hunter said.

“It makes things even worse since you’ve been promised a badge of friendship by the Rulers if you kill enough Cultists before the month is up,” this time the Life Hunter spoke. “The benefits that such a promise will grant you if you succeed are great. Each of us can guarantee that.”

“The other issue is the fact that the Cult has been chipping away at our forces. We had nearly cleared out one area. But thanks to your actions in the other regions, the Cult has been sending in more reinforcements before we could prepare to fight them off. Now there’s a high chance we won’t be able to, and they’ll be able to regain their foothold and force us back again,” Talon said. “In which case, our attempts to form a force to pincer and damage Chime will fade have been pointless.”

This time, Ezekiel opened his eyes wide in shock. He had mostly just been inferring things based on the little information he had. He knew there were forces that the Spirit Rulers had named friends, and he knew the Cult had enemies in Tarquessa who didn’t like that the Cult had been winning the war.

He had thought that this group was just a simple resistance force that was fighting off the Cult to slowly wear them down. He hadn’t thought that they were part of a plan to retake one of Tarquessa’s major cities.

If they succeeded, then the damage to Rime could be mitigated and recovery efforts would be possible. The forces opposing the Cult would once again have a major staging ground in the northern regions of Tarquessa.

“That’s a dangerous plan. The Cult doesn’t like to lose what belongs to them. They may very well have trapped the city to destroy it if they can’t keep it.” Ezekiel leaned forward, nearly glaring at Talon as he said this. He had more experience with the Cult’s methods than anyone else here.

Next to Ezekiel, Riley shivered. She had firsthand experience regarding the dark depths that the Cult of Light would go to. Previously, they had needed to keep their forces and methods hidden to build up their forces.

This didn’t apply to Tarquessa. The Cult was already out in the open down there. So, there wasn’t any point in keeping their hand hidden. Not when there was a risk of losing the pot.

There were grim faces all around. Each of them knew full well that Ezekiel was right. They had all lost something to the Cult. Whether it was friends, family, or business, the Cult had affected them all.

For now, why don’t we figure out what you’re going to do with us.” Ezekiel pinched the bride of his nose and sighed. There were too many things going on for him to deal with them all at once. He figured it would be better to get their primary issue out of the way before moving on.

“Agreed. So, how about you tell us exactly what you can do?” Talon interjected before his allies could say anything. Taking charge of the conversation once more.

They all forced themselves to settle into their seats. The Flame Hunter relighting the fire, as it was moving into the afternoon, and it was getting colder. Ezekiel could already tell that he and Riley weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

At least their last few kills had bought them another couple of days.

----------



Ezekiel crawled back into his tent, exhausted from the day of discussion. It had been a long and tedious conversation, but he and Riley had managed to convince the other rebel Hunters that they could be of use. No contracts were created, but it was decided that Ezekiel and Riley would take a leading role in dismantling the Cult reinforcements that had arrived.

Since this was something that would help the pair with their own mission, this was somewhat acceptable. The only downside was the fact that they would be operating as a separate force that was semi-dependant on the rebels to succeed.

Talon had tried to fight for Ezekiel. Citing the fact that it was only due to his actions that Marco had been killed during the fall of Rime. But it seemed like this was only enough good will to give them the chance to cooperate. Which Ezekiel was fine with, since he knew that the whole reason Marco attacked was to kill him in the first place.

Flopping onto his bedroll, Ezekiel patted his returned Void Pouch for comfort. He had been able to argue that they needed their supplies and equipment back, so at least they weren’t as bad off as before.

Next to him, Riley flopped onto her own, freshly unraveled, bedroll.

“What are you doing?” Ezekiel turned to face her. “Weren’t you given your own tent?”

Riley faced him before answering. “Safety in numbers.” Before immediately throwing her blanket over herself and falling asleep.

Too tired to fight it, Ezekiel just allowed himself to do the same, and woke up in a tangle of limbs as Riley had somehow wrapped herself around him. Both were still exhausted from the lack of proper sleep the night before, as well as Ezekiel’s still healing wounds. Though they had fully closed at this point and were merely somewhat red thin lines that ran up and down his body.

The two dressed quickly before heading out. Neither one felt comfortable looking each other in the eye at the moment. Ezekiel was only just able to force down his blush as Riley turned red.

A few of the rebel Hunters outside just gave them raised eyebrows as they smirked at the embarrassed duo. The rest sneered in disgust or disdain, assuming that Ezekiel and Riley weren’t taking things seriously.

“Alright! That’s enough.” Talon called out. “Your various leaders would’ve likely told you what the current plan is. While we’ve managed to clear one area of Cultists, we’re now moving into a new one. There’s a dozen or so bases that need to be wiped out. All centered around the central ravine.”

The ravine he spoke of was the one that Akland had claimed as his territory for the most part. There were sections that were outside the fish Spirit’s control, but they were enough that Ezekiel and Riley could still follow along.

“Given the situation, the two outsiders will be the vanguard for the main assault for the Cult’s primary fort. Word is that they’ve reinforced the area with teams including at least two Legendaries. Possibly three.” This was information that they had discussed before. Apparently, the rebel Hunters had enough scouts and ties to the Fjorya Spirits that they had much better information than Ezekiel and Riley. “That means that we’ll be operating in two teams, to ensure that we outnumber any forces we run across. I, and our lady of Life, will be working with the outsiders, while the other four will be making a separate assault on another base. Hopefully, this will force the Cult to split their forces. Though, given that they’ve already consolidated their numbers into four main camps, it will probably take too long for them to stop us.”

This was information that Ezekiel and Riley had been shocked by. They had been aware that reinforcements had been sent by the Cult. Legendaries that weren’t usually stationed in the Fjorya. What they weren’t aware of was the fact that they had grouped together and put a pause on their patrols and poaching.

Due to the pair’s assault on the teams outside the bases, the Cult had decided to write off some of the simpler campsites and pull all their forces back into the structural bases. Thereby forcing any attackers to assault them on the Cult’s own terms.

Had Ezekiel and Riley made any more attempts to take out the Cultists in the wilderness, they would’ve found themselves forced to enter properly defended Cult territory. As well as outnumbering then two-and-a-half-to-one.

“If there are any questions before we begin, say them now. Otherwise, pack up and get ready. We leave for our new campground, with the intent to arrive by dusk.” Talon looked around the assembled rebels for anyone who might have something to say. Seeing nothing, he nodded. “In that case, let’s go. If things go well, the Cult will be dealt a massive blow on two fronts by tomorrow morning.”

With those final words, the Hunters all took down their tents and supplies. Void Pouches were filled with equipment, and Spirits grew to rideable sizes. Riley mounted up on Celia, and Ezekiel readied himself to run ahead of the main force.

As Talon took to the sky, everybody moved out. They had only a bit more than a day to get ready for a major assault. Even with grim faces all around, a sense of determination filled each and every one of them.

----------



Beneath a camouflage blanket atop a tall cliff, Ezekiel and Riley looked out toward the reinforced structure that the Cult was using as their main base. High above them, well out of sight, Talon was apparently circling the area. He was waiting for the signal to strike. His attack being the indicator for the rest of the Rebels to begin their own offense.

It had been nearly two days since Ezekiel and Riley had set out with the rebels from the camp that he had woken up in. Since then, Ezekiel had managed to do a little bit of repair with the help of Shine. But his Pathways were still far from being good as new.

‘Are you sure that they won’t just leave us to die?’ Shine couldn’t help but worry as they shared what senses they could with Ezekiel. From what they could tell, the formations that now surrounded this base were roughshod enchantments that had several holes in them.

Whether they were there due to the rush, or to lay traps for any attackers was unknown to Ezekiel. But he wasn’t planning on using them anyway.

‘No bad omen feeling so far. I think Talon can be trusted as well. He did give us his token of friendship when we needed it. We’d be dead if he hadn’t.’ Ezekiel still remembered the badge that had gotten him out of the life and death situation he was in last year. ‘I don’t think a man like that would just betray us on the eve of a great success.’

The sun had set a couple of hours ago. Ezekiel’s job was about to begin. He simply had to get in, break the formations, and cause as much damage as possible.

Surviving until Talon and the Legendary Life Hunter could support him was also necessary. But it would be far more difficult to do. Even if Riley moved in to support him.

“Hey, there’s no chance of there being four Legendary Cultists in there, right?” Riley’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts. Turning to look at her, Ezekiel could see that she was fidgeting as she gripped her spear.

Focusing on the base, Ezekiel ran through numerous scenarios in his mind. Desperately trying to convey his intent to go through with these different actions.

The only time his sense of premonition popped up was when he thought about assaulting a different base without any support. There was still some concern regarding their current plan of attack, but it wasn’t enough for Ezekiel to decide to turn back.

Although, the same could be said for the previous night. They had ultimately been lucky that Talon and the other rebels had been passing through the area from their previous region. Thus, Ezekiel now knew for certain that the lack of bad feeling was only an indicator of a non-instant death sentence.

Whether or not he and Riley survived would still be up to them, and his premonitions only applied to his own well-being. Not that of his allies.

“I’m confident that we’ll be able to survive this. We just need to be as careful as possible and be willing to pull out all the stops to ensure success. If anything, running away is possibly our worst option right now.” Ezekiel thought of what the rebels might do to him and Riley if they tried to run. He shivered at the possibilities that flowed through his mind. “If we do, then that means we’ll have three forces after us. The Cult, the rebels, and the Spirits.”

Ezekiel had no doubt that the Hunter allies of the Guardian Spirits of the Fjorya would have enough pull to have his own badge of friendship revoked. At which point fleeing the mountains would be the only thing that they could do. Since they were on the southern side of the Fjorya at this point, they wouldn’t even be able to flee into safer territory. The Cult would then hunt them down with ease.

“Time to go,” Ezekiel said as a small flash of light caught his eye. It wasn’t enough to set off any alarms, but it told him that he needed to move out. “Only move in when you hear the explosion.”

Riley nodded her head. Tensing up as she focused on Ezekiel. He ignored this as he leapt from the cliff. Landing gently with Shine’s help. A Shroud covered them both, and Ezekiel ran through the forest as fast as he could. All while not making a sound or otherwise disturbing the night.

----------



The walls of the base were twice as thick as the walls of the last base Ezekiel infiltrated. But Shine was easily able to ‘Jump’ them inside. From there, Shine took a risk to expend some more of their mana. Keeping Ezekiel aloft to ensure no Cavern Mages could sense his position.

Moving around the base, Ezekiel carefully places the grenades he had commissioned at the village he and Riley had previously stopped at. The simple metal orbs were filled with Riley’s fire, and a small barrier filled with Void mana was contained within as well.

The barriers would only last a few more minutes in all of them. So, Ezekiel would have to get rid of them soon, or else they would explode on him.

There were only a dozen grenades prepped for today. Riley’s Flames couldn’t last long without her fueling them. It only took a couple of minutes to place the makeshift Artifacts in such a way that a Cavern Mage wouldn’t have sensed them right away. But he only managed to get ten in place before he knew his time was up.

Floating up to an open window, still Shrouded, Ezekiel saw one of the Legendaries that he would have to fight. Unfortunately for him, it was indeed a Cavern Hunter. Meaning that Ezekiel would have a disadvantage since he couldn’t easily fly.

If the Cavern Hunter didn’t leave the ground, he could simply attack Ezekiel from all directions. A hidden assault was his best bet at getting out of this alive.

‘Shroud the last two grenades as best you can,’ Ezekiel mentally told Shine.

‘I don’t know how long I can hold a Shroud at a distance for. It could use up way more mana than what would be safe.’ Shine didn’t like this plan. They had never Shrouded anything that wasn’t touching them before. Not for longer than a few seconds at least. Barriers were a bit better, since they were made beyond the reaches of their body naturally.

‘That should be fine.’ Ezekiel didn’t care at this point. He knew Shine was running low on mana fast, but he needed to do something that would help in disabling the Cavern Hunter.

Wordlessly, Shine conceded to Ezekiel’s command. They waited for a little bit longer, until the grenades were on the cusp of going off.

Gently tossing the two Shrouded grenades through the open window, just as the Cavern Hunter was standing up, Shine immediately felt a sudden pull on their mana that was stronger than before.

Unlike the Void Panes, the Shroud wanted to reinforce the surrounding mana in the atmosphere much more readily. It was an effort of will to hold it back.

Ezekiel ended up dropping a few feet as Shine had to rebalance their focus of their mana. Which was a good thing, however, as the grenades all went off at once. Blowing out the room the two had been tossed in. The mana from the Shroud apparently added to the mana that was sealed in the little bombs and made them even stronger.

A blood curdling scream roared from the building, and all the formations surrounding the base were broken in an instant. The Cavern Hunter hadn’t been wearing his Spirit armor before but was now adorned in orange-brown armor that denoted his place as a Legendary Hunter. A badger motif was clearly visible on the chest plate portion.

The fact that he had survived spoke greatly of the man’s power. He must’ve been mid to high Step amongst the Tier fours. But Ezekiel wasn’t despairing at the situation.

The Hunter was currently lacking an arm, after all.

However, before he could allow himself to feel any sense of joy at the damage he had done, Ezekiel felt himself blown backwards towards the crumbling protective walls of the base.

The air was filled with the scent of ozone, and he was suddenly surrounded by Lightning from all sides. But it wasn’t only him. The entire area was filled with violet light and the crack of thunder.
 A wide range attack had just taken him down. The force was enough to jostle even his reinforced body to the point where he was spitting up blood.

He had to carefully channel the mana within his body just to keep himself functioning. The Cultists in this base were far stronger than any other Legendaries he had fought before.

“So, you're the one that’s been killing our Hunters, and disrupting our operations in the Fjorya,” a light and feminine voice called out to Ezekiel. Above his prone body, a petite woman with long violet hair floated with an elegant looking saber in her hand. The motif on her armor was that of a mouse. “You even managed to kill over a dozen of our Hunters here with your sneak attack. I can see why our leaders want you dead so badly.”

The Cavern Hunter was frothing at the mouth next to the Lightning Hunter. The rage and pain he felt were clearly disrupting his mental facilities, but he was holding back as the Lightning Hunter spoke.

Before anything else could be said, however, a flash of blue fire filled the area. The Cavern Hunter flinched away, while the Lightning Hunter disappeared in a crack of thunder. She reappeared a dozen meters away.

The fire began to spread, and a sudden typhoon slammed down on the area. The fires followed the trails of wind that pulled the blue flames towards the Cultist Legendaries.

A gray clad figure descended from the sky, swinging a set of daggers towards the Cavern Hunter. Only to be forced to dodge as a bolt of Lightning flashed towards him.

Beside him, Riley landed with Celia, who had grown to a larger size to fight more directly. A trail of burning bodies was left in their wake.

The true battle against the Cult had now begun.
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                Thunder and Lightning crashed through an unrelenting Tempest. All the while a Cavern roared out and tried to strike down the Flame and Void.

Talon was using everything he had to battle against the Lightning Hunter that was flying through his maelstrom with only a little bit of difficulty. A few blows here and there were all that Talon could do at range. Ezekiel could tell when Talon realized this, because the wind immediately cut out before surrounding the man in a twisting gray cloud.

The gray and violet figures became nothing more than blurs as two of the fastest elements did battle in the skies. Weapons impacted each other repeatedly, and the crack of thunder was mixed with the clang of steel.

The rending cry of warped metal was also heard. Daggers dropped from the air. Talon was forced to reveal a longer pair of short swords that glowed with enchantment runes. However, it was clear that these swords held no ability beyond being strong enough to not be destroyed in a single clash.

Below them, Ezekiel and Riley were doing their best to survive. As the ground beneath their feet tried to swallow them whole.

“Move!” Ezekiel yelled as the Cavern Hunter continued to strike at Ezekiel and Riley. “Don’t stop moving and keep your feet off the ground as best you can!”

Riley’s feet lit up in blue fire as she did her best to run away. Keeping her path sporadic as she moved. There were several instances where the ground seemed to reach up and attempt to grab her legs. But the earth and stone ignited and began to melt. Slowing it down due to Riley’s interference of the Cavern cultists’ control.

For Ezekiel’s part, he was hopping around while preventing his feet from touching the ground for more than a moment with each step. His speed kept him from getting caught by the cultist’s spell.

But Ezekiel knew that the cultist wouldn’t keep this up much longer. Such environmental control was far too expensive for him to continue.

The Cavern cultist let out another roar before slamming into the ground. A ripple of earth spread out. Sending Riley flying bonelessly into the air. Ezekiel nearly got caught but managed to jump over it.

“Worthless insects!” The cultist screamed. “I will crush you into paste!”

A hammer was withdrawn and thrown directly at Riley. The force behind it could’ve shattered a small hillside with ease. Ezekiel knew that if Riley couldn’t dodge there’d be no saving her. But a gust of wind blew it off course. It crashed into the ground and created a crater several meters wide. Shattering the remains of the wall as it tumbled.

Rather than follow up with his attack on Riley, the cultist chased after the hammer. All the while Riley ran to Ezekiel. The flames beneath her feet grew stronger, jettisoning her forward from the force. She slammed into Ezekiel with a cry, but he was able to catch her with only a little bit of strain.

“Can you still cast spells?” Ezekiel maneuvered himself in front of Riley as the cultist turned back toward them. “If you’re out of mana, you need to run!”

He knew that Riley had used a lot of mana to survive up till this point. Her blue flames were still expensive, even with the reduced cost thanks to Legendary mana. Riley moved to get out of there. Backing away from Ezekiel as fast as she could. But she didn’t make it more than two steps away.

The ground broke beneath the cultist as he launched himself at Ezekiel. Too fast for him to react, and even if he could, dodging would leave Riley to die. Shine was raised in defense, but Ezekiel knew that, even with his and Shine’s mana reinforcing the blade, the cracks from the Tempest cultist from before had weakened them. This strike would most certainly see Shine’s blade be broken.

‘I’m sorry.’ Ezekiel tensed up as he focused all the mana he had to strengthen his body. He felt Shine do the same, and the opalescent blade glittered from the mana inside of it. Several Void panes formed barriers as well.

But it was not enough, and the heavy hammer slammed into Shine, crushing the barriers in its way as the cultist used his full force to bring Ezekiel down.

The sound of shattering glass nearly made Ezekiel’s ears bleed. Behind him, he realized that Riley had been thrown away thanks to the shockwave that had been made. But that didn’t matter at the moment, as he heard Shine screaming in his mind from having their entire body destroyed.

The fact that Shine’s hilt and a large portion of the lower part of the blade was undamaged and still opal, while the rest faded to gray steel, was the only indication that Shine hadn’t simply faded away. That, and so long as Ezekiel was still alive, Shine had an anchor for their soul to hold onto for a time. Swapping bodies was something Shine had long since learned to do, after all.

But it was an instant after hearing Shine scream that Ezekiel found himself nearly crying out in pain as well. The hammer of the cultist slammed into him with full force.

Bones shattered, and organs were nearly liquified. Skin tore, and Ezekiel found himself unable to scream as blood gurgled up his throat. The massive hammer slammed him into the ground, and Ezekiel nearly blacked out.

Staring up at the cultist, however, Ezekiel managed to hold on. Taking great joy at witnessing the cultist coughing up blood as well. A massive wooden arrow pierced his chest from behind. Sticking out his chest, and with roots digging through the man’s body.

More blood spewed from the cultist as he fell over. He tried to pull the arrow from his torso. But another body fell from the sky. Clad in green armor as the rebel Life Hunter landed directly on the arrow.

An infusion of mana from the rebel caused the arrow to grow out of control. It ripped the cultist apart from the inside out.

A moment later, a ball of blue fire landed on the cultist, and orange-brown motes of light floated into the sky. Riley’s face then filled Ezekiel’s vision. She was bleeding from a head wound, and Celia was gripping her shoulder for stability. There were in the young woman’s eyes.

Behind her, the rebel spared a glance at the sky. Talon and the Lightning cultist were still fighting. But it seemed like there was less lightning being thrown around at this point.

Ezekiel was barely holding on, but his toughness meant that he wouldn’t die quickly.

“Help him!” Riley screamed, and the rebel let out a sigh and turned towards Ezekiel. Even though she was covered in green Spirit armor, Ezekiel could tell that the woman was shocked. It seems the rebel thought Ezekiel was dead.

The woman rushed over to Ezekiel. The fight between Talon and the Lightning cultist pushed to the side. Ezekiel saw and felt her green hands flood his body with vitality, and he coughed up more blood.

“By the Ancients... How are you still alive!?” The Life Hunter focused everything she had on doing what she could to heal Ezekiel’s injuries.

He was far worse off than the last time he fought a Legendary. The damage was also far different as well. But the Life Hunter made quick work of most of his internal wounds. His bleeding wasn’t as bad, and most of his blood was retained, if not in the right spots internally.

“This will feel weird, but I’m not wasting mana just to make you more comfortable.” Green hands moved across Ezekiel’s body.

It took a few minutes, but Ezekiel could feel his insides shift back into place, and the tears closed up. He was fortunate his head hadn’t been struck, or things would’ve been far worse. But since the injuries were entirely physical, this was not the worst state he’d been in before.

There was a pinch, and blood that had pooled inside of him was drained. The Life mana kept him from bleeding out too much. A pressure that he hadn’t realized had grown then disappeared.

Next were his bones. The ones in his arm were ignored for now, but his chest and shoulder were put back into place. His spine cracked momentarily, but nothing seemed to change. He could still feel his entire body.

“I’ve ensured you won’t die anytime soon. The major damage has been repaired, but your arm will be useless for now, and I only healed the bones that are vital to supporting your organs. Besides that, said organs had been brought up to working standards, and won’t be failing anytime soon.” The Life Hunter rushed through her words. “But your entire body is still bruised and sprained. That will have to be dealt with later or healed normally. Now, I need to go help Talon.”

Without so much as a by-your-leave the woman leapt into the sky, and the fight between Lightning and Tempest was joined by Life.

Riley turned toward the fight with a glare, but no words left her lips. Ezekiel could tell that she knew there was no point in saying anything at this time.

‘Are you okay?’ Ezekiel internally called out to Shine. Pain-filled groans were all he got as an answer.

Next to him, Ezekiel felt Riley grab his unbroken hand. Neither of the two looked away from the fight, as elemental constructs were thrown back and forth. Wood was charred and split by lightning. Wind accelerated spears and javelins.

Steel clashed and rang out through the air as the battle continued. Until finally, the Lightning cultist made a mistake and tried to run.

A branching whip flew forward, and the cultist paused to rip it off. She should’ve defended herself from Talon’s swords.

Her head went flying just as the branches crumbled into ash.

The two rebels landed on the ground. Talon looked and saw what had happened to Ezekiel. He turned a glare toward his ally, but Ezekiel could barely hear them.

All heads turned to the wall as more people moved in. The lower Tier rebels from the campsite filed into the area. As they gave their reports on their own jobs in the closer surroundings, Ezekiel was glad to see smiles breaking out on everybody’s faces.

The two rebel leaders then moved to Ezekiel and Riley.

“I’m surprised to see you’re still awake.” Talon’s voice was quiet, but still easily heard by Ezekiel now that he was up close. “You must be in a lot of pain...”

“Lightning hurts more. Plus, my mana has weird effects when it comes to senses.” While it hadn’t been an issue for a while, the unconnected Void mana that was in Ezekiel’s body had dulled his sense of pain for quite some time. It seemed to him that it was still happening. At least with purely physical wounds that weren’t filled with mana.

“I’d like to see you healed up. Especially after my partner’s blunder.” The Life Hunter flinched and glared at Talon. “But in this case, we need to go. The Cult’s support is on the way. We should be gone well before they get here.”

“I’m surprised their Legendaries aren’t here already.” Ezekiel muttered.

“They can’t risk it. Not when they don’t know how many of us are here yet.”

Ezekiel just nodded at Talon’s reply. Riley helped move him and the still opal colored portion of Shine’s blade got loaded into a wagon for transport.

Talon and the Legendary Life Hunter needed to cover their retreat. Riley had been asked to assist, but a fiery glare made them let her go with Ezekiel.

She did set the area on fire and incinerate the remains of the cultists before heading out, however, so they couldn’t say that she hadn’t done anything to help.

----------



Thanks to Ezekiel’s current physique, it only took a few hours before he was more or less fit to move on his own. The majority of that time was just him recovering his mana enough to be able to reinforce himself. Shine was also given a temporary vessel in the form of a basic longsword that one of the rebels gave him for his actions against the cult.

Once his recovery time and durability were revealed to the rest of the rebels, however, things started to change for him and Riley. Such a thing meant that, even though he wasn’t a proper Legendary Hunter, and his Spirit armor was unavailable, Ezekiel could still act as something of a distraction.

“Given how quickly you’ve recovered,” Talon said, “we’ll be setting out as soon as possible to take out the other bases. Our own reinforcements will be here once they finish cleaning up the regions that we were a part of previously, but we can’t risk the chance of the Cult getting us from behind while we attack wherever they’ve decided to buckle down.”

Ezekiel just grunted in reply. At this point he had resigned himself to no longer having control of the situation. But he also knew that, now that they had proven useful, he and Riley were stuck until the job was done. There was a high possibility of consequences if the pair just left, and the rebel’s higher chance of victory suddenly disappeared.

Their names would be tarnished in the eyes of the Spirits that had given out their friendship. At the very least.

For the moment, Ezekiel and Riley were sitting with the rest of the Legendaries inside a temporary command tent. A map with the rest of the known Cult of Light bases was laid out on a piece of flattened out raised stone.

A couple of the camps had been crossed out. But there were still a few remaining. One in particular caught Ezekiel’s eye. Not just because it was the one that the group was apparently slated to attack next.

Riley noticed where his attention was directed and couldn’t help but let out a slight gasp.

“This is the area where the exile laid down roots, isn’t it?”

The rest of the Legendaries just looked confused for a moment, before they all realized what Riley was talking about. It was a part of their story when she and Ezekiel had first been interrogated.

“Yeah... given the proximity of this particular camp to the exile’s territory, it’s highly likely that we’ll be fighting off a Legendary Spirit that’s solidly in the mid-Steps of Tier four. Alongside their army of lower Tier Spirits that they’ve dominated.”

The assembled Hunters didn’t look like they enjoyed the image Ezekiel was painting for them. But he knew that they needed to know this moving forward. If they didn’t, then the odds were high that they would suffer a crushing defeat from numbers alone. Especially among the lower Tiers.

“That would explain why they’re headed to that base in particular. I wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to move all their current forces to that base purely for the army that it provides them,” The Life Hunter muttered.

“You said it was a Life Spirit that rules that territory?” the Flame Hunter asked, “If so, then it might be best if I and the girl take charge. It should be easier since we have somewhat of an elemental advantage.”

Ezekiel grimaced at the thought of Riley going to fight the exiled Spirit again. He knew that if she went, the Spirit would focus on her. Possibly to the point of ignoring any danger to itself just for revenge.

Spirits were surprisingly emotional when it came to feeling wronged.

“Can you guarantee her life?” Ezekiel glared at the Flame Hunter. “I’m not asking this out of regular concern. I know that she can fight for herself and needs to face conflict and adversity to progress. But that Spirit has a bone to pick with both of us. It will focus on her, probably ignore you, and Riley isn’t anywhere near an even match for it. Even if she could manifest Spirit armor.”

The rebels all paused to think for a moment. A couple shot a look at Riley, who turned away.

Ezekiel knew that she wasn’t embarrassed at his words. It was more like she was ashamed of her current weakness.

“... I hate to say it, but that is a fair point.” The Lightning Hunter grimaced after thinking about the situation. “However, we still need to fight it off. So, it might be for the best if I went along as well.”

No objections were raised. But the discussion continued well into the night. Though it was admitted that priorities had to change. Instead of total annihilation, they would lower the cult’s numbers before running away.

The Cult still outnumbered them, but it was close, and only due to the exile’s presence. Technically, if Ezekiel and Riley were full Hunters, not the half-Hunters that they were, the numbers would be even. Though they would still be weaker due to their lower Step amongst Legendaries.

“Alright then,” Talon said as he clapped his hands at the end of the meeting, “we’ll get everything ready for tomorrow, and set out first thing. If we do this right, they’ll be dead by noon, and we won’t have to worry about the cult poaching in this area for at least a few more months.”

Nods all around, the Legendaries set out to make their final preparations.

All the while, Ezekiel grimly realized that a bad feeling was growing in his gut.

----------



From what information they had managed to get, the Cult didn’t have any more Legendary Cavern cultists at the moment. Thus, it was much easier to infiltrate and get closer to the Cult’s base than it would’ve been. Though they still had to be wary of any Adept Cavern Mages.

For Ezekiel and Riley, they knew that the fight would be a much closer thing than they wanted. They didn’t have a choice, however, and the only way the rebels were going to survive was if they managed to take out as many cultists as possible.

As per usual, Ezekiel was acting alone to take out the hastily thrown up defenses that the cult had put into place. His ability to simply sidestep them and without even interacting with them was irreplaceable in these situations.

The only bad thing was the premonition that Ezekiel and Shine had regarding the situation. They had informed Riley the night before. Same with Talon. But there was nothing they could do. The rebels didn’t have enough numbers to wait until the cult refilled their ranks.

If they didn’t strike now, then the cult would consolidate their forces and begin hunting the rebels.

It wasn’t until they finally got within range of the base that Ezekiel finally understood what the premonition he had was referring to.

A torrential downpour had begun. With lightning crackling through the air. The weather took an immediate turn for the worse as the skies went dark, and the whole mountain was cast in shadow.

The weather had been grim when they had all gotten up that morning. But it wasn’t anything that Ezekiel thought they needed to worry about.

With the heavens opening up, and water filling the sky, this meant that the two Flame Legendaries were now far less useful. The same with Ezekiel, whose silhouette would be seen even under his Shroud. Outside of his time on Morncrest, he had never used his Shroud for missions in the rain.

It was an issue that didn’t pop up too much. Something he knew he was lucky for. His luck had run out, however, and the Legendaries that had gathered at the edge of the cult’s fallback base began to despair.

“Why do the Ancients seem to favor those damned monsters!?” The Flame Legendary yelled at the sky. Talon threw up a wall of still air around the group so the sound wouldn’t travel. His concern was warranted, but the noise from the storm would’ve drowned out most of the yelling on its own.

A temporary shelter had been thrown up for the rebel’s use.

“Do we know if one of the Legendaries in the base is a Flame Mage? Our numbers won’t be too bad if there is,” the Lightning Hunter asked.

Talon shook his head. The Legendaries from the other bases hadn’t been seen in battle yet. So, it was impossible to know what their elements were at this point. Usually, they would wear robes that denoted their elemental affinity, but not anymore. The cult had grown smarter since Ezekiel and Riley had used the colors of their clothes to target their Cavern Mages.

The group was stuck, and it seemed like the rebels were going to have to fall back and risk the cult getting their reinforcements. Ezekiel did not want that to happen.

“...I have an idea, but it will be risky. Though only to myself, and our experts on Tempest and Lightning.” Ezekiel turned to the Hunters in question. Talon just raised an eyebrow, but the Lightning Hunter focused her entire attention on Ezekiel.

‘Are you sure that you want to do this?’ Shine suddenly called out in Ezekiel’s mind. ‘You know full well how badly this could go.’

‘I’m aware,’ Ezekiel replied, ‘But you have to admit that it’s the best chance we’ve got. If we want to strike today at least.’

Shine fell silent. They knew that Ezekiel was right.

“While they haven’t adjusted to their new body just yet, and their vessel is much weaker than before, Shine and I are still Void Mages, with Void mana. Which can greatly enhance mana of other elements to a ridiculous degree,” Ezekiel explained as the other’s eyes widened in understanding.

“You want to fly up and supercharge a bolt of Lightning, devastating the base and destroying most, if not all of it.” Talon rubbed his chin in thought. “That could work. It would at least reduce their number a great deal. Any Hunters not wearing their Spirit armor would likely die. I assume I’m there to catch you and retreat before you two can fall into the base?”

Ezekiel nodded his head.

“An entire Step of Legendary Void Mana should be enough to push whatever Lightning spell is used to the point where it might very well break into the Mythic Tier due to sheer power.” Ezekiel didn’t know this for sure, since he knew that the qualitative change between Tier four and five was more massive than the one between three and four. “That’ll only happen if every ounce of mana is used for the Lightning. So, Talon would be our only way out of there.”

The assembled group didn’t say anything for a little while. Ezekiel looked at Riley and Celia, and both seemed to be concerned. He assumed that they had their own reasons. Celia was on the cusp of having her soul be strong enough to break into the Legendary Tier. While Riley was likely worried about Ezekiel going off on his own again.

“Let’s do it,” the Lightning rebel said. “There’s no point in not taking a risk. If we fail, then we’re in the same position as before. In that we’ll need to retreat until our support comes from other regions. On the off chance that anyone survives, the rest of you charge in and take them out.”

Talon nodded his head in agreement. As did the rest of the rebel leaders. Though some did so with reluctance. Riley looked nearly mutinous, but Ezekiel calmed her down by wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“We’ll be okay,” he said to her.

Riley’s face changed to a frown. She still didn’t want him to go.

Given that Ezekiel’s sense of omen hadn’t disappeared, he didn’t want to either.

----------



High above the base of the cult, Ezekiel was being carried by the rebel’s Legendary Lightning Hunter. Donned in her Spirit armor, Ezekiel could finally tell her gender thanks to the curves of her body. Her voice and figure had been disguised by an enchanted choker and her cloak.

Ezekiel didn’t really get the point in hiding one’s figure like this, but he wasn’t going to say anything about it. He had disguised himself when hunting the cult as well. He just hadn’t done so when sitting with his companions, away from the battlefield.

“Are you ready?”

The Lightning rebel nodded in response.

“Good. Start channeling your mana. Build it up as much as you can, and when you’re ready, just shoot it straight down.” Ezekiel and Shine readied themselves as the rebel began charging her attack.

They remained motionless for several seconds. A massive amount of mana was focused into a single point. The two Void users knew that this was going to be tricky and risky. The blowback from enhancing this much mana was just as likely to take the both of them out with it.

Which was why Talon was flying at an even higher height, and well off to the side.

Above and around them, the storm seemed to grow stronger, and Eezkiel knew that they would have to act fast. A small typhoon was beginning to form. With the Lighting and Void Hunters in the direct center.

Ezekiel used his mana to throw up the strongest Void Panes he could, while Shine simply shunted all their mana into a small Void Pane box just beneath Ezekiel’s barrier. A small hole where the Lightning would shoot through.

The moment after they did this, the Lightning rebel threw her hand down, and a massive bolt of Lightning appeared. It instantly cracked through the relatively weak box that Shine had formed to contain their mana.

A single massive bolt then split into two, then four, then eight, then sixteen and so on.

The rain of Lightning continued to grow, as it set off a chain reaction when it mixed with the energy already present in the storm.

Ezekiel had closed his eyes and turned away, but it didn’t matter. The barrier he had thrown up broke in an instant. He and the rebel found their bodies flooded with lightning. Though at a much-reduced rate compared to that which was falling below them.

An earth-shattering explosion nearly deafened Ezekiel, and it was only Shine, who hadn't been as badly affected by the side-effects, that was able to tell him what was happening.

But even then, it was only several seconds later, when the Lightning let up, that they were able to speak to Ezekiel.

‘It’s gone... The entire base is gone...’ Shine’s voice was incredibly soft. ‘There’s bits and pieces of rubble, but I don’t think that anybody survived that.’

The words registered in Ezekiel’s mind, but as he and the rebel, with her separated Spirit, now falling to the ground, he knew he wasn’t able to really focus on it. The fact that his body was still flinching and otherwise out of his control thanks to the electricity flowing through him also distracted him.

Though the site of broken stone buildings and walls did enter his vision as his eyes cleared up from the blinding flash. A sight that grew larger and larger as they got closer to the ground.

For a moment, Ezekiel was concerned that Talon had gotten caught up in the explosion of Lightning. Given how much larger the spell became it wouldn’t have surprised him.

A sudden jolt of gravity, and the pain of his arm being wrenched from its socket proved that his fears were unfounded.

Though as he looked up and saw a somewhat singed gray Spirit, he knew that Talon hadn’t gotten out of it entirely unscathed. He was well enough to catch both Ezekiel, the Lightning rebel, and their Spirits, but Ezekiel knew that he’d have some explaining to do when they retreated back to wherever they were headed next.

A rumble echoed through the air. Ezekiel looked down again.

Four heavily injured figures were pulling themselves from the rubble. Their Spirit armor was all damaged, and they seemed to be heavily injured.

One of them was a small pile of vines that was rapidly regrowing to the size of an adult human.

They were quickly beset upon by the rebel Legendaries that had yet to do anything.

Which Ezekiel thought was fine. He had done his part, and he knew that they could take it from here.

            

    
        CH 182 (Book 4 Ch 22): Miscalculation

    
    
    
    
                The rebels had fully retreated from the cult bases in the area. A large camp was set up for the Hunters from Tarquessa to relax as they had a small celebration over the destruction of the cultists.

Ezekiel and Riley weren’t fully involved in the festivities. Instead, they focused on their mission, and tried to figure out what the likelihood of it being completed was. The sheer number of cultists that would’ve died at the last base was enormous, but there was a possibility that Riley would need to contribute some more, since she was basically left out.

“We probably cleared enough of the cult’s number to at least retain our group’s access to the haven. So maybe we should report back?” Riley was seated next to Ezekiel on a fallen log.

The two were sipping on some hot tea. The storm had somewhat cleared up as the hours passed. But only in that it was moving to the northeast.

Ezekiel couldn’t be certain, but it felt like it was moving towards the Feathered Peaks. If he was right, then he hoped that it was a good sign. The feeling in his gut told him things were going to get worse before they got better though.

“Are you okay? There’s no lasting damage from the Lightning, is there?”

Ezekiel just shrugged at Riley’s question. He had only regained full mobility after being paralyzed for nearly an hour. But fortunately, once it had left his system, he recovered fast, and there weren’t any noticeable side-effects that he could feel.

“I’ve just got a bad feeling. That’s all.” Ezekiel tried to relax and keep Riley calm by not sounding too concerned, but Riley was fully aware of his premonitions.

“Does Shine feel the same?” she asked.

“Yes.” Shine vocalized their response before Ezekiel could say anything else. “I think we need to get out of here. As much as I like this group, our continued presence in this area is not making me feel safe. But thoughts and plans to head to the haven do. We should leave. Now!”

“... If Shine insists on this, and you aren’t immediately denying it, then why don’t we just leave? That would be the smart plan, right?”

Riley looked confused and worried. Ezekiel understood her and Shine’s feelings but was still conflicted. He didn’t feel good about leaving the rebels alone.

However, he still felt that his primary concern was Riley and Shine. So, he would give the rebels a warning before leaving. Given that he was fully recovered at this point, there was no reason not to leave.

“Is your stuff ready?” Ezekiel glanced at Riley’s pouch. She nodded her head. “Then let’s go. I’m going to give Talon a warning, but we’ll leave right now.”

Standing up from the fallen tree they had been sitting on, they made their way over to Talon, who they saw was sitting with the Lightning Hunter from before. Ezekiel ignored her presence after giving her a nod. She waved back, but otherwise stayed silent.

Riley stood behind Ezekiel and just listened to him talk. But she also waved to the two rebel Legendaries.

“Talon... We’re heading out. Our goals have been fulfilled, and we think it would be best if we returned to our group.” Ezekiel paused, wondering how he should word this next part. “... A word of advice, if I may?”

Talon nodded and gestured for Ezekiel to proceed. His tone must’ve been grimmer than he intended, because Talon leaned in, focusing his attention on Ezekiel in full. Beside him, the Lightning Hunter tilted her head in confusion.

“You need to leave. You need to get your people out of here as soon as you can and hide.” Ezekiel’s words drew a raised eyebrow from Talon, but he did not refute Ezekiel’s words. “The Void gives me warnings, at times. Usually when my life is in danger. I’ve been feeling bad omens since before we attacked the last base. I thought it was just the bad circumstances, but the feeling hasn’t disappeared. I think that something is coming. That there was a miscalculation regarding the cult and their forces.”

Talon finally frowned at Ezekiel but didn’t dismiss him out of hand.

“Is this like when you headed to Rime last year? You were concerned about that place too.” Next to Talon, the Lightning rebel recoiled in shock. As if she couldn’t believe that Talon was humoring this.

“It’s not as bad, yet, but the feeling only fades a bit when I plan on leaving. So, we are. I hope that you will too, but I know that my words are probably not enough.”

“No. It’s not.” Talon looked frustrated, but simply sighed and hunched over his knees. “Go. I’ll try to talk to my people. Maybe get a few scouts to check on things. But it won’t be a problem if you leave. Anyone who tries to accuse you of anything will have to talk to me. You did give us warning, after all.”

Ezekiel nodded in thanks. “If it helps, ask your friends what the cult is likely to do if they find out how their last base was wiped out. Will they retreat, or nip this threat in the bud with full force, before it can grow?”

Talon grimaced at the thought and fell into a state of contemplation.

Turning away from the rebel Legendaries, Ezekiel waved at Riley to follow after him. She looked confused for a moment. He was leading them out the wrong side of the camp, after all.

A shushing gesture was all Ezekiel gave her as they began running through the forest. Neither one looked back as they ran. Even as Talon got up to track down his fellow Legendaries. The Lightning Hunter followed after him. Only sparing a single glance in the direction Ezekiel and Riley had run off in.

Neither one knew just how thankful they would be for this warning well after midnight. But by then, Ezekiel and Riley would already have doubled backed to the north and be facing brand new problems of their own.

----------



As the rebels dragged their feet packing up their camp, several dirty looks were thrown at Talon as he insisted that they hurry up. The most loathing ones originated from his fellow Legendaries.

“I still don’t see why you’re taking that brats word so easily. Nor do I get why you let him go if you thought it was true.” The Flame Hunter glared at Talon. “If he thought that such horrible trouble was coming for us, then he should’ve been forced to stay and fight.”

Talon glared back at the other rebel leader. As did the Life and Lightning Hunters.

“We do not condone slavery, nor do we threaten others into fighting for us. Especially when they’ve already helped us so much.” Talon nearly grinds his teeth together in anger. “If you are truly so against this, then you are free to stay. But I have seen that man’s premonitions come true in the past. Even if I didn’t know what it was at the time. The fact that he was willing to warn us when were are even when it comes to debts is already a sign that he is an honorable person.”

The Flame rebel winced at the accusation of slavery, while the Cavern and Obscure leaders turned away. Their glares were now gone from their faces.

“Will we even have time at this point? If Ezekiel’s words were true, then they could have some sort of weapon headed for us right now.” The Obscure Hunter carefully looked toward the direction of the road between Chime and Trimble.

The rebels were significantly closer to it than they were to the center of the Wilderness. Any cult forces would be able to use the road to great effect when it came to chasing them down.

“It shouldn’t be too bad. So long as we can get moving within the next few minutes, I’m sure we’ll be free from any...” Talon trailed off as he felt the wind change.

It was subtle, since there were still remnants of clouds covering them from the storm as it moved north. But it was like there was a ripple in the distance. A wall of force that was incredibly weak. Not unlike the shockwave from a large explosive.

“Defend!” Talon’s yell cut through the packing rebels.

He immediately donned his Spirit armor, as did the other Legendaries, though they did so a beat slower. It was enough, however, for not even a couple of seconds later, Talon felt it.

Dozens of steel objects the size of a full-grown man’s head were flying through the air.

Usually, a Tempest Mage wouldn’t be able to sense things in the air as easily as a Cavern Mage could sense movement on or in the earth. But the sheer forces of these objects as they cut flew through the sky caused the air to scream.

The Legendaries took to the sky. Out of the way of the objects. The few dozen meters above the ground before the projectiles impacted on the ground.

The following explosion of light, sound, force, and fire almost threw them all back to the ground as they were immediately disorientated. But as vision returned first to all of them, what they saw as a result of this sudden attack nearly made them all sick.

While their leaders were merely stunned, the rest of the lower Tier rebels were dead. The clearing they had camped in was now nothing more than torn up dirt and debris. Toppled trees and fading mores of light were mixed in with the blood and viscera of broken bodies.

A plume of ash and smoke rose from the ground and made the Legendaries eye’s water. Though Talon wasn’t sure if it was just due to the dust, or also due to the deaths of the people that he had spent months fighting alongside.

“Scatter!” Talon screamed when he got his hearing back. The others snapped out of their shock. Each one took off in a different direction. Except the south, and the direction the projectiles originated from. Heading in either of those directions was nothing less than a death sentence at this point.

He knew that it was possible that this would not be the end of the assault. If the cult’s Legendaries got hold of them while they were at the mercy of these strange new weapons, then they wouldn’t even have a chance to fight back.

Estimating his direction as he regained most of his senses, Talon fled in the only direction he truly thought he would receive help in. The Feathered Peaks.

He didn’t enjoy the thought of his allies and friends getting caught up in this any more than they already were. But at the same time, they also needed to be warned about this new threat.

Flying as high into the sky as he could, Talon only hoped that his allies also managed to get away without issue. It seemed like, given his speed, it seemed like he wasn’t the primary object of the cult’s inevitable chase. Something he was thankful for.

But as he flew away, Talon couldn’t help but think about Ezekiel and Riley. He knew that they had taken precautions and had escaped well before the rebels had. They still stood no chance if the cult managed to catch up to them.

In that moment, he promised himself to provide whatever aid he could once he reported to the Feathered Peaks. While they weren’t from the same kingdoms, he wasn’t the kind of man that would simply allow those that had helped him suffer and die.

He just hoped that he wouldn’t be too late.

----------



Farther to the north, well away from the rebel campsite, Ezekiel ran as fast as he could. They had previously headed into the only direction that had felt relatively safe when leaving the camp. But it hadn’t taken too long for him and Riley to divert their course toward the haven, or at least the general direction.

He hadn’t even bothered with a Shroud this time. Instead, he had Shine focus on making sure that their path was clear. Just so he could move a little bit faster.

Just a little while ago, he nearly fell over as his entire body shivered from an intense chill that caused him to lock up mid-stride.

It had only lasted for a moment, but never before had Ezekiel felt so much like someone was treading over his grave. Something had changed, and he wasn’t sure what it was.

“We need to move faster!” Ezekiel had stated. The sheer urgency in his voice as he glanced around the area in a near panic made Riley stumble. Until this moment, Ezekiel had let Riley move on her own. Celia having grown to the size of an appropriate mount.

Not anymore. He allowed Celia to shrink down and had Riley tuck the Flame Spirit into her coat before picking her up and running.

Ezekiel focused his mana as he moved. His speed enhanced to a blinding pace. It was made even faster as Shine provided their own aid. Ensuring that nothing was in the way to disturb their pace.

Tree branches were deflected by barriers. Their wind resistance was diverted into forward momentum. Large cliffs and other rises in the land were overcome by anti-gravity leaps. Snow and ice were traversed with a bit of difficulty but dealt with easily enough after a few attempts.

They moved like the doors to hell were chasing after them. Something Ezekiel was almost certain was the case.

A massive explosion rang out behind them, and night turned into day for a brief moment. The sky lit up and the clouds flashed with light from behind.

It was only because Ezekiel wasn’t facing toward it that allowed him to not be too stunned by the flash. Riley also avoided it by not looking back, but as the light faded, she risked a glance backwards.

Rising above one of the hills in the distance was a cloud of dust and debris. The result of an explosion. One larger and more widespread than any she had ever seen in her life.

“By the Ancients...” Riley’s voice was a haggard whisper as she stared in disbelief. “What in the world could’ve done that?”

For Riley, even from this distance, she could tell that it was coming from the camp that they had just vacated. The were high enough, even on this mountain, to not block things out. Even with the bad weather. All remaining concerns she had about Ezekiel’s premonitions disappeared.

For his part, Ezekiel just focused on getting away. He knew that they weren’t out of danger just yet. It was fully possible that there was a Spirit and their Hunter following them in the clouds above.

They couldn’t stop. Not even for a moment. The only way that they would be safe was if they had some sort of support. A Legendary Hunter could easily catch up to them if they tried hard enough. Ezekiel didn’t even want to attempt to fight them off at this point.

What made things worse was the storm that had formed around the mountains when they were at the base. It had mostly faded, with the weather pattern that had formed moving towards the center of the massive mountain range. The same direction that they were headed in.

All around them, the storm grew more and more horrid as they headed towards the center of the gathering force. Rain had begun to fall and turned to snow not too far from the camp, which had only suffered a little bit of rainfall before it let up as the storm moved away.

The higher elevation hadn’t helped with that, with the weather getting colder, but as they made their way further and further into the wilderness, it seemed that the world itself was trying to cause them difficulties.

‘Where are the Spirits?’ Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts, ‘Even in weather like this, there would be Spirits moving around just within my range. They would avoid us, but they were still there.’

‘... We are being chased. There’s another Legendary nearby.’ Ezekiel’s grim realization was made true as he and Shine both felt something shot at them from behind.

A horizontal slash of something filled with mana. Something that they needed to avoid.

The world slowed down from Ezekiel’s point of view. He saw Riley’s eyes widen, and her face light up as brightness filled the area behind them.

In that moment, Ezekiel knew he could jump, as that would leave him open in the air for another attack. He also knew that ‘Jumping’ using Shine’s magic was also a risk, as it would leave his identity exposed to the cult. Which would mean that his relative safety with Tollren would disappear.

But at that moment, he knew he didn’t have a choice.

‘What was that!?’ Shine suddenly exclaimed as their attention was temporarily diverted elsewhere. Ezekiel wanted to ask what they were talking about but knew that there was no time.

A quick mental command to Shine saw them ‘Jump’ over a kilometer away as Shine burned a large portion of their mana.

The increase in distance didn’t matter thought, as a flash of light later saw their enemy in front of them. Surprisingly enough, they weren’t wearing the clothing of the Cult of Light.

‘Who are you?’ Shine seemed distracted as Ezekiel focused on the person floating above them.

A familiar figure in cobra motif Spirit armor stood there in the sky. The symbol of a candle shining light was emblazoned on his cloak.

“Norton...”

Fear laced Ezekiel’s voice as his uncle raised a blade. In his arms, Riley tensed as Celia poked her head out from her coat.

“You and your family have caused us far too many problems. That ends now.”

Ezekiel braced himself. His mind began running at a ridiculous speed as he tried to think of a way to get out of this. He knew that Shine’s mana wasn’t enough to get them far enough to matter. There weren’t any Spirits in the area that he thought would be willing to help them. None that they could sense.

Even if there were supposed to be a few overseeing them and their progress.

From what Ezekiel knew of his current state, there was nothing he could do.

Shine tried to say something to him. It seemed like they had an idea, but Ezekiel wasn’t listening. His thoughts were too jumbled to make out anything beyond what he was seeing.

Norton swung his blade. Light flashed.

The ground shifted.

Shine ‘Jumped’.

Nothing remained.

----------



There was silence and darkness as Ezekiel found his hearing and vision gone. For a moment, he thought that he had died once more, and his soul was traveling to another world yet again.

‘It worked!’ Shine’s exhausted excitement rang through Ezekiel’s mind.

He then felt the weight in his arms once more as his focus returned to him. The world sped up again, and Ezekiel became fully aware of his surroundings.

“Riley? Shine?” Ezekiel was momentarily confused and wanted to make sure that he wasn’t going insane after facing another near-death experience.

“I’m here... Where are we?” Riley asked, “Weren’t we about to die at the hands of a high-Step Legendary?”

Thinking back, Ezekiel realized that Norton did feel much stronger than before. But that was an issue he would process and deal with later.

“I think Shine would be the best one to answer those questions. I was somewhat out of it thanks to a spell I used to try and think of a way out of that bad situation. It didn’t work, and I missed what they were trying to tell me.” Ezekiel pulled Shine from their sheath after putting Riley down.

‘Hmph!’

The two Hunters whirled around as they heard something from behind them.

Ezekiel, who had just adjusted his eyes to the darkness, was surprised to see a mound-like shape standing in the middle of a tunnel.

Riley created a small flame that floated in front of her, giving her and Ezekiel better light to see the figure.

It was Charus! The little tortoise Spirit wasn’t so little anymore, as the top of his shell was now as tall as Ezekiel, but the overall shape and appearance of the Spirit was the exact same. Even down to the expression of disinterest and frustration as he curled his lip in disdain.

“I’ll explain, since you apparently didn’t hear me earlier, but we need to move. We don’t know if the cult has a Cavern Mage coming for us, and the amount of earth and stone between us and the surface isn’t enough to block them out forever.” Shine vocalized their words so Riley could hear. “Put me back in my sheath and start running. Charus will lead.”

Charus huffed with impatience as he turned around, sparing a brief moment to look back before trotting off. The earth began to move behind Ezekiel and Riley.

Ezekiel did as Shine instructed, and they began moving at a much faster pace. It was somewhat slower than the speed Ezekiel was running at when they were above ground, but given that Charus was both leading them, and ensuring that there were no tracks to give away their position, this made sense.

“So, what you missed in your hyper focus was the fact that I was screaming at you that I had gotten a message from Charus.” Shine began their explanation as Ezekiel ran. “I had been hearing a muffled voice since a few seconds before that first jump, but wasn’t sure who it was, or where it was coming from until just after Norton appeared.”

“Hmph!” Charus grunted in annoyance as they all ran.

“I know. Sorry.” Shine seemed sheepish. Riley and Ezekiel were just confused. “He was apparently calling out to me for a while before that. But given the distance, and the amount of ground that was in the way, he was really quiet.”

The ground shook as Charus expressed his frustration more obviously.

“That wasn’t an insult! I’m just not used to hearing a Spirit’s voice channeled through stone like that.” Shine tried to defend themself from whatever reprimand Charus had said to them. “Apparently, given the storm, it was decided that an aerial observer wasn’t a good idea. So, Charus was sent out earlier this morning to check on our progress.”

Given that it was now midnight, that meant that this storm had been brewing for over a day by now. But Ezekiel only noticed its effects when they had set out before hitting the final base.

Riley seemed interested in what was going on with the Spirits, but Ezekiel was only listening for a moment. The information regarding the storm caught his attention for only a few seconds.

His thoughts didn’t linger on that topic for long, however, since he had more important things to worry about.

“We miscalculated. The cult hasn’t just been working on their manpower. They’ve also been working on making Relics and Artifacts to make themselves stronger.” Riley looked at Ezekiel in confusion, but Shine fell silent in understanding.

Charus paused for a moment. He looked back at Ezekiel in curiosity.

“I never thought about it that much more after we checked the improved Com-Slates,” Ezekiel became lost in thought as he spoke, “But what else might they have learned and discovered from the Church of Light’s archives? That knowledge, and the results of countless years of study, would’ve been more than enough for the cult to create new weapons to supplement their Hunters. Mana cannons alone would change the face of any sort of war the cult tried to wage.”

Charus grunted in confusion. Shine silently explained what had happened. They also provided context to the explosion that was felt earlier. Which Charus had noticed even here. Over a kilometer underground.

The tortoise did not look pleased.

“... Charus is asking that you get on his back. He says that there is no time to waste, and that he will be moving us faster towards the haven.” Shine told Ezekiel.

“Understood,” he replied. The two Hunters got on Charus’ back, and the Spirit seemed to sink into the ground.

Suddenly, the tunnel that had been forming in front of them, and closing behind them, shrank to become a bubble around them. If not for the striations in the layers of rock built up over time, Ezekiel wouldn’t have even realized that they were moving.

Charus was so steady that there was no shifting at all as he and Riley sat on the Spirit’s back.

Instead of them moving through the earth, it was as if the earth was moving around them.

Ezekiel allowed himself to fall into a state of mediation. He was curious to see what was happening to the world.

Much to his shock, he noticed that there was a massive amount of Cavern mana that was flowing into and out of Charus. All the while the earth moved around him in conjunction with the mana that left his body. It was almost as if the tortoise was casting a never-ending spell.

“...Amazing...” Ezekiel couldn’t help but mutter after he opened his eyes. Thoughts ran through his mind as new ideas regarding the flow of mana and the way it could be used filled him up.

Riley just looked on in awe, but when she saw Ezekiel enter his trance she smiled. That look was one she was familiar with, and she knew that Ezekiel would undoubtedly become stronger again soon.

The ride came to an end all too soon for Ezekiel. Who wanted to further examine the flow of mana as Charus used it to move. But as they shot out of the ground in a sudden explosion of dirt and gravel, he and Riley were unceremoniously dropped into a stream.

Charus’ gravelly voice could be heard chuckling as Ezekiel and Riley trudged out of the water. Amused looks settled on the faces of the other Spirits that were close enough to watch.

“You two are back soon. I suppose something interesting happened.” Callrond’s voice cut through the air as Ezekiel and Riley used their own means to dry off.

Looking at the Radiant Spirit as he floated down to address them, the two Hunters grimaced at the thought of passing on the bad news to the Legendaries of the Spirit Haven.

Depending on how things went, it was possible that a war would soon spark between the Fjorya and the cult in Tarquessa.

----------



Norton looked down at the small area of glassed wilderness that he had just made.

His chest rose and fell as he took deep breaths in an attempt to calm himself down.

Behind him, two of his fellow Kindled Hounds remained still. Their own Spirit armor indicated that they were also Legendaries. Though their submissive behavior proved they were weaker than the man in front of them.

“You were slow,” Norton said. “Though I suppose you needed to wait to see if the cult’s new toys were working properly, as well as to clean up the remains.”

“Yes, lord!” the other two Legendaries replied.

“Did you capture any of their leaders?”

Norton’s subordinates shook their heads slowly. They shivered in fear at what the man’s response would be.

“Disappointing.”

Norton’s breathing finally stabilized as he calmed down enough to not strike out immediately.

“We will report back to the cult. They need to know about this new development. It seems like the aid they have provided so far will not be enough for either of our goals to be achieved. Go.”

The two weaker Legendaries nodded and bowed before setting off.

Norton remained behind to continue looking at the ground. His fists clenched and shook.

“The light shall remove all darkness and reveal the truth to all. In the ashes of the world, a new hope will be kindled.”

With those final words, Norton turned around and flew to the south. While he was angry at the results of today’s failure, he knew there would be more opportunities to succeed.

The thought of his targets escaping him never even crossed his mind.

            

    
        CH 183 (Book 4 Ch 23): Recovery and Progress

    
    
    
    
                Atop the towering plateau located in the center of the Spirit Haven, Ezekiel and Riley were once more surrounded by the various Spirit Rulers of the Fjorya. The pair had just given a report regarding their situation. Callrond had confirmed for them that Charus had checked the deaths of the cultists in the final base that they had attacked with the rebels.

The sheer number of gathered cultists meant that they had easily fulfilled their quota of dead cultists. As such, the group that they were a part of was now welcome for the remaining two weeks.

“What do you think they’re talking about?” Riley whispered, “They’ve been talking for a while now.”

Ezekiel looked down at Shine but didn’t receive a reply. Not even when he reached out mentally through their bond. Instead, a feeling of exasperation flowed into him.

“I think they’re arguing about us. Our story at least.” Ezekiel shrugged and sighed. “Shine isn’t giving me a reply, but I know that they’re annoyed at whatever’s going on.”

“Yeah... Celia isn’t answering me either.” Riley gave her Spirit a worried look as she pets the, currently dog sized, lizard Spirit. “Do you think that they’ll revoke our access here?”

Ezekiel shook his head. “No. Once a Wild Spirit gives their word, they keep it.”

Riley smiled with relief, but it didn’t seem to reach her eyes. There was still a sense of worry that remained.

“The worst that will likely happen will be that you won’t get a badge of friendship. But that has more to do with the specific guardians and territory rulers. So, if you impressed the Feathered Peaks guardians well enough, that won’t be a problem.”

Ezekiel’s words cast possible doubt regarding Riley’s personal success on this mission, but he was confident that she would get her badge. He knew for a fact that her ability to use Blue Flames far easier, due to that specific Understanding being the core of her Legendary progression, was enough to gain respect from most of the Flame Spirits in the haven.

Spina had even helped Riley with her breakthrough. If that wasn’t enough to guarantee that Riley was favored by the Feathered Peaks guardians, Ezekiel couldn't imagine what else would be.

“Then, I guess the issue they’re talking about has to do with whatever the weapon that wiped the rebels out was.” Riley shifted uncomfortably as she thought about the deaths of all the rebels they had left behind.

Ezekiel winced at the reminder. He had taken similar actions in the past, though. With Garrad allowing him to leave when the cult had come after him on the way to Harkem.

At that time, Ezekiel hadn’t suffered any consequences due to his actions. This time, however, the cult was already in a conflict with the rebels. In hindsight, Ezekiel knew that the chances of the rebels getting away scot free were slimmer. He hadn’t expected the total annihilation of the lower Tier members.

What made things worse was the fact that these weapons would likely be spread fairly quickly. Unless they were incredibly expensive, and otherwise not mass producible on a large scale.

Given that Ezekiel had only seen a brief result of the aftermath, he had no way of confirming such a thing. If he could just get a single, intact, example, then it would be possible for him, or another Scholar trained Mage, to figure out what made them work, and the likely numbers they could be made in.

“Ezekiel,” Callrond’s voice called out, “Come. Let’s get you and your mate back to your pack.”

Ezekiel and Riley both turned back to the rest of the Spirit Rulers of the Fjorya. Most of them had left while the duo was talking or lost in thought. But the four Legendary birds of the Feathered Peaks remained. Invera was apparently hidden away, somewhere in the haven.

“How did things go?” Ezekiel and Riley held their arms out to the side. Shine was being oddly silent. Even though Ezekiel had already sent several mental questions their way.

Callrond, who had grown to his larger size, gently took flight and picked them up between his talons. There flew quite a distance before he decided to speak. His fellow birds flying next to him.

“Ultimately, it has been decided that we need more information. The other guardian Rulers will be reaching out to the size leaders that have badges of friendship.” Callrond sighed in exasperation. “Unfortunately, we cannot simply take your word as it is. Charus confirmed that something exploded, multiple times, and wiped out the rebels. But a Mythical Being could easily do as much with a casual spell cast from high above.”

Ezekiel knew this already. Having seen the devastation that Exalt Harras had wrought on the armies of Winged Cruor, he knew that a Mythical Being could easily perform such an action.

But why was it only a Legendary that chased after them. Especially if the Kindled Hounds had joined hands with the Cult.

They would’ve learned of his partial recovery, and if there was a Mythical Being in the area, there was no possible chance they’d not have their Tier five Hunter find and kill Ezekiel.

He was almost certain that the thing that killed the rebels was a weapon of some sort. If there were multiple weapons then that was even worse, as it meant that they had either been making them for a long time, or they were easy to make in bulk.

“For now,” Callrond continued, “You two should remain with your pack. Less than half of them have bonded with any Spirits. Which isn’t likely to change at this point. Though I guess it is still possible. There are still some areas that haven’t been explored by them just yet.”

Ezekiel snapped out of his wandering thoughts. He briefly noticed that the guardian birds seemed to share a look but ignored it for the sight in front of him.

They were approaching the campsite where the Morse and Alkena guards were situated. His parents were guiding the twins through some skills and tactics that involved working with their Spirits.

Coming down for a landing, still grasped in Callrond’s talons, Ezekiel couldn’t help but smile.

He continued to grin, even after landing, and spent most of the rest of the evening talking to his family. It wasn’t until later, when he was climbing into his bedroll, that Shine finally spoke to him.

‘The guardian Spirits of the Feathered Peaks want to talk to Riley later. Celia has already been informed, and will either tell Riley now or later,’ Shine said. ‘You are not welcome at whatever this is. But I felt you should know nonetheless.’

Ezekiel just rolled over, facing the roof of his tent.

Sighing, he raised his arm and covered his eyes.

He knew things seemed to be going too well for him.

----------



“Are you sure you don’t need an extra set of hands?” Ezekiel asked his mother before she and his father set out with the guards once more. “So long as I’m here, I should try to help, shouldn’t I?”

Evelyn shook her head with a smile. Ezekiel knew that she was appreciative of the help, but it seemed like she had made up her mind.

“I think that you’ve already done enough by now. If it wasn’t for you and Riley, then it would’ve been impossible for even half as many of the guards to have bonded with a Spirit.” Evelyn waved at the guards that had assembled in the camp who were all communicating with their Spirits.

Among them, Ellen and Wendy were playing games with their Spirits. Mostly by using their magic in different ways, with the twins sharing what they knew of their respective elements, and their Spirits doing the same.

Ezekiel felt a small pang in his chest at the sight of his sisters jumping around and gliding through the air. He felt a longing for his own magic to return to him. But he hadn’t had any time to reforge any of his Spirit Pathways since the last time he had before meeting the rebels.

“You should stay here and settle yourself. I know you’re worried about Riley as well. But you trust those guardian Spirits, right?” Evelyn asked.

Nodding in confirmation, Ezekiel took a second to look into the distance. Riley had been given a ride from Spina earlier, just after breakfast. It seemed like she was going to be tested, much like he had when he was first taken to the Feathered Peaks.

He opened his mouth to speak but was cut off as a bolt of lightning tore through the sky above them. This had been happening on and off for the past few hours.

Previously, there had simply been some cloud covering from that storm that still persisted. Recently, that had changed during the night. It seemed like thunder and lightning were now noticeable in the atmosphere.

Warren and Evelyn had apparently tried to ask Callrond and Feynari about this when they came with Spina that morning. But nothing was said. Apparently, the two birds had exchanged worried glances with one another before flying after Spina. With Callrond carrying his sister.

“Maybe you can try investigating what is going on with the haven.”

Shaking his head at his mother’s suggestion, Ezekiel knew that trying to do that wouldn’t get him anywhere. If the Legendary Spirits of the haven didn’t want to share, then he wouldn’t be able to learn anything. The Spirits were fond of keeping what was theirs away from others. Including information.

“Keep your sisters safe as well.” Evelyn and Warren then headed off with the guards.

‘Will we be working on getting you back in shape?’ Shine was floating next to Ezekiel. ‘Since we have the downtime, we should use it efficiently, right?’

Ezekiel took a moment to watch the group leaving. He wanted to go out and do something. To avoid thinking about the cult and their plans. The distraction would be greatly appreciated right now.

‘Yeah. I’ll let Lance know that he and his head guard are in charge, then we can hole up in our tent for a while.’ Ezekiel made his way over to the large tent on the opposite side of the camp. ‘Hopefully the twins won’t get into too much trouble.’

Ringing the bell hanging from the entrance to Lance’s tent, a voice called out for him to enter.

“Greetings, young master Morse. I just wanted to inform you that you and your guard captain will likely need to take charge. At least until a Spirit comes to cause trouble.” Ezekiel knew that there was at least one Legendary Spirit that watched over the camp. “I will be available in my tent at all times, if something comes up.”

Lance was currently sitting with his Spirit in the center of his tent. There were several papers scattered about that he was going over. His guard captain had gone out to watch over the rest of the Morse family guards.

The man hadn’t bonded with a Spirit yet, but he felt that he needed to be around to watch over the other guards. As well as stick with Lance, whose safety was the main priority on this excursion.

“I thank you for the warning. May I know what you will be doing during this time?” Lance directed his attention away from his Spirit to speak with Ezekiel.

“I’m just going to be trying to repair a few things. So long as I have enough time, nothing should go wrong. But the problem is finding said time.” Ezekiel didn’t want to explain too much.

While he didn’t necessarily think that the Morse family would happily hand him over to the cult, giving out such important and private information wasn’t something he wanted to do right now.

“In that case, I hope that, when you’ve recovered, I and Lord Alkena might speak to you regarding a matter we have been considering for quite a while now.” Lance rubbed his chin in contemplation.

Curious, Ezekiel didn’t leave right away. At his side, he could feel a similar sense of curiosity emanating from Shine.

“What might that be, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Lance just smiled but didn’t answer right away.

“Recover properly first. Or at least wait until we leave this haven. I don’t want to say anything that will distract you from your task any more than I already have.”

Waving him away, Lance turned back to his Spirit and the papers all around him.

Taking the dismissal for what it was, Ezekiel turned and left the tent. Waving off the guard captain that was glaring at him from across the camp, he headed back to the area where Wendy and Ellen were playing with their Spirits.

“Hey you two. I see you’ve been spending your time well.” Ezekiel smiled as he approached. “You learn anything new?”

The twins turned, with large grins on their faces as they rushed over. Using their magic in ways that he was unfamiliar with.

“Bro! Come here! Kare taught me a new trick!” Ever since bonding with her Spirit, Wendy had become much more outgoing. Not as much as Ellen, but still more so than before.

“No! Watch this!” Ellen exclaimed as she formed a construct of radiant talons that wrapped around her hands. She then went through a few sword forms that Ezekiel had taught her back at the school.

The twins showed off for a little bit before Ezekiel asked them to calm down.

“That’s amazing!” Ezekiel wasn’t exaggerating. He could tell that, since forming their bonds, his sisters had improved with regard to their creativity and elemental constructs immensely.

“Hey, the both of you are going to be learning more from Kare and Tina, right?” He received two nodding heads in reply. “Good. I need to do some stuff in my tent. You know how I got hurt before coming back?”

The twins nodded once more.

“Well, as you know, I’m working on fixing that. So, I need you two to do your best to not get into any trouble. Especially if any Spirits come to the camp. Not that I think you’ll do anything wrong. I just want you both to be careful. So, come get me if anything happens. Alright?”

The twins were silent for a second.

“What will happen if we interrupt you?” Wendy asked with a frown on her face. “I know you need to meditate, and it can be bad if that gets interrupted, right?”

Ellen was frowning now too.

Ezekiel smiled in an attempt to reassure his sisters.

“Shine will be watching out for me. So, I’ll be fine. Just don’t attack me and I should be fine.”

The twins didn’t look as confident as Ezekiel did, but they didn’t say anything else. Ezekiel knew they would be more or less preoccupied by their Spirits. But he hoped that his words would be enough to keep them from interfering with him unless absolutely necessary.

Now, with his matters settled for the moment, Ezekiel headed back to his tent. Cutting himself off from the outside world, he sank deep into his mindscape.

----------



Next to him, Ezekiel could feel Shine’s presence travel with him to the edges of his Spirit Pathways. The cracked glass-like structures that formed the repairs shone brightly with mana as it flowed as best it could.

Channeling his mana once more, Ezekiel and Shine joined their souls and began reaching out towards another section of Ezekiel’s mana Spirit Paths. As per usual, Ezekiel felt a bit of pain as he did this, but it wasn’t long before he connected to the next Pathway.

He immediately felt the increase in mana as he regained access to more of what had been lost to him. It felt good to have that increase in strength. As minor as it was.

Sending his consciousness to the edges of his Pathways once more, Ezekiel and Shine continued. Slowly, methodically, and taking one step at a time, they continued to do their best to repair Ezekiel’s ability to use mana.

It wasn’t long before they lost track of time. The repetition of their actions continued over and over and over. With Ezekiel slowly gaining more and more mana.

“E-kiel! Ezekiel!”

A voice shook Ezekiel and Shine out of their trance-like state of work. Shine’s consciousness immediately left Ezekiel’s mindscape and Spirit Paths. 

Left alone for a moment, Ezekiel slowly pulled the mana he was using to connect to another Pathway. The burning sensation took a much longer time to fade this time, but Ezekiel was safely able to return to his center of consciousness.

Letting out a deep breath, he felt himself awaken from his meditation.

Only feeling a minor bit of frustration, as he knew he could have worked for a bit longer.

----------



Opening his eyes, Ezekiel saw the worried face of his mother standing in front of him. Behind her stood his father and sisters. Each of which were looking at Ezekiel with caution.

“... How long was I meditating for?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask.

“A full day... Are you okay?” Evelyn moved to the side as Warren came forward.

A glowing light encompassed his hands, and he began examining Ezekiel’s current state.

Warren frowned at whatever he was sensing, but Ezekiel felt that it was more out of confusion than concern or reprimand.

“It seems like your Spirit Pathways are indeed connecting. Although we already knew that.” Warren bit his lip in concentration, and Ezekiel could now feel the soul deep probing that his father’s magic was performing on his Spirit Paths.

“Nothing wrong? I think the paths I’m forming are fairly sturdy, aren’t they?” Ezekiel figured he knew just as much as his father when it came to Spirit Paths at this point, but having someone who knew a bit more about healing, at least the practical aspects, look him over would be appreciated.

“It seems like you’re recovering at a faster rate now. Did you do anything differently this time around?” Warren hadn’t found anything wrong, but Ezekiel could understand why the changes compared to last time would confuse him. “You’ve almost regained another full Step of Adept Tier mana.”

Ezekiel realized that the only difference this time around was the fact that Shine had aided him as a Legendary Spirit. The jump from when they had first tried repairing things was already fairly large. So, Ezekiel shouldn’t have been surprised that they had both lasted longer and repaired more.

Explaining this took Ezekiel a few minutes, but Warren looked somewhat relieved.

“If that’s the case, then the changes and length of time you spent recovering makes sense. As you know, the mana of a Legendary Being has a qualitative difference from the lower Tiers.” Warren gestured to Evelyn and the twins to indicate that things were fine. “The fact that it is coming from your bonded Spirit with the same ‘Understanding’ as you means that the magic you are using will be stronger and more efficient. Especially since you’re working together.”

A sense of relief washed over Ezekiel. This meant that his recovery would happen even sooner.

“So, given the improvements so far, how long do you think it’ll take for me to recover fully?”

Warren paused to think about it. Ezekiel hoped that his father could give him a better idea of the time it would take to return to peak condition.

His own estimate had it at around a few months. Less than the year he had expected before he reconnected with Shine. But the jump in progress was apparently much greater.

“Well, if you keep this up with no interruptions, then it might be possible for you to recover by the time we return to the Tollren.”

That was only a month at most. Of course, Ezekiel knew that non-stop meditation wasn’t possible. Not while they were traveling at least. But, if he truly dedicated every moment to recovering during their time in the Spirit Haven, then it might be possible to do it.

“... I don’t suppose that you won’t be needing me during the last two weeks, will you?”

Warren and Evelyn smirked in unison, while Ellen and Wendy just gave their brother a deadpanned glare. They could already tell what Ezekiel was planning on doing.

“You can stay here and meditate. But know that your sisters will be waking you up regularly to ensure that you have food and water. Being a Legendary just means you live longer. Not that you don’t need sustenance.”

Ezekiel nodded, understanding that his father was doing his best to watch out for him.

From there, Ezekiel went with his family to get some dinner. Feeling peckish since he hadn’t had any lunch. He listened to his sisters gush about the things they did with their Spirits, and generally enjoyed his time with his family once more.

But just in the back of his mind, a nagging sense of worry persisted.

Riley hadn’t returned yet, and he couldn’t help but be concerned.

What in the world did the guardian Spirits of the Feathered Peaks need Riley for?

----------



Unknown to Ezekiel, Riley was currently standing at the peak of a neighboring mountain.

Blood was streaming down her body, practically in rivers, as she gasped for breath. Beside her, Celia also had several gashes running along her body. Neither were in any condition to be using their magic but were forced to do so.

Riley, to keep warm from the snow, since her clothes were torn shreds, and Celia, due to the fact that she was bound by icicles that slowly crept closer and closer to her. Puncturing her mana forged flesh if it got too close to her.

“You are both doing well.” A soft voice flowed thought the air, but even the sudden noise was not enough to distract the Hunter and her Spirit. “You aren’t becoming distracted by my words either. Good! That’s a significant improvement from the last time I was here.”

Spina and Morty stood on perches next to Riley and Celia. Both were several feet above the two as the Legendary birds oversaw the bonded pair’s training.

“Last... longer... this time...” Morty, who was cooling the area with his magic, had been observing for longer than Spina, who had gone off to perform her duties as guardian a while ago. “Control... improved... much...”

“I can see that. When we first brought them up here, little Riley barely lasted half an hour. But now, she’s lasted nearly two.” If Spina could, she would’ve been smiling as she witnessed Riley’s improvement. “Although, given the lesson that Ezekiel gave her, this is not that much of a surprise.”

Riley twitched for a moment and shivered before she stabilized her temperature once more.

“Little one... also... better...” Morty pointed at Celia, who hadn’t been pierced by any icicles for several minutes now. “... Fight... then rest...”

Spina nodded in agreement.

“Alright, girls, we’re moving on to sparring now.” Spina waved her wing and Riley immediately warmed up, while Celia found the ice around her melting into water in an instant.

The surrounding area was also cleared of ice and snow. A rocky flat surface was all that was left. Several gouges and sword marks littered the area. All signs that there had been several fights that had previously occurred in the area.

Riley and Celia nearly fell to the ground but were barely able to catch themselves and remain upright. Both were utterly exhausted, and looked like they would fall over from a light breeze.

“Yes...” Celia and Riley readied themselves for battle.

Spina nodded and unleashed a wave of fire significantly hotter than the hot air from before.

Jumping out of the way, Riley formed a pair of blue flame daggers and threw them at Spina, who leapt into the air and began hovering in place. Only to drift to the side to avoid a stream of fire from Celia.

A back and forth began, with Riley and Celia taking several hits from Spina, and a few frost burns from Morty. The fight was utterly one-sided, and it was clear that the bonded Hunter-Spirit pair were on their last ropes. But no matter what, nothing seemed to be able to keep them down.

The fact that Morty and Spina were merely playing with the already tired pair didn’t seem to matter. The wounds were real, as was the exhaustion.

Finally, as Riley stumbled and fell into the path of several larger icicles thrown by Morty, Celia turned, focusing all her energy on the icicles aimed at her partner.

Focusing the last of her energy, Celia reared back and let loose another stream of fire.

This time it was blue, and the icicles melted before the flames fully reached them.

As one, Riley and Celia fell over, unconscious to the world around them.

Unable to see the smile in Spina’s eyes.
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                When Riley and Ezekiel had been standing atop the plateau where the Spirit Rulers met, she hadn’t expected the result would be tutelage. From a Legendary Spirit with decades of experience beyond her. Even if it was solely the decision of the Feathered Peaks Guardians.

Going to bed after hearing Celia tell her the news was difficult. She ended up laying on her bedroll lost in thought and restless. She was quite exhausted when she went off with Spina and couldn’t help but think that things were going to be tougher than she thought.

After immediately finding herself fighting for her life against a fiery Legendary Spirit several Steps higher than her, she realized she was correct.

No pride was felt at being right. Just pain from the cuts and bruises.

She really shouldn’t have called Spina a roasted chicken.

But it was impossible for Riley to deny the results. She found her control improving by leaps and bounds as she was forced to fend off the cold using the least amount of mana possible.

Her control was already good, thanks to the lessons that Ezekiel had given her, but this was something different. Personal experiences were literally carved into her flesh and explained in detail from a Spirit that had undergone such training herself.

If Ezekiel had given her a diamond straight from the mines, Spina was the one who helped her carve it into the sparkling jewel it was meant to be.

Celia also underwent a massive shift after receiving her own lessons. Though that was more due to the things that were being taught.

Riley was given instructions on how to better manipulate and sustain her Flames.

Her Spirit was forced to undergo a taxing physical training that forced her mind and body to suffer, and in the process, it grew in strength. Overcoming the adversity that was inflicted upon her.

The Adept Flame Spirit’s soul grew and grew, until it finally overcame the last hurdle necessary for becoming a Legendary Spirit. Something that she had been on the cusp of for months, but simply couldn’t reach.

The battles with the Cult should’ve helped, but due to the lack of major influence that Celia directly had, the growth of her soul was insignificant. Had she directly participated in battle, and taken several blows, or been forced to endure the offense of several Adept Spirits at once, then her growth would’ve exploded in speed.

To fight a Legendary in a true battle, however, would’ve simply been a death wish. So, such growth was out of the question while they were fighting the cult.

Against Spina, who wasn’t trying to kill them, the growth of the soul was still great, but without that fear of death, it took several such sparring sessions. As opposed to one massive near-death battle pushing her over the edge.

The rewards were worth it, however, as Celia found herself surrounded in bright blue flames. The heat created a circle of dry stone, even in the rain, as steam emanated from her body. Each and every drop of water vaporized before it could even touch her.

Next to her, lying on her back, Riley was also wreathed in blue flames. The Hunter and Spirit partners were currently sharing mana. Celia was strong enough to retain Riley’s Understanding of Flames. Now, it was merely a matter of gathering enough mana for the little Spirit to break through to the next Tier.

“How... much... longer...” Morty, who was perched above the Hunter-Spirit pair, asked with his gravely and stuttered voice.

“I’m not sure. I’ve never bonded with a human before... Wouldn’t you have a better idea than me?” Spina replied with a soft and tentative voice. Her perch was right beside him.

She was quiet because of how prickly Morty was when his old bond was brought up.

The same bond that had been broken with the death of his Hunter years ago.

Squinting his eyes at the duo meditating below them, Morty let out a hum of frustration and curiosity. When he had reached Tier four, it had been before his partner. Thus, he was unsure if something was different due to Riley achieving Legendary status first.

There was also another possibility, but it was something he didn’t think was possible. Something that Spina would’ve been aware of as well. The chances of it happening were incredibly low, but there didn’t seem to be any other answer he could think of.

“... Lizard flames...infused...in body...?”

Morty couldn’t see the transformation that Celia was undergoing as she advanced to Legendary. Since Spina was a Flame Spirit as well, he could only ask her for confirmation. She looked at Morty with wide eyes, an idea of what he was really asking formed in her head.

Turning towards Celia and Riley, Spina gasped as she saw that Celia wasn’t just emanating blue Flames, her entire body was flickering like a flame in the wind. It was barely noticeable, and didn’t happen all at once, but different parts of her were shifting between physical and immaterial.

“Metamorphosis...” Spina’s breath almost caught in her throat. The sheer awe she felt at what she was witnessing made her speechless for a few seconds after her minor outburst.

For a Spirit, they might undergo minor changes as they progress. Sharper claws, larger fangs, shaggier fur, and other minor details that didn’t make significant alterations to their physical forms.

Metamorphosis was different, and not something that a Spirit could control.

Rather than a minor change that enhanced or made slight changes to a Spirit’s body, to metamorphose was to change the base body of a Spirit in its entirety.

It was so rare that Spina and Morty were both fairly certain that none of the human factions were aware of such a possibility. Even they had only known that it was possible due to the inherent knowledge that all Spirits gained upon forming in the world.

When such a thing occurred, it meant that the Spirit in question was going to have a qualitative leap in power that was even greater than the norm for whatever breakthrough they were undergoing.

It was possible that, when Riley donned Celia as her Spirit armor, they might be able to match Spina on equal ground for a little while. Even though the Legendary bird would still have at least two Steps more mana than they would while fighting together.

As the Flames surrounding Riley and Celia grew larger, and Celia’s form began to flicker more frequently, Morty and Spina watched in anticipation as they witnessed a legend become reality. They continued to watch, for multiple hours, as the process continued.

A shift in the wind eventually occurred, and the downpour from the storm above became a deluge. The whole area was converted into a sauna of steam, and the two Legendary birds were forced to find a new perch farther away.

But even as the rain grew heavier, the Flames never went out. They just grew stronger and stronger. Until, finally, the buildup of energy reached a critical point.

Already in the air, and a fair distance away, Spina and Morty were able to avoid the blast that consumed the area.

The peak of the mountain could not.

----------



Floating within his Spiritual Pathways, Ezekiel and Shine continued to forge connections between the broken pieces that were spread throughout his soul. Their combined consciousnesses channeled mana from Shine and through Ezekiel with a well-practiced ease.

Another piece was reconnected. Ezekiel felt a surge of mana larger than the previous one.

‘That was a bigger piece than before.’ he mentally said to Shine.

‘I think this area was around one of your Chakras.’

Examining the Spirit Path, they were in more closely, Ezekiel realized that Shine’s assumption was correct. He could sense the font of mana that was producing mana from within his soul.

Ezekiel paused for a moment. He allowed himself to simply bask in the feeling of his mana once more flowing freely. It still wasn’t anywhere near as smooth as it would be when he returned to his peak health, every step decreased the burden on his mind, and granted a much-appreciated relief.

Sighing in exhaustion, Ezekiel couldn’t tell how long he’d been at it since he’d woken up and finished his breakfast that morning, but he knew that his sisters would likely be coming to wake him up soon.

‘Let’s break here. I feel like we’ve finished a good amount for the day. We’ll continue after stretching a bit.’

Ever since they had been warned the night before, Ezekiel had been careful not to get lost in his task. Being able to focus on one’s work was fine, even great, on occasion. But blocking out the world around you wasn’t the best thing to do. Especially if you forgot to acquire the sustenance needed to live.

Before he and Shine could slowly extract themselves from Ezekiel’s mindscape, a wave of heat seemed to roll across them. Something that shouldn’t have been possible, unless it was a magical attack sent their way. The fact that they weren’t hurt from it meant that it wasn’t an attack, but that was a small ineffective comfort.

Falling out of his mind, Ezekiel threw caution to the wind, and woke up with a gasp and a jolt.

----------



Leaping to his feet, Ezekiel ignored the noise of the rain as it pounded against the tarp that had been laid out over his tent. Channeling the little mana that he still had available, Ezekiel fended off the elements as he stepped out of his tent in just his trousers.

Looking around the camp, he realized that no one else was out and about. All the guards that remained in the camp were within their tents to avoid the poor weather.

Ezekiel idly thought about the guards that were looking to bond with Spirits with his parents. He felt pity toward his parents and the guards, and gratitude toward the fact that he was able to stay here.

As the thought passed, however, Ezekiel realized that there didn’t seem to be anything wrong in the camp. In fact, it seemed like things were slow going and calm. Even his sisters were tucked away comfortably within the covered wagon as they played some sort of game where it was dry.

He was just about to head back into the camp when he turned and saw what had awakened him.

Just a few dozen kilometers away, at a glance, was a large mountain that bordered the edge of the Spirit Haven.

A mountain that was on fire, with plumes of smoke emanating from the peak. The rain did nothing to put it out.

“What the fuck?” Ezekiel stared in open mouthed awe as the fire at the mountain top continued to billow out smoke and steam.

A flicker of blue flame flashed briefly before disappearing in the orange flames.

‘Was that-’ ‘Yes!’

Ezekiel interrupted Shine as he dashed into his tent. He quickly threw on a shirt and wiped his feet before pulling on his shoes.

‘Let’s go see what the hell is going on.’ Ezekiel’s heart was beating erratically as he imagined what kind of trouble Riley and Celia might be in.

A sense of determination and agreement spread to him from his bond with Shine. The Void Spirit was just as worried about Ezekiel’s girlfriend as he was. The thought of Celia being harmed was also something that they didn’t want to think about.

Stepping outside, Ezekiel stopped. The mountain had been doused, and no fires were to be seen. Though smoke still billowed from the peak, and blended into the dark clouds that covered the sky.

Callrond descended from the sky. The Radiant Spirit had been observing from a distance.

“Calm yourself, Ezekiel. Your mate is just fine,” Callrond said, “Please continue with your efforts. I will let you know if anything changes.”

Ezekiel gave Callrond a glare. He didn’t move from his spot in front of the tent.

His eyes darted side to side, to see if there were any clear paths that would allow him to get past the Legendary bird. There were one or two, and Shine could always ‘Jump’ them away. But that would just sow discord in the camp.

Discord that the Spirits were probably experiencing due to whatever had happened with Riley and Celia.

“... I expect you know what will happen if they are harmed?”

Callrond bowed his head at Ezekiel’s silent threat. It was both a warning and an acknowledgement on each party’s side. Of consequences and trust. But the look in Callrond’s eyes made Ezekiel force himself to relax.

Calming down, he realized that the guardians of the Feathered Peaks wouldn’t allow harm to come to Riley so long as they could help it.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel could see his sisters poking their heads out the flap of the wagon, watching him confront Callrond. Their Spirits, Callrond’s daughters, did the same.

Past them, partially hidden in the tree line, there were several Wild Spirits that were also watching. Waiting for something to happen so they could send word.

Ezekiel nodded to Callrond, and silently returned to his tent once more.

Grabbing a handful of rations from his Void Pouch, he washed it down with a drink from his waterskin. He wasn’t happy with the situation, but there was little he could do without creating a conflict.

Wiping himself down, Ezekiel returned to his meditation. Knowing that he needed to speed things up and frustrated that he couldn’t do so without risking his life.

----------



Morty and Spina looked down at the figure clad in red Spirit armor.

Riley stood tall as a proper Legendary Hunter, with Celia now also in the Legendary Tier.

But where Celia’s lizard motifs should’ve been seen, with patterns engraved onto the armor itself, there was a vicious looking winged dragon. The form that Celia had taken after undergoing her metamorphosis.

The two Legendary birds looked on in awe, as the might from this figure was stronger than a mere Step two Hunter. Even though Riley and Celia had already expended much of their mana.

The bonded pair seemed to be in a trance as they settled into their new level of power. Unmoving and unbothered by the doused devastation that surrounded them.

Trees were burnt, and stone was melted. Smog and smoke filled the area, even after Morty had doused the fires with his mana infused rain and sleet. The natural rain of the storm was not enough to do so.

The flapping of wings could be heard as another flying Spirit approached. It was a Life Spirit that was unaffiliated with the Feathered Peaks. But Morty and Spina still greeted it respectfully, as it was a Spirit at the same Tier as them.

The green Spirit looked over at Riley and Celia for a moment before turning back to Morty and Spina. It was clearly uninterested in the Hunter that was on the mountain.

“I have been asked to find out what happened here and have you two report to the plateau for the continuation of the discussion from two days ago. The rest of the Rulers from the outer fringes of the Fjorya are here.” The Life Spirit waited for Morty and Spina’s reply.

“The young one down there had a more explosive breakthrough than expected. That’s all.” Spina didn’t mention the metamorphosis that Celia went through. “Uncontrolled Flame magic after a jump in power. The mundane water from the rain wasn’t enough to put it out.”

Most of the Spirit Rulers were aware of what was going on with Riley, as Spina had gotten permission to train her and Celia until the next meeting occurred. It would’ve been nice to have gotten more time to go over things, so that Riley and Celia could test out their new power. But it seemed like that wouldn’t be happening.

The Life Spirit just seemed to sigh at Spina’s response, and they looked over the devastated swath of forest at the peak of the mountain. It then stared beyond, toward the south, and its eyes squinted at something in the distance. A croaking growl escaped its throat.

Spina and Morty turned to look in the same direction.

As bird shaped Spirits, along with their innate ability to fly, their eyesight was quite good. So, it was easy for them to see the large group of Hunters in the distance. The birds were well beyond the sight of any humans, but the amount of smoke that was billowing from the mountain wasn’t small. Even in the rain, it was visible from quite a distance away. Especially when the fire was lit and shining light.

“It seems like something else will need to be addressed as well. Come! Callrond has already left after checking on something in the humans’ den. Charus will watch over them for now.”

The Life Spirit turned and left. Morty glanced down at Riley in thought before looking at Spina. A silent conversation occurred between them.

Spina sighed before nodding her head. She dove down to Riley, who was still in a trance, while Morty flew off to the center of the haven.

The Legendary Flame Spirit gently picked Riley up, not disturbing her current state of mind. Flying back to the human camp, she quietly deposited Riley inside the edges of Ezekiel’s tent. She noticed that he was meditating himself and ensured that she did not disturb him either.

Leaving without making a sound, Spina headed toward the plateau herself. Thoughts of the decision that was going to be made crossed through her mind. None of them were pleasant.

----------



Later that evening, gathered atop the plateau that was central to the Spirit Haven, the Legendary birds of the Feathered Peaks, excluding Invera, had just finished the final discussion between the Spirit territory Rulers of the Fjorya.

Rising tempers caused a maelstrom of elements to occur as the Spirits argued back and forth. Even now, as things were winding down, remnants of elemental mana caused phenomena to manifest.

‘We should’ve tried to stay with the Hunters...’ Callrond restrained his Spirit voice to only speak to his fellow Feathered Peaks guardians. ‘Perhaps then we would’ve been able to avoid this childishness.’

‘Such is the difference in maturity between Wild Spirits and bonded ones,’ Feynari replied.

‘Since when were you bonded to a Mage?’

‘I’m not, but the amount of time we’ve spent with humans surely means that we’re better than these beasts.’

‘Please stop, before one of you fails to control yourself and the others overhear you.’ Spina didn’t let her frustration show on her face, but she glared at one of the lower Step Legendaries that sent a Lightning bolt too close her way.

The Lightning Spirit, who took the form of a striped mouse, shivered, and retreated to the other side of the assembly of Spirits. It was rare that prey form Spirits reached the Legendary Tier in the Wild. So, it was clear that this Spirit either had a partner, or incredible survival instincts.

‘Save you glares for later. We’ve still got business to settle.’ Morty was much clearer and more succinct when speaking spiritually.

The four then refocused on the posturing Wild Spirits. Their fellow guardian Spirits from the other tribes and communities looked on, much like they were. The difference between them was night and day, but in this instance, they were surprisingly in agreement with their wilder counterparts.

‘Enough!’ The plateau rumbled as a massive stone wolf slammed its paw on the ground. ‘The decision has been made. The humans within the haven are not the issue. It is the ones that are now aware of the haven’s location that we need to be wary of.’

The Spirits all fell silent, and the elemental mana that had flooded the area settled as Cavern mana overpowered it all. It settled into the ground, strengthening the surface of the plateau.

This Cavern wolf was clearly at the peak of Tier four, and there were only a few such Spirits in this assembly. Yet none of them bothered to challenge the wolf. They were all united in this moment, after all.

‘The humans within the haven have respected our rules. Two have even gone on to take the fight to our enemies. Drawing their ire until we could learn more about these cultists.’ The Legendary wolf began pacing back and forth. ‘We must focus on them! Not the humans in the haven!’

There was some grumbling, but none of the Spirits spoke up.

‘The thing we must focus on, is whether or not we will accelerate the end of the haven and take the fight to these wretches that steal and enslave our kin, or leave it be, at the risk of those monsters invading with their strange weapons.’

Growls and roars were heard all around when the weapons were mentioned.

Even the Feathered Peaks Legendaries let out warbling shrieks.

None of the Spirits approved of the use of the explosive weapons that the cult had begun employing. Even the guardian Spirits believed that a battle was meant to be between sides that fought using might and magic.

These tools took away all sense of prowess with one’s natural abilities and training.

‘We must declare a Spirit Tide!’ The Legendary wolf’s voice turned quiet and grim.

His words were met by total silence. Many of the Spirits now looked uncertain. Such a thing was not decided on lightly. It was one of the only times that the rulers of different Spirit territories broke the rules of aid and service.

‘... Are you certain that such a thing is necessary? The last Tide was called when the corrupted ones tried to invade from the shores to the east. Prior to that was when we aided the humans from the west in clearing some of the area to the north. That was nearly a hundred years ago.’

The speaker this time was a small monkey with green fur. It was covered in wooden armor and held a large stick of petrified wood that emanated an aura of danger to all that looked at it. The striations in the wood seemed to move and disorientated anyone that looked at it too long.

Behind him, several other peak Legendary Spirits watched. Their attention was now more focused.

The wolf stared down at his fellow peak Legendary Spirit. While he was Wild, his peer was not, having long since taken up guardianship of a tribe to the far western mountains of the Fjorya.

But the doubts of the monkey Life Spirit didn’t deter the Cavern wolf Spirit.

‘I am prepared to lead it myself.’

The other peaks Legendaries simply nodded in approval.

‘What say the rest of you!?’

The monkey turned to the other Rulers. They all looked uncertain at the thought of breaking the rules of Spirit territories. But it wasn’t long before they began to chant.

‘Tide!’

‘Tide!’

‘Tide!”

The roars and cries displaying their agreement in the Tide.

‘Then it is decided! Alert your followers! The Tide shall come within a few days’ time! These cultists shall forever leave our Fjorya Mountains!’

With a final cry of war, the Spirit rulers dispersed. They all set out to their respective territories, to alert and gather their subordinates for war.

‘You as well. Alert Invera-’ ‘No.’

The Cavern world turned to the four Feathered Peaks guardians. Intent on getting their leader to participate in the Tide. But they would not have it.

‘You would dare to go against the Tide?’

A heavy pressure landed on the guardian birds, but the Cavern wolf soon realized that he was on his own. His fellow peak Legendaries did not support his declaration.

‘You forget that Invera is on the cusp of a breakthrough. On top of being one who defeated you in battle and banished you from our territory. She does not need to answer your call. Even if the other Rulers have agreed to it.’

Callrond’s voice cut through the pressure being forced on him. The gathered might of four Legendaries of the mid and high Steps was more than enough to fend off a single peak Legendary.

‘You little-’ ‘Enough!’

This time it was the monkey that interrupted the wolf. The other peak Legendaries had now left.

‘I do not care for your conflict, but the birds are right. Invera does not need to participate this time. Though they do.’

The wolf growled, before heading off without another word.

‘If you don’t participate, the Tide will wash you away alongside this cult. You understand this, correct?’

The guardian birds nodded. Turning away, the Life monkey leapt away. Moving nearly as fast as Ezekiel at his top speed. For a moment, there was silence on the empty plateau.

‘How do you think we should break this to our dear friend at the campsite?’

Callrond’s question went unanswered. Instead, the bird Spirits simply flew away. Feynari received some help from her brother.

All four were headed to the camp. Even though it was now late into the night.

They had bad news that needed to be given to Ezekiel and his pack.
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                Far from the Spirit Haven, within the untamed wilderness of the Fjorya Mountains, a gathering of Hunters and Mages was occurring. Each one wearing a cloak with the familiar symbol of a golden man on a white sash. The Cult of Light was moving their forces.

Mixed in, however, was a group of Hunters wearing the symbols of the Kindled family. All of whom were separated and keeping to themselves, rather than mingle with the cultists that currently outnumbered them.

However, regardless of the mixed emotions of these two groups, every one of them was focusing on the smokestack rising into the sky not far away.

A flash of light, and Norton appeared next to the apparent leader of the Cult. One of the three Legendary Radiant Hunters in the assembled group.

“Do you feel it as well?” Norton didn’t bother greeting the cultist as he spoke.

“The ripple in my mind as it tries to look away, only to be drawn back? Yes. I feel it. Though I’m surprised that you can as well. What with the pressure you are no doubt under.” The cultist chuckled, the joke going over the heads of the others who might’ve heard.

Norton grimaced, and his hands shook, as if he was in pain.

“I will not submit to this. My power is my own. Not your master’s.” Norton glared at the cultist. “However, we have more pressing concerns. The smoke is nearly fading. It will not be there for much longer. We need to find a way to mark the origin before the natural formation that is protecting whatever that was reforms.”

The cultist just smiled beneath his hood.

“You needn’t worry about that. We are not the only ones that saw that. We have at least three other groups that have marked the direction relative to their position. It will be easy to mark the point by cross referencing the different directions the smoke came from, relative to the position of the different groups.”

Norton just hummed in disinterest. He was familiar with such tactics. But he didn’t like the fact that the cultists were acting so self-assured in their victory.

From where they were right now, it wouldn’t even take an hour for the Legendary Hunters to fly over and investigate. But as they became aware of the smoke seemingly appearing from nowhere, they were also made aware of just how dangerous the situation was becoming.

“Such a massive natural formation is not something we can take lightly. It is likely a Spirit Haven. Such a thing will have more Legendary Spirits than we have Hunters.” Norton was not as confident as the cultist clearly was.

“Our new weapon will deal with their numbers easily enough. Whoever remains will be wiped out afterwards.” The cultist glanced back at a set of a dozen heavily reinforced metal carriages.

Each of the carriages had a dozen or so metal cylinders sticking out the side. Launchers for the cult's new secret weapon. The carriages themselves were quite weighty and clunky when it came to traversing the forest. But ample use of magic was used to move the deceives into position.

They had only been used a few times so far, and their existence was one of the cult's greatest secrets. It was actually argued that their use was not needed for their efforts in the Fjorya. It was only after they had lost numerous teams and had received a report from Norton after they agreed to temporarily team up, that the cult allowed such a thing.

“The fact of the matter is the cult is going to take over this mountain range. With the knowledge we liberated from the Church, the light of our lord will be spread far and wide.”

The cultist’s words made Norton snort in derisive amusement. But he immediately held his head, covering one eye, as a searing pain lanced through it. The cultist just smiled, mockingly, at Norton’s pain.

“You accepted our lord’s gift, yet you continue to refuse his embrace. I do wonder how much more pain you will be able to endure before you finally see the light. That is what your clan is so famously known for, is it not?”

Norton kept silent as he slowly walked away. Slowly lowering his hand, his eye briefly flashed gold in its entirety before returning to white with a golden iris.

“My soul is my own. This power was offered freely. Had I known that it would corrupt me like a Brood, I wouldn’t have accepted it.” Norton’s words were, fortunately for him, unheard by any of the cultists, else he would’ve been lynched on the spot.

“My lord?” Another Radiant Hutner from the Kindled clan approached Norton. She was the same Hound that lead a part of the original attacks on Warren and Evelyn. Her face scrunched up in worry. “Is the... blessing, acting up again?”

Norton simply nodded but waved off the helping hand she offered. Coiled around her neck was a snake Spirit, not unlike the cobra wrapped around Norton.

“You should never have accepted the cult’s deal. Given enough time, I’m certain we could’ve killed the traitor and his whore. Their children would follow soon after.” The other Legendary Radiant Hunter’s face changed to a snarl of fury as she thought of Ezekiel’s family.

Norton just scoffed.

“You only say this because I am suffering. Where is the cool-headed thinker that planned out and predicted the need for aid? Do not lose yourself to your feelings just because I am not long for this world. Do you understand me, Meli?”

Meli winced at the reprimand from her fellow Kindled Hound. She knew she was acting on her emotions right now, but she felt that it was warranted. If anything, she was the one that should’ve taken the so-called blessing of Radiance from the cult. But Norton had refused.

He knew that there was something the cult wasn’t telling them, and he wasn’t about to sacrifice the clan member he had personally trained just to test an unknown power up. The fact that he had such difficulty with the voices in his head meant that Meli would’ve lost her mind within hours of receiving it.

“Do we have any specifics regarding the battle plan?” Meli asked as she fell into step with her mentor. “I assume that this wouldn’t even be happening if the cult’s weapons were not powerful enough to tip the scales.”

Norton nodded in confirmation.

“Indeed. Usually, such a battle would result in our loss well before we could even reach the haven. But in this case... You saw the devastation that a single one of their ‘Barrage Carriages’ did against those rebels. If all twelve of them are used, I would be surprised if there was still a mountain left in front of us afterwards.”

Meli turned pale. Her face displayed sheer terror at the thought of such destruction. But Norton wasn’t done yet.

“It will likely keep the odds even. At least until they run out of ammunition. Then they will have to wait for a month before another batch can be made. That’s the main reason they kept the damned things secret. Takes too long to make their projectiles. Else they’d be using them whenever they could.”

Meli silently agreed with Norton’s statement. If the cult could use these weapons freely, they would’ve taken out the rebels well before this. She even figured that they would’ve started attacking the Empire from the outside by now.

“Well... I just hope that we’ll be able to finish our goal without the cult getting in our way. I don’t care what they say about the Void Mage. He is ours to deal with. Him and his family.” The thought of Ezekiel made Meli clench her fingers in anger. But it was the silence from her mentor that snapped her out of it.

Turning to look directly at Norton’s face, she saw that he was clearly frowning in thought.

“...When this is over, you will need to lead our Hounds back to the clan. We’ve already lost too many of our numbers. We cannot let this go on for much longer.” The Radiant Hunters had reached the center of the Kindled camp. His and Meli’s tents stood side-by-side. They entered Norton’s. “Something big will likely happen within a few days. That is how long it will take for the cult to move their devices to a range close enough to break the formation on the Spirit Haven. Once the battle begins, you will need to take a small group into the haven. You will need to be hidden.”

Meli grimaced at the thought of hiding herself and infiltrating the Spirit Haven. Usually, only the weaker Radiant Hounds of the Kindled family used such tactics. Those at the Legendary Tier were considered above such deceptions as using light to conceal themselves.

Not that such a thing had ever actually stopped any of them before.

“I understand... What will you be doing?”

“I will be working with the cultists. Though I hate it, I can no longer defy their direct orders. Right now, their leader has... an authority over me that I cannot deny. Which is why after this battle, you will leave me behind, no matter the outcome.”

Norton sighed, sitting down in a chair in his tent. No longer was he the proud and authoritative leader of the Kindled Hounds. Now, he was just a tired man who knew he was going to die.

He had thought he’d be able to fight off whatever side-effects the blessing from the cult might’ve had. But it was clear that he was mistaken.

At this point, he believed that not even a Mythical Being would be able to fight off the blessing from the cult’s lord. It’s presence was just that powerful.

But no one else would ever know this, as the knowledge had been sealed in his mind the moment he was blessed. He couldn’t give any more warnings than the ones he already had. Even then, the pain he felt when he gave them was almost enough to knock him out.

“My lord... I heard rumors... about the Void Mage.” Meli seemed to curl in on herself, almost as if she wasn’t sure if she should be saying this. Norton turned away as his eyes began to glow. “Some of the cultists have mentioned that, if his powers are returning, he might be able to remove the blessing. Apparently, he has done this befo-”

Meli was unable to finish her sentence. As she spoke, Norton’s face twisted into a beastly snarl. His Spirit constricted around his body, as if to hold him back. But Norton whirled around before the Spirit could seal his arms. The Legendary Hunter’s hand wrapped around Meli’s throat.

“Do not speak of the Anathema in front of me!” Norton’s voice was a grave whisper. His face was flush with anger, and his eyes were pure golden orbs. No humanity could be seen within them.

Melid just whimpered and choked as she lost her breath. She clawed the hand around her neck. Not capable of thinking straight, she failed to cast any spells that might free her.

Fortunately, her Spirit, who was also partially grasped due to her position around Meli’s neck, was able to bite down on Norton’s hand, and inject a Radiant venom into it.

The possessed man reeled back, and his Spirit finished constricting him. He struggled violently, but the snake Spirit would not let go.

At the same time, Meli fell to the ground, gasping for breath.

Both Kindled family Hounds took several seconds of struggling before they recovered. Meli stood up once more, just as Norton’s eyes returned to their normal, natural, golden color. His Spirit finally let him go after he stopped struggling in the Spirit’s grip.

Norton frowned and looked down at his hands. Turning back to Meli, he held his hands behind his back as he addressed her.

“That’s not an option, unfortunately.” He flinched and his Spirit tightened up for a brief moment. “I have no doubt in my mind that the blessing in me will explode and kill me, well before the Anathema can even get close...”

Norton trailed off, as if he just realized something.

“I can’t even address that Anathema as anything else anymore...”

The current leader of the Kindled Hounds sounded lost and confused as he spoke. The knowledge that his mind was becoming less and less his own seemed to be breaking his heart.

“I cannot tell you to let him live. That is beyond me now.” Norton looked directly at Meli as he spoke. His face set into a stern and emotionless mask. “But I can tell you this; you will decide what to do with the Anathema. The cult has their own forces that will move in. But you do not answer to them.”

Meli could tell that these words were putting a strain on Norton, so she simply nodded. Showing that she understood what he was trying to tell her.

“Good. Now go. We will both need our rest for what is to come.”

The weaker Legendary saluted at her mentor’s dismissal before leaving the tent.

A small tear streaked down her face as she let the flap close behind her.

----------



Far away from the Spirit Haven, at a peak that was usually guarded by Legendary birds, two elderly men were huddled within a large sitting area within a reinforced building.

Elders Rosen and Welt did their best to ignore the utter chaos that was happening outside. A low standing table was placed between them. Cups of tea and other snacks were laid out as the two played a board game.

A loud ‘snap’ echoed through the room, and wind rushed inside a newly opened crack, nearly dousing the sconces on the walls. Welt waved his hand, and the wood regrew. The crack closed, and the walls and supports of the building shifted as they were subtly reinforced even further.

“Thank you.” Rosen lifted his tea sip. “I must say, you are acting far more calmly than I thought you would be. Given the current situation.”

“Hmmm,” Welt just hummed in disinterest before moving a game piece, “I am not the grand elder of the Feathered Peaks. As such, I have no need to worry about things right now.”

Rosen glared at Welt’s move. His side of the board was now in danger. But he eventually sighed and toppled his key piece.

“The village is secured, and tunnels formed as a temporary means of moving about without going outside. My job is done, at least for now.” Rosen leaned back in his chair. “For now, I will enjoy the relative calm while it lasts. For while the world outside is in strife, the world in here is at peace.”

Welt just scoffed at Rosen’s seemingly blase attitude. The man was well aware that the, relatively, younger grand elder was currently screaming internally over their current situation.

They were fortunate enough to have always made sure to have ample supplies should hunting and harvest ever be poor. So, it wasn’t like they weren’t going to survive this mess. But it did mean that they would be unable to leave the mountain in any sort of efficient manner.

This meant that they were unable to provide any aid to the forces acting against the cult.

The Fjorya tribes weren’t exactly allied with the newly formed rebel faction from Tarquessa, but given the actions of the cult against the Spirits, it was impossible for the tribes to stay out of things.

“Have the other guardians returned at all?” Welt asked as he took a sip of his own tea.

“No, but given the sheer might of this storm, it makes sense that not even they would be able to fly back here safely.”

“A shame. It seems like we are truly cut off from the outside world then. Do we have any idea how long this storm will last?”

“That depends; do you have any idea what it’s like to break through to the Mythic Tier?”

The two old men fell into silence. They took a minute to simply ponder over the situation.

Everyone had been in awe at the sheer power that Invera displayed when she had first come back from the Spirit Haven. It was more immense than anything the tribesmen of Feather Peaks had ever felt. Far greater than her already Peak Tier four power.

But the joy at knowing their guardian was going to grow stronger once more was short-lived, as Invera hid herself up at the top of the tallest Feathered Peak. A massive storm grew not long after. One that spread far and wide, taking in energy from the skies and extending well beyond what the Feathered Peaks could see.

“... Did you manage to get the supplies prepared?” Rosen’s tone had shifted to a much graver tone as he narrowed his eyes at Welt.

“I did. Once the storm lets up, you may wage your war as needed. Though, I hope that you understand that you and I will not be partaking.” Welt raised an eyebrow at his old frenemy.

“Obviously. I don’t like it, but I am confident in the ones that will go. My children are already leading small teams in practice within the caves. They will defer to the guardians when it is time.”

“Then let us hope that the Spirits can hold out for as long as possible.”

They fell back into silence, simply playing their games once more. Waiting until the storm passed.

SLAM

“Father! Friend Talon is here. He has news you need to be made aware of!”

A wooden panel on the ground flew open as Rosen’s daughter, Rena, threw it open.

The two elders turned their focus onto the new arrival. Both of them wondered how in the world Talon had gotten here through the storm. Let alone why he would brave it as he had.

The two entered the tunnel, ready to go meet with their tribe’s ally. Utterly unprepared for the news that they were about to receive.

At the end of it, they knew that new plans would need to be made.

----------



Hidden within their respective personal chambers, the Lights of Radiance were meeting once more. This time, their figures displayed a much grimmer and more worried demeanor than the last few times they had met. Hunched shoulders, and silence welcomed them all.

“I am assuming that the report is accurate, and not merely the hearsay of a declining clan.” The Speaker addressed his fellow Lights.

“Yes, Speaker. While it was difficult to convince the Hound, Norton, to receive the Lord’s blessing, once he did it was simple to confirm.” Amelia confirmed for her peers.

“How can that be? Each of us has been taught the dangers of broken Spirit Pathways. It shouldn’t be possible for them to be repaired as they apparently have been for the Anathema!” The figure that was clad in green light nearly through their hands in the air in outrage.

As a Life Mage, they had been educated in all matters of repairing and recovering from the numerous injuries that were acquired when fighting the Cruor. The fact that Ezekiel had, apparently, recovered, even partially, from as life-threatening an injury as shattered Spirit Paths was the same as saying that everything that they knew about Spirit Paths was wrong.

“The ways of the Void are well known to be strange and unnatural. It is clear that the Anathema has truly forsaken his humanity for power. Just like the Broodlords had done so in the past.” Erkan sneered at the thought but didn’t seem too surprised.

He had a particular hatred for Ezekiel. Given the number of plans that had been foiled in the Empire thanks to the young Void Mage, this was to be expected.

“I am assuming that we are taking steps to ensure that the Anathema does not survive this time, correct?”

Amelia nodded. “Yes. Given the problems that the rebels have been causing as well, I decided to grant the away teams permission to use the cannons.”

The other Lights straightened up at this news.

“You were not given leave to do so. The new weapons developed from the Church’s secret knowledge are under the entirety of this council’s control.” Peri, the Violet Light declared. “To do so is to overstep your bounds by quite a bit.”

“Are you saying that a recovered, Legendary, Void Hunter, and the rebels who nearly wiped out all our forces in the Fjorya, are not reason enough to dispatch our newest weapon?” Amelia was unrepentant regarding her actions.

She knew full well that she was right in her decision, and the fact that she had simply been lightly reprimanded just now was proof of that.

Had she truly done wrong, the Speaker would’ve yelled at her instead.

“Though you should’ve gotten majority approval, the short time to respond meant that you were unable to before our forces had to move out. I am assuming you sent an adequate number?” The Speaker seemed to hold a neutral opinion regarding the situation.

“I sent all of the original ones that were first developed. As well as the remaining ammunition.” Amelia’s reply was met with a much louder outburst than before.

“That will risk nearly six months of work! You risk losing our hold on the major cities of Tarquessa with this decision!” Peri screamed this time as she stood from her seat. Her silhouette became taller as she looked down on Amelia’s position.

“They took shelter in Spirit Haven! Even if half our Tarquessa forces took action all at once, there is no guarantee they would break the natural formation that protects it!”

“So, you would have our newest weapon fall into enemy hands after being used up, is that it!? Even if all the ammunition currently made was used, all that would happen would be a crack opening up for you to invade! You would then be faced against dozens of Legendary Spirits, at the least! More than a Hundred if the whole of the Fjorya decided to team up against you!”

“That is why they need all the ammunition! Only then do they stand a chance!”

“What chance do they have when you couldn’t even fight off a group of measly rebels!”

“A chance granted by the blessing now attached to that Kindled Hound! As well as the fact that the cannons are rigged to explode should the team leaders determine that they are losing. They will be sure to take out as many Legendary Wild Spirits as possible.”

Amelia’s final response brought Peri up short. The blessing of the Radiant Lord had the potential to forcibly boost any Mage or Hunter to the next Tier. For Norton Kindled, that would mean that he would temporarily have the force of a Mythical Being.

This would also allow the Radiant Lord to inhabit his body directly, though only for an instant before he died. This was truly a game-changing weapon.

Having the cannons rigged to explode was just the icing on the cake at that point. Something that would allow the cult to pull their forces back and wipe out the Wild Spirits that dared to act against humanity as they charged through the area.

“... Perhaps your actions were not as thoughtless as I believed. But if this blows up in our faces, I hope you know that you will need to be able to take responsibility for it.” Peri declared.

“That is not for you to decide,” the Speaker interjected, “but I will admit that your words are true. Amelia! If this ends poorly, you will need to begin taking action directly once more. The forces in Tarquessa need to be fully subjugated by the end of the next year. Get it done.”

Amelia nodded once more, and her figure seemed to fade a little bit. She was still attending the meeting, but it was clear she was already taking note and working on distribution of the cult’s forces to consolidate their power if anything went wrong in the Fjorya.

“Alert your men to focus on the Anathema once they break into the haven. Send a special team to deal with it while the rest fight off the Spirits.”

Amelia didn’t reply to them this time, and simply waved to indicate she heard.

“Moving on, do we know anything about the massive storm that is currently covering the Fjorya? Any word from the tubes that we’ve infiltrated?”

The Speaker’s question was met with silence for several seconds.

“I’m sorry, Speaker, but given the current chaos going on in the mountains, most of our infiltrators are dead. We’ve gotten no news regarding the storm.”

This time it was Erkan who answered.

“Then we will need to put that matter on hold for now. Are there any other items that need to be addressed before the general meeting begins?”

Lana raised her hand.

“I have managed to finally get an in with one of the Kindled clan elders. Should things go well, a deal will be made within the coming weeks, and the family will be within our hands within a couple more years. Though we will need to be careful not to antagonize them any more after this business in the mountains. I doubt they will like the fact that we have forcibly converted one of their Legendaries.”

“Then we shouldn’t allow the other Hounds to escape to report directly to the Kindled family. We’ll argue that the Anathema and its parent’s did the deed.” The Speaker replied.

Amelia nodded in agreement and made a note to message her forces.

From there, the Lights of Radiance continued with their meeting. Discussing the forces and plots that were underway elsewhere in the world.
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                Ezekiel and the rest of the humans within the Spirit Haven were not pleased with the news the guardian Birds had brought them. There were several voices that had declared they needed to leave. That the best step for them would be to cut their excursion short.

By now, roughly half of the guards for both the Morse and Alkena families had bonded with Spirits. This was already a massively higher percentage than usual. But that was somewhat expected thanks to the nature of the Spirit Haven.

Fortunately, calmer minds won out, and the group did not leave. Instead, they worked with some of the weaker Wild Spirits to create fortifications that the humans could use as a defensive measure.

Though, half the guards had been relocated to a separate area as a backup defensive position that they could retreat to. Not that it was certain to do any good, if the cult managed to get their way.

It was highly likely that any Hunters from the cult that managed to get into the haven would be going after them, after all.

“... It’s strange...” Ezekiel muttered as he looked out over the walls that surrounded the fortified building that had been created. The sky was dark with clouds, but no rain was falling yet. “Being on this side of a defensive formation...”

Beside him, Riley just leaned into his shoulder, having fully recovered from Celia’s breakthrough. The now draconic Spirit was, in turn, curled around them both, as Shine rested on Ezekiel’s lap.

“When do you think it will begin?” Riley was quiet as she and Ezekiel tried to relax. The past few days had been hard on her, as she felt guilty at the fact that she was the cause of the fire that had alerted the cult of the Haven’s location.

It was something that they had learned after the even had happened. Spirit Havens had a naturally formed boundary that kept anything on the outside from perceiving what happened within. Except on the occasions where something drifted through the air, high enough to exit the boundary’s limits.

Such things, when observed from the outside, allowed outsiders to triangulate the position of a Spirit Haven, rather than be subconsciously guided away from it as they got closer.

The more mature Spirits didn’t blame Riley for this, as her breakthrough had been unexpected. If they knew such a thing would happen, they would’ve had her breakthrough in a more easily concealed area. But it wouldn’t have mattered for too long anyway.

The decision to attack the cult was already underway. If anything, the revelation of the Spirit Haven’s position just moved the time frame forward. Given the destructive power of the cult’s new weapon, it would be impossible for the Spirits to let them keep moving without fighting back like this.

By now, it had been a couple days now since the news had been given to them. Even now, the Spirits were doing their best to reinforce the defenses of the base that had been set up.

Ezekiel had found it interesting, witnessing the creation of the natural enchanted formations that now covered the base. They were impossible for him to find with the standard human knowledge of enchanting that he had been trained in.

“Whenever they get within range for their weapons, I suppose. That, or whenever the Spirit Tide has fully gathered.” Ezekiel had been shocked to hear that a Spirit Tide was being summoned for use against a group of humans.

Never, in all the history he had ever studied, had a Spirit Tide been used for anything other than the Cruor. Usually to a mixed rate of success.

“How well do you think we’ll do when the battle begins?”

“Probably, but when it does, we’ll be able to deal with it. I know basically all the tricks they’ll be able to employ.”

The two sat in silence for a little while longer, before a bell rang in the distance. The guards that were out looking for Spirits to bond with had returned. Much earlier than they had on previous days.

The only reason they would be returning early would be if a conflict had begun outside the boundary of the Spirit Haven.

Above them, Ezekiel could see the guardian Spirits of the Feathered Peaks flying away. Headed toward the area that Riley had set on fire days prior.

Ezekiel glared into the distance as he and Riley stood from their place on the wall. A bad feeling nagged at the back of his mind. One that wouldn’t go away.

If the cult breached the boundary, as was expected of them, it wouldn’t be long before the caravan from Tollren also came under attack.

----------



The earth rippled and shifted as rocks and roots were thrown about.

Icicles formed and fell like bullets raining from the sky, and fire boiled and burned the flesh of any that were too slow to move out of the way.

Water from the rain nearly blinded many who were fighting, but regardless of the weather, the fighting still went on.

“To the south! Aim cannons! Fire at the Spirits!” A Legendary cultist screamed orders as he flew through the sky.

He was fending off two Legendary Spirits as those at the weaker Tiers fought against a horde of Spirits below. Had Ezekiel been there, he would notice that the current battle was not unlike some scenes from Harkem during the first attack.

The air thumped with the force of multiple explosions. Cannons launched their payload towards every direction they could. Entire swaths of Spirits fell as the land was shattered. The ammunition from the cult’s weapons caused widespread destruction with every use.

Suddenly, a heavy weight fell on the Spirits and cultists alike. Above them all, a figure that was clad in golden cobra themed Spirit armor silently looked down on them.

Spreading his arms wide, circular ripples of Radiance formed around him in the hundreds.

“Let the Light shine on you all.”

A deep and echoing voice reverberated through the air, and beams of light fell from each of the ripples. They lanced through everything in their path. Leaving melted holes in the ground where they made impact. Nothing survived this onslaught.

The Spirits panicked, but even as they fell, more just filled the ranks.

‘Onward! Do not let these invaders take our homes!’ The silent scream of a massive Cavern Wolf Spirit rallied those that had followed it into battle.

Above and below, more Legendary Spirits fought toe-to-toe with the Legendary Hunters of the Cult of Light. Leaders from both sides fell, but it was clear that the battle wouldn’t be ending anytime soon. Not until one side was wiped out.

In the distance, far away from the main battle, and hidden beneath a veil of altered lighted, Meli and several other Kindled Hounds operated artifacts given to them by their clan. They aided in providing cover for the team that was going to strike the heart of the Spirit Haven.

They had prepared for this for over a day prior to the battle breaking out. Ready to break into the haven at a moment’s notice.

A sharp whistling noise shrieked through the air.

“Get ready. Once the boundary falls, we break for the nearest focal point of the Haven. It’ll be barely guarded, perhaps a couple of Legendary Spirits, but not much more.” Meli reaffirmed their orders as the cannon’s projectiles came within view.

Within seconds of falling silent, Meli saw a crack appear in the air only a hundred feet from her group. The rocks beneath it had broken from the impact of the explosive weaponry.

“Go!”

The Kindled Hounds ran as the crack in the Spirit Haven’s boundary slowly began to heal. Within a few seconds, it would be closed once more, and their moment of opportunity would be lost.

Not too far away, the air rippled as another group made their way into the boundary first. The cultists had been warned previously and took the necessary steps to move before the Hounds.

“Leader...” one of the hooded Hounds nearly called out in alarm, but Meli had expected this.

She had actually prevented her group from moving at their fastest pace.

Screams filled the air as the Kindled family Hounds finally crossed the boundary. The crack filling in behind them. In front of them lay the broken bodies of several cultists, as the ones that were still up and fighting suffered injuries that nearly caused them to fall.

“To the focal point!” Meli didn’t bother waiting. Instead, she and her group just rushed to the side. They avoided the fighting cultists, and Meli pulled another artifact from her Void Pouch. It was shaped like a compass with the needle pointing to a smoking crater not far from them. “This way.”

The group of Hounds dashed toward their target. Intent on destroying one of the cornerstones of the natural magic formation holding together the Spirit Haven. All so as to permanently create a hole in the boundary that protected it.

Behind them, a second crack formed in the boundary. Once more, a team of cultists flooded in. This one had a Legendary Hunter in it.

But all of this was ignored by the hounds as the cult cleaned out the Spirits.

It wasn’t long after that the area was clear. Motes of different colored light drifted into the air and disappeared, while blood and bodies littered the ground.

----------



For the past few hours now, Ezekiel’s premonitions were getting worse. A soul deep sensation was telling him that something bad was happening. It only ever let up a little bit when he thought about leaving the fortified base that he and the caravan were stuck in.

‘We still don’t know what the problem is. For all we know, it could be a situation where, if we tried to fight alone, we would fail, but fighting together will let us win.’ Shine tried to be the optimist as Ezekiel’s mood progressively got worse. ‘We’ve almost gotten you back to a third of your full strength. That should be enough to be a significant contributor.’

Ezekiel didn’t reply. Instead, he focused on the feeling that had haunted him for hours now.

It had been right around the time that a shimmer had appeared in the sky. While he couldn’t be sure, Ezekiel had a feeling that such a thing meant that something had happened to the boundary.

The problem had been fixed, for now, but given how long it had been since then, Ezekiel didn’t hope that things would last much longer.

Suddenly, a pressure wave washed over Ezekiel. But no one else seemed to notice it. The shift Ezekiel felt in the air as mana seemed to swirl around the center of the haven drew his attention.

‘They’re coming.’ Ezekiel moved to a bell hanging not far from where he had been standing on watch. He had just started ringing it when the sky seemed to open up.

A deluge fell from the heavens as the boundary began to break. Jagged lines, cracks in the natural formation, ran through the sky unimpeded.

A second shift from another direction, and the cracks began to spread faster.

The boundary had fallen, and the cult was free to enter as they wished.

Only the Spirit Tide outside the broken edges of the haven stopped them doing so.

Ezekiel knew better though. The fact that the haven was now open to the world meant that there were forces already inside. It seemed that the newly bonded guards would be getting first-hand experience with fighting alongside tier Spirits.

“Ezekiel!” Warren’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s worried mind. It was rougher than usual. With a slightly deeper rumble to it that drew Ezekiel’s attention in an instant. He had already donned his Spirit Armor. “Get to the wall, we need to be ready.”

Gone was the loving and caring image of Ezekiel’s father. In his place was the no nonsense mask of a veteran Hunter. One whose orders were to be followed without question.

Ezekiel nodded and dashed away. His physique ensured that he could fight without using too much of his mana, but it wouldn’t mean much if the cult, or the Kindled, got into the base via sneak attack.

At the moment, Ezekiel was garbed in a different style than he previously used. This was to hopefully keep him from being the initial target. In fact, all the guards were dressed and armed with their best weapons and armor. A minor precaution meant to emphasize the importance of this conflict.

Seeing Riley on the wall, Ezekiel moved to her position. She too was wearing her Spirit Armor. A necessary act due to the increased defensive measures that it granted. Almost no sneak attacks would be able to break through it. Not unless greatly overpowered compared to Riley.

No words were exchanged as Ezekiel placed a hand on her shoulder. Riley nodded to him as he moved past. They needed to focus and had already shared words a little while ago.

‘Are you sure that we should be here? Your mom and sisters retreated to the second group. It’s probably not too late to take up that offer to go with them.’

Shine’s words reminded him of the near fight he had had with his mother earlier that day. Well before the first sign of fighting had occurred.

Evelyn had insisted that Ezekiel fall back with the guards that were hidden in the second base. The one carved out by Charus for secrecy and security. But Ezekiel had refused. He felt that his place was to fight, since it was, as per usual, him that the cult was after.

If it wasn’t for Warren agreeing to take care of him, Ezekiel doubted that his mother would’ve let him go. He figured she would’ve knocked him out and dragged him away, if given the chance.

‘I am needed here. This is the first line of defense to make sure the cult and the Kindled Hounds don’t get all of us. With two Legendaries, we already have stronger forces than the second group.’ Ezekiel mentally called to Shine. ‘With Lance and the majority of the Hunter guards in the back, we should be able to fight well enough to survive.’

Ezekiel received a sense of uncertainty and doubt from his bond with Shine. The Void Spirit was worried. To be fair, so was he, but running away from his problems wouldn’t help here.

Any plan of doing so only resulted in a lessening of his bad omens. Not the removal.

A sharp pain lanced through Ezekiel’s mind. His attention turned and focused on a patch of the woods in the distance. Shine channeled their mana through Ezekiel, having sensed the same thing.

An immense sense of danger that was coming straight for them.

“Cover!” Ezekiel screamed as he pulled forth one of the explosives that he had prepared the previous day. It was immediately thrown in the direction of whatever Ezekiel had sense.

Not a moment too late, as when it was halfway between the woods and the fort, it was directly pierced by a large stone spear that would’ve taken out the walls to that side. If it was able to get through the formations.

Since Ezekiel could tell that the mana used was at least in the upper Legendary Steps, he knew that such an outcome was guaranteed.

Instead, as the explosive Ezekiel threw was activated, the spears momentum was greatly reduced, and it tumbled through the air in two pieces. Each one impacting harmlessly on the enchanted formation protecting the hastily made base.

Not a moment later, over a dozen Hunters of varying power ran from the woods. The group was led by a Legendary Cavern Hunter dressed in the colors and symbol of the Cult of Light.

A flash of light later, Warren and the Legendary Hunter began their battle above and beside the fort. Spirits flooded from the forest, making attacks against invading cultists. But the strongest Spirits were fighting on the front lines or defending the focal points of the Spirit Haven’s boundary.

Though the latter were likely headed out to fight, since the formation protecting the haven had already fallen.

The only ones left were the newborn Spirits and those that were at the apprentice level. When mixed with the number of guards defending the base, their numbers just barely matched the might of the cultists.

No words were exchanged, and the first battle Ezekiel would experience today began.

----------



Ducking from behind the top of the wall that was far too short for his preference, Ezekiel narrowly avoided a stream of fire from a flying Spirit. He had just stabbed the Spirit’s bonded Hunter and had been distracted when it had shrieked in rage.

‘I’ve got it!’ Shine called to Ezekiel as they released a Void cut that clipped the Spirit’s wing. They were trying to conserve mana, there was just too much to do.

Above them, a flash of light bloomed into being as Warren fought against the enemy Cavern Legendary. Shockwaves rang out as their weapons clashed. A wave of blue fire nearly consumed a couple of the cultists but was dampened by the rain.

While injured, the targets managed to retreat for a moment to regroup.

Riley moved to chase after them but was forced to release a gout of flame at her feet to burn up the roots that had entangled her.

Motes of light filled the area, and it was only the sheer number of Spirits that, even now, flooded the area, allowing the guards from Tollren to fight back.

Initially, Ezekiel had thought that the attacking cultists would be mostly a mix of one or two Adepts, with the rest being Apprentices or Tier ones. That assumption was put to rest the moment the fight began, and the twelve Adepts tore down the, admittedly, weak and temporary defenses.

This had led to the guards having to fall back and rely on numbers as they fought alongside the Wild Spirits that sought to kill the cultists. It was only due to the fact that the guards were well known after three weeks of wandering the haven that none of the Wild Spirits attacked them as well.

Even so, four guards had died in the fighting. A small amount compared to the number of Spirits that were there, but was still saddening, nonetheless.

‘Focus!’ Shine screamed in Ezekiel’s head. ‘Opening over there!’

Ezekiel turned in the direction he felt Shine pull him in. He saw two cultists that had turned their backs on him. Their Spirits harrying a group of guards that were falling back.

Ezekiel hooked a foot beneath a piece of rubble next to him. He then launched the large rock at the back of the glacial Hunter. It impacted on the cultist’s back with a sickening crunch, and Shine followed up by piercing through them with another spell.

Blood sprayed out as the damaged armor was poked through with little resistance, while a snarl of fury escaped the nearby Glacial canine Spirit.

Who immediately turned to Ezekiel’s as its eyes glowed.

Ezekiel failed to follow up the attack and get the other cultists before they retreated to another area in a burst of fire.

A pained cry from the group of Morse family guards told him they had suffered from that last bit of magic. Though it seemed like they would still live.

‘How many more of them are left?’ Ezekiel couldn’t help but gripe.

They had only been fighting for a few minutes, but he was already as exhausted as he had been when fighting the Cruor in Harkem. He had thought that numbers would grant them more of a reprieve than this. But it seemed like the artifacts and armor the cult now had was still too much.

There had already been three instances where his attacks had failed because of the cultist’s armor. His attempts to conserve his mana caused him to have to be more careful when it came to his offense. More so than when he fought the Kindled Hounds. Since they were nowhere near as well equipped as these cultists.

‘We’ve only taken out half of them. But the stream of Wild Spirits has been slowing down.’ Shine spread out their senses to observe while Ezekiel fended off the attacks of the Adept Glacial Spirit that was trying to latch onto his arm to tear it off.

A sudden patch of ice beneath his feet nearly threw Ezekiel to the ground, but he held his footing.

Twisting his hand and holding his fingers into a claw shape, he reached into the mouth of the Spirit trying to bite him. Its teeth barely had time to break his skin before he latched onto its tongue and kicked it away. Tongue still in hand as the Spirit rolled to a stop several meters away. Fading into motes of blue light.

‘It’s just six more cultists... This battle has been going too well for us...’ Ezekiel knew something was wrong, as he could still sense the bad omen lingering over him. A thought occurred to him, and he rushed to the body of the Glacial cultist he had just killed.

There, inside the dead man’s coat pocket, was a badge shaped artifact. A quick glance at the runes engraved on it told him exactly what it did.

It was a locator tool. One that was based on the Com-Slates. Only this one seemed to be much shorter in range and was releasing a pulse of mana every few seconds.

‘They know where we are.’ Was Ezekiel’s final thought before he screamed.

“Evacuate the base! Get out of here now!”

It said many good things about the guards, and many of the Spirits, when they immediately followed Ezekiel’s orders. No questions were asked as they all began to run. Much to the cultist’s concerns. But as they gave chase, they found it difficult to contain the fleeing Spirits and guards.

Especially with Riley covering their retreat.

It was only a few seconds after the base was emptied that they all heard it.

Shrill whistling as something flew through the air toward them.

The cultists growled in rage and retreated in the opposite direction.

For a moment, when Ezekiel risked looking back while he ran, it seemed like he had gotten a warning out in time. He had to be cautious, however, as he had stayed at the back of the group as they ran. Riley had gone ahead when the cultists had retreated.

Then, the world turned white.

----------



A few seconds earlier.

Above the base where the guards and cultists were fighting, Warren and the Cavern Hunter were locked in combat. Warren was having a difficult time as he fought his opponent. If it wasn’t for his incredible speed, he was almost certain he would’ve taken a life-threatening hit by this point.

“You fight well for a heathen!” The Legendary cultist screamed. He wielded a large glaive that he swung around as if it were as light as a feather.

Warren wielded a spear in one hand and had a small shield in his other. The shield artifact was something that the Alkena family had provided as payment for this mission to find Spirits for their guards to bond with.

He hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, as he didn’t want any word getting out before it was necessary. Something he knew his wife had done for her own secret weapons.

They had both nearly been forced to use them in the clash with Norton and the Kindled Hounds, but the Legendary birds had swooped in at the nick of time.

Even so, this fight was not going well for Warren. He was outmatched in terms of sheer mana. So, it was fortunate that his enemy was mostly just a brute that didn’t take him seriously.

“Your words are an insult. Given how poorly you fight, you clearly don’t know what you’re talking about.” Warren’s taunt turned the cultist’s mad grin to a frown. But before he could reply, Warren got him in the face with a kick after the cultist dodged his spear.

The cultist backed away, and Warren didn’t chase. Instead, he chose to retain his mana.

The sheer number of attacks that the cultist had made, but failed to land, had depleted his mana at a rate that put him on almost equal grounds to Warren. But he knew that the current circumstances wouldn’t last long.

Ezekiel’s sudden yell from below nearly distracted him, and he realized what his son was trying to say. But Warren kept his focus as his opponent regained his bearings. He couldn’t allow the cultist to move towards the base or go after the retreating figures below.

A beat of silence passed between the Legendaries. They were about to charge each other once more, but a loud shrieking then filled the air, and the cultist grinned much wider than before.

Knowing what was about to come, Warren nearly dove for Ezekiel, but was forced to evade as the Legendary cultist launched a barrage of stone spears at him.

Given no other choice, Warren flew away at his fastest speed. Chased by the cultist he was still battling. All while he hoped that his son and the others would be able to get out of range.

As the ground passed by in a flash, Warren distanced himself from the Legendary cultist due to his naturally faster speed. But just as he slowed down, the world was filled with a flash of white.

            

    
        CH 187 (Book 4 Ch 27): Things Get Worse

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel’s ears were ringing as he pushed himself up. He vaguely felt Shine screaming at him through the link, but the sensation felt more like panic born of worry rather than urgency.

Using a toppled tree to force himself onto his feet, Ezekiel saw that the area around him was not only farther away from the base than he had been when the explosion went off, but also utterly devastated. The ground was torn up, no trees were still standing, and at the center of the explosion the ground had turned to glass from the heat.

‘Behind you!’ Shine’s voice finally came through to Ezekiel clearly. He idly realized that his hearing had returned to him. But he had other things to worry about.

Not thinking about what he was doing, Ezekiel forced himself to ‘Jump’ with most of his remaining mana. Toppling to the ground and throwing up as he disorientated himself.

Given the flashes of light that just passed through his previous position, he knew he made the right choice.

A sudden heavy feeling filled his hand as Shine ‘Jumped’ into it.

Regaining control of his body, Ezekiel faced the person that had just attacked him. Letting out a curse as he did.

Meli Kindled stood not far from him. Clad in her Spirit Armor and pointing a sword directly at him.

He could tell that she wasn’t in her best condition, as her armor was scuffed, and her figure was hunched over. Ezekiel figured that she had taken a few hits when destroying one of the focal points maintaining the boundary of the Spirit Haven.

However, that didn’t necessarily mean that they were on even ground.

As explosions echoed in the distance, Ezekiel knew that he wouldn’t be getting any assistance from his father. Worse yet, he didn’t know the state of any of the guards. Not even whether or not any of them had survived.

“Shit.” Ezekiel grabbed Shine with both hands and readied himself to fight.

A flash of light filled his vision, and he narrowly raised Shine in time to block Meli’s first attack.

The sound that was released nearly deafened him again.

Ezekiel was forced to lean back thanks to the sheer speed of the impact increasing the power behind her blow. But it was the ground that was shattered as he only leaned back a little bit. The force had been redirected thanks to Ezekiel’s magic.

‘I can’t do that too many more times.’ Shine tried to stay calm, but even though their voice was clear, Ezekiel could sense their concern.

‘That’s fine. We just have to hold out for a little bit.’ Ezekiel was trying to convince both himself and Shine with his words.

Meli said nothing as she attacked Ezekiel with several rapid-fire attacks but didn’t use her magic to make any constructs. Ezekiel hoped that that meant she couldn’t afford to. It would mean the odds were closer to his favor than he had thought.

Of course, that hope was dashed in an instant as Ezekiel came in with a downward swing, only to be blocked by a shield of light thrown up by his opponent. A flash of light as the construct shattered briefly stunned him, and he wildly tried to defend himself.

Shine blindly ‘Jumped them out of the way, avoiding a slash aimed at Ezekiel’s head. But each time they did this it used up mana that was needed to fight.

‘I can’t do that again!’ Shine sounded desperate. Ezekiel knew the feeling. By this point, they were both basically out of mana.

A dozen dagger constructs flew at the Void duo, and they successfully deflected or dodged most of them. But Ezekiel still got hit by a few. Blood was dripping down his arms and legs now.

Meli charged forward once more, with a light construct blade in one hand, and her enchanted sword in the other. She swung her blades at Ezekiel, and there was a brief back and forth as Ezekiel forced his body to move as fast as he could.

Then, the sound of glass shattering could be heard as Shine broke through the Legendary Radiant Hunter’s dagger construct.

She stumbled, briefly, and Ezekiel pressed forward. Swinging downward at an angle, intent on cleaving through Meli’s shoulder.

Only for a flash of light and a ‘clang’ to ring out as Meli dispersed her Spirit Armor. The mana used to sustain it had been converted into a shield that blocked Ezekiel’s attack. Shine’s blade stopped cold in the air.

Jarred and stunned, Ezekiel could do nothing as a sword passed through his stomach.

Followed by a wave of blue fire that consumed him and his opponent.

----------



Riley had always thought that Legendary Hunters were the strongest being’s that she would ever encounter. She knew of Tier five Hunters; they were the pinnacle of humanity and Spirits alike. But she never thought for a second that she would ever get to meet one.

Thus, when she finally reached Legendary for herself, she expected to finally have the power to protect herself and the people she cared about. As well as repay her debt to Ezekiel for saving her.

Time after time she had been forced to support Ezekiel, rather than take the lead, even when she was at a higher Tier than him. It was something that hurt her, deep in the soul, knowing that, for all her power, she still couldn’t save anyone.

A sentiment that was shared with Celia, who didn’t like being weak any more than Riley did.

This feeling grew even worse when she failed to immediately recover from the detonation of the cult’s new weapon, even though she was a fair distance from the explosion. Leading to her recovering, just in time to see Ezekiel fighting the Radiant bitch from the Kindled Hounds.

‘No!’ Riley screamed through her link with Celia, and the two souls, Hunter and Spirit, seemed to become one in their intent.

Their red clad figure charged forward, but were just a second too late, as the Radiant Legendary dispelled her Spirit armor, a little viper formed around her neck, and hung down the front of her torso.

Allowing her to block Ezekiel’s full-strength strike, just enough to stab him through the stomach with her sword.

Riley howled in rage and brought her own weapon down on the Kindled family’s Hound. Releasing a torrent of blue flame at her enemy. Raking across her enemy’s chest as the Radiant Legendary threw herself backward. Charred black burns now covering her body.

But she wasn’t fast enough for her to get her Spirit to avoid much worse damage than she suffered. As it was nearly cut in half; currently too weak to defend itself against the might of another Legendary.

Reeling from the flames, Meli stumbled as she felt pain from both her own flesh and her bonded Spirit. She managed to use the last of her mana to disappear from the area in a flash of light.

Unable to follow, knowing that she would be too slow, Riley turned her attention to Ezekiel. There was nothing else that she could do at the moment.

“Ezekiel!” Riley caught Ezekiel before he could fall down. Blood ran down his side, and there were golden veins stretching out from the wound where the Radiant Legendary’s sword was still stuck in his side. She went to remove it.

“Stop!” Ezekiel exclaimed. He held up a hand to keep Riley back. “I’ll bleed out without a healer if you remove it.”

“But the mana will eat away at you if we don’t!” Riley didn’t take her eyes off the pulsing golden lines. She continued to hesitate regarding whether or not she should pull out the sword.

“No, Riley! He’s right. You need to leave the sword in!” Shine used a bit of what remained of their mana to keep Riley back when she reached for the weapon in Ezekiel’s side once more.

Unable to do much at the moment, Shine slid themself back into their sheath to more easily be carried with Ezekiel.

“I’m dispersing it. It’ll be painful, but I can recover.” It was only Ezekiel’s reassurance that finally stopped Riley from acting.

By this point, Ezekiel was halfway on the ground with Riley holding him.

“For now, I just need your help getting to the second camp. There should be healers there, and it should be far enough away to be out of the cult’s range.” Ezekiel knew that they needed to move, and that Riley needed a distraction. “Pick me up and get us out of here.”

Riley firmed her resolve and nodded. Picking Ezekiel up, he grunted in pain, but didn’t let that stop her. She knew that they needed to move. So, even though she was running low on mana, she still took to the sky and began her retreat to the second camp.

“Thank you…” Ezekiel’s voice was quiet and weak as he focused on not letting the venomous mana destroy him from the inside out.

While they fled, a part of Riley was worried about what would happen to the rest of the guards that would’ve survived. But those concerns were pushed aside as more Wild Spirits flooded the area.

Battle broke out once more, and several figures retreated in the same direction as Riley and Ezekiel. While in the distance, Warren and the enemy Cavern Legendary continued to fight.

----------



Outside the broken boundary of the Spirit Haven, Callrond and the other Legendary birds were looking down on the chaos below.

The Wild Spirits from the haven finally managed to take out the cult’s weapons, but not before they had managed to use up all their ammunition. Wiping out the majority of the Wild Spirits that had attacked. The two sides were now on their last legs. With the Spirits having only the slightest advantage due to numbers and the fact that the Cultists were tired.

“It seems like this Spirit Tide is almost over.” Callrond’s voice was quiet as he observed his surroundings. He was on his last legs when it came to his mana.

On his back, Feynari was melded into the shadows of his feathers. The two had worked together to take out a fair number of cultists, as well managed to destroy one of the cannons before having to retreat. Gravely injuring one of the cult’s Legendary Hunters in the process.

“I wonder if that’s actually the case.” Feynari didn’t seem to share Callrond’s sentiments regarding the situation. “We still don’t know how the cult managed to get so many numbers into the mountains like this. Nor do we know if they have even more people that will be attacking us.”

“There is no chance that they have even more people. They cannot afford to keep throwing bodies at us like this. They would lose ground in the desert if they tried.” Callrond didn’t allow Feynari’s doubts to lower his mood.

Though the shift in the find did make him narrow his eyes. It seemed like there was a change occurring at another corner of the battlefield. Morty and Spina were in trouble.

“Interfering might make things difficult for us.” Feynari cautioned.

“They are our friends. We cannot simply leave without at least attempting to aid them.” Callrond disputed his sister’s words.

“I know. I am simply providing a warning so ensure you don’t overlook anything.”

Callrond hummed in understanding and banked to the side, diverting his course towards where Morty and Spina were locked in combat with two Legendary Hunters. One of the last remaining pairs from the cult, if they were seeing things correctly.

But as they approached, Callrond felt a tingle run up his spine.

“Dodge!” Feynari screamed, and Callrond rolled to the side, channeling his mana to turn himself into a ball of light as a sword construct of the same element passed upward through his previous position.

Glancing down at the ground, Callrond saw a pair of Legendary Radiant Hunters gathered together. His blood ran cold as he recognized the cobra themed armor of the Kindled family Legendary.

“What are they doing?” Callrond whispered with an undercurrent of horror.

From what he could tell, there were numerous bodies of fading Spirits all around, but something had changed. Instead fading into the atmosphere, it seemed like Norton was absorbing the mana that was being released from the fallen Spirits.

“By the Ancients...” Callrond lost all focus he had on aiding Morty and Spina. The terror and disgust he felt at what was happening with Norton and the leader of these cultists was too much to look away from.

All across the nearby area, others looked toward the same thing as their battles slowed to a halt. A shift in the air seemingly passed over the region. Chills and shivers passed through all the Spirits as their instincts, honed through years of surviving in the wild, told them danger was coming.

But it was the cultists that acted first. Each and every one of them moved to flee the area. Leaving the Spirits and the remaining Kindled Hounds in confusion. Some acted to follow or take the chance to strike the cultists from behind. But even as Morty and Spina rejoined Callrond and Feynari, their opponents having left them alone, it was too late.

A Blinding flash of light spread through the area. Radiant constructs of all sorts were fired in all directions, with only the strongest Spirits avoiding them.

When the light faded away, there were no longer two Legendary Hunters surrounded by fading Spirits. Instead, there was only one. The leader of this band of cultists.

Beside him, was a monster made of gold.

----------



Warren shifted out of the way of a stone ax his enemy swung down on him. His own weapon was used to aid in deflecting it to the side to avoid a direct blow.

The ax was rough and crude but was clearly not a construct. The inlaid gemstones and intricate carved runes proved as much as it glowed with power.

“Hold still you wretched heathen!” The Cavern Legendary screamed at Warren. Who merely retreated once more, not falling for the trap he knew his opponent was laying for him.

Warren had already tried to take advantage of his enemy’s missed attacks before. It had ended badly for him when his Spirit armor formed and shot a stone spike at him when he’d left himself open while attacking.

“You’ve got a lot of tricks. But even I can tell that you’re running out of mana.” Warren wasn’t wrong in his statement.

Over the years, he had risen above the lower end of Tier four and was much more sensitive to the mana of others. Especially those he was fighting directly.

By this point, it was obvious to him that he had more mana still left than the Cavern Hunter. To the point where, the only reason they were evenly matched was the fact that the cultist had better Artifacts, as well as a genuine Relic from the ancient Eras.

The fact that the cultist hadn’t pulled them out in the beginning of the battle meant that there must be a strict cost, one that likely wasn’t related to the amount of mana needed to activate them. So, Warren was hoping to draw out the fight for as long as he could.

The two Legendaries moved to charge each other once more, but a sudden sense of unease flooded over them both. A sense that both had sharpened over decades of fighting. One that Ezekiel naturally had at a much higher level.

Both the cultist and Warren stopped in the air, and felt fear fill their bodies. But unlike Warren, the cultist was smiling. Even as his body started shivering from fright.

“Damn... It looks like this battle will be coming to an end either way.” The cultist shifted in the air, and Warren moved to keep the cultist in front of him. “Don’t worry. I’m not moving to attack you. I’m moving so as to get out of the way.”

Before Warren could ponder what exactly the cultist was talking about, the two had swapped positions in the sky, and the Cavern Legendary immediately fled the scene. Turning into a streak of orange-brown light as he fled as fast as he could.

Theo mentally asked Warren what all that was about, but Warren didn’t have an answer.

Instead, he cautiously turned towards the direction that the sense of dread was coming from. His heart dropped as he realized that it was coming from the area where the breach in the haven was at.

For a moment, he thought about moving toward it to help the Spirits as best he could. But he knew that that wasn’t his responsibility right now. So, instead, he moved to take out the cultists that remained in the area. Freeing up the remaining guards so that they could retreat to the second camp.

All the while, Spirits from all over the haven rushed toward the location of the main battle between the haven and the cultists.

----------



Ezekiel was drifting in and out of consciousness as he and Riley reached the second camp. It was far enough away to take hours on foot, even by a peak Adept Mage. A Hunter might shorten the time by riding their Spirit, but unless their Spirit could fly, it would still take an hour at least.

For Riley, who was still maintaining her Spirit armor, it took them a handful of minutes. Which would’ve been even less had she the mana to spare in order to increase her speed further.

As they covered the distance between the two camps, Ezekiel was vaguely aware that they hadn’t passed over any Spirits. A part of him assumed that they had already all rushed over to the first camp, or the primary battle with the cult.

Another part of him felt like something big was about to happen. A premonition of something even worse about to happen, something familiar, but he just couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

Upon reaching the camp, they had little trouble getting in. The guards were aware of exactly what Riley’s Spirit armor looked like, so they didn’t activate the defenses as she dove toward the camp.

“Healer! I need a healer over here!” Riley screamed as several guards rushed to her position. Her mask retracted into motes of red light as she got their attention.

Fortunately, it was apparent that one of them was a Life Mage, and they immediately began channeling their mana into Ezekiel, bringing him back to full awareness. Worsening his pain in the process and making him scream in pain.

“I’m sorry, but the sword in your side means that this is going to hurt.”

Riley looked murderous as the healer did job. But she knew that there was nothing she could do.

The shadows writhed and formed abnormal shapes that drew the eye and caused confusion. Stepping out from a wall that utterly lacked any form of light, Evelyn nearly fell to her knees as she fretted over Ezekiel.

“What happened? Why do you have Legendary Tier mana infecting your side?” Evelyn felt a hint of familiarity as she saw Ezekiel’s bleeding side, but she was more focused on making sure her son was okay. She didn’t give him a moment of peace as the healer tried to treat him.

“Enough! Healer, will I be able to survive if you remove the sword at this point?” Ezekiel felt a bit guilty for not learning the healer’s name but knew that this wasn’t the time.

As the Life Mage nodded, he turned to Riley and his mother.

“I need you two to help. Riley, you need to pull the sword out, and mom, I need you to flood the wound with Obscure mana.” Ezekiel’s words nearly caused the women hovering over him to scream. “Riley needs to pull it out, the healer needs to keep me from bleeding out, and you need to counteract the Radiant mana that’s poisoning me!”

“... He’s right. I don’t like it, because it’s crude and has its dangers, but the longer the sword and that Radiant mana are in his system, the longer it’ll take me to heal him.” The healer said to Ezekiel’s mother and Riley. Both looked uncertain but agreed to do as told. “On three... One... Two... Three!

Ezekiel let out another pained yell as Riley pulled the sword out and his body was flooded with another mana type. Fortunately, his mother was very good at controlling her mana, and didn’t use more than what was necessary to counteract the Radiant mana in Ezekiel’s body.

“Damned venomous Spirits...” Ezekiel grunted as he felt his wound finally stitch back together.

“Was that injury from the Kindled Hound?” Evelyn just realized where she recognized the wound from. “Did Norton show up?”

The worry in Evelyn’s voice was palpable as she imagined Warren fighting with his old mentor and family member. But she visibly relaxed when Ezekiel shook his head.

“The other one. From before Norton showed up. The one from back in Tollren.” Ezekiel explained the situation and was about to describe the events that had occurred in the front camp.

A sense of foreboding and sudden doom then passed over them.

As one, everyone turned to the direction of the ongoing battle. All but Ezekiel, who had frozen at the familiar sensation. One that he recalled from the worst day of his life in the Archipelago. At the same time, his danger-sense began screaming at him. Physically demanding that he get away.

“I need to go.” Ezekiel tried to climb to his feet, forcing himself to ignore the pain as he nearly ripped open his side once more.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Riley threw herself over Ezekiel and pinned him to the ground. “Healer, keep healing. Ezekiel...”

The fear in Ezekiel’s eyes made Riley pause. She had seen him worried and uncertain before, but not like this.

Ezekiel was practically vibrating as he tried to get away. Even Shine was rattling in their sheath.

“You don’t understand. That thing is going to be coming for me!” Ezekiel was practically screaming at Riley and the rest as he needed to get away.

“What is it?” Evelyn was somewhat more composed as she looked down at her son. “It feels like... the Exalt. But that’s not possible...”

“Riley, you know first-hand that the cult can forcibly advance someone's Tier. They made you into a pseudo peak Adept when you were sent to kill me. Imagine what would happen if they did the same thing to a Peak Tier four!” Ezekiel’s words caused Riley to turn pale.

Evelyn’s face matched, as she knew exactly what Ezekiel was talking about. But before they could do anything, a flash of light approached from the first camp.

The guards immediately went on alert, but the figure stopped a distance away from the second camp. It was Warren, who looked a little bit worse for wear, but was mostly unharmed.

The guard quickly let him into the camp, and he began explaining the situation. While more guards were called in to pin Ezekiel down. Each one strained under the force of his Tier four strength.

“The other survivors will be here within a couple of hours. They should have a clear path now that I’ve wiped out the cultists. Where’s--” Warren finally caught sight of his wife and son in a small clearing. Ezekiel’s obvious struggles made him pause, and nearly lash out, but the fact that Evelyn wasn’t doing anything to free Ezekiel seemed to hold him back.

Warren was given a brief rundown of what had happened, and the fact that the Kindled Hounds were still around. Meli having retreated meant that there was the possibility that there were more that would be able to go after the retreating guards.

“I’ll go and oversee the guard’s retreat from the first camp. You stay here and recover.” Evelyn moved to fulfill her side of the contract that was made between her and the Alkena and Morse families.

She sent a worried look at Ezekiel, who had calmed his struggles. For the most part.

“Don’t go.’ Ezekiel’s voice made Evelyn pause. “It’s already too late...”

Everyone’s faces seemed to darken at Ezekiel’s words. His voice was cold and calm. As if he was resigned to an inescapable fate. Like he had given up.

It was a sound that none of them had ever heard from Ezekiel before, and it made them feel afraid all over again.

No one could ask what he meant, however, as a massive pillar of light shot into the sky. A heavy pressure settled on everything as the sound of a bomb going off echoed in the distance. The shockwave passed over the caravan’s camp.

Ezekiel, Warren, and Evelyn could easily tell what had happened. None of the guards were aware of just how much danger they were all in.

“Mom.”

Evelyn turned to her son.

“Dad’s almost out of mana, so you’re the only one who can save everyone right now.”

Everyone looked confused. Ezekiel just sighed, relaxing for a moment before flexing as hard as he could, and tearing himself out of the restraints that the others had put him in.

“I don’t know how, but the monsters that the cult makes are able to track my presence. Since you’re the strongest person here, you need to do everything you can, to get me out of here.”

The others looked mutinous as their faces twisted in rage. Ezekiel could tell they all thought he was running away. Even though it was the opposite.

“That way, the pseudo-Mythic being that was just born will come after us. Leaving the rest comparatively safe.”

All complaints stopped short as Ezekiel’s true plan was revealed, and his words registered in their heads. Evelyn looked determined after a second of hesitation. However, Warren and Riley didn’t seem to agree with Ezekiel’s plan.

“You’re not going alone,” Warren declared, “I’m coming with you.”

“Me too!” Riley nearly shouted.

“You two need to stay here to protect the guards. Otherwise, the contract between them and you will be voided, and you, dad, will suffer the consequences.” Ezekiel glared at Riley and his father. “Riley... I’m sorry, but you’re in even worse shape than my dad. You won’t even be able to keep up when we run.”

Warren tried to argue but flinched as something seemed to pull him back. Ezekiel knew it was the contract affecting him. Evelyn wasn’t held back, since she knew that Ezekiel’s argument made logical sense for protecting the guards, given the danger they now faced.

Riley also didn’t have such restrictions, but Ezekiel wouldn’t allow her to come along. Even though it pained him to leave her behind once more. He promised himself to do something to make it up to her if they managed to survive this.

“Let’s go, mom. We can’t waste any more time. As fast as you can. Now.”

“Don’t ignore me, Ezekiel!” Riley moved to reach for him but stumbled and face planted as her armor suddenly dispersed. Celia reformed on the ground next to her Hunter. Ezekiel nodded in thanks, while the little dragon Spirit just stuck her nose up at the Void Hunter.

Evelyn moved to hug Warren, and for a brief second, both knowing that this would be dangerous. While Riley got to her feet and was about to reach forward and grab them.

The earth-shattering roar that emanated from not too far away made her flinch and pause. Allowing Evelyn to pull Ezekiel into her shadow, unimpeded.
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                Water fell from the sky in a rainy deluge as the Spirits and cultists slowly stopped fighting. The cultists’ priorities had changed, while the Spirits were confused.

Silence spanned the entirety of the battlefield; most of the cultists had fled by this point, but the sense of danger felt by the Spirits simply grew stronger. To the point where the Spirits were all single mindedly focused on the monster that stood before them.

Next to it was a broadly smiling cultist. One of the Legendary leaders of the cult. A chain leash mode of Radiant light stretched from his hand to a collar around the neck of the cobra-like monster.

Several seconds passed and nothing happened. None of the Spirits were willing to make the first move. Even as they tensed and growled in dissatisfaction at what had happened.

Their disgust at the existence of the abomination in front of them was nearly driving them mad.

Finally, the silence was broken.

“Attack!” The Radiant cultist’s voice was surprisingly gentle, and filled with reverence as he commanded the thing beside him.

There was no time for the Spirits to act, nor for the cultist to take back his order, as the world was filled with Radiant light. The cultist was incinerated in an instant by the monster’s widespread and undirected attack. Beams of light and constructs shaped like different snakes followed as they destroyed everything in their path.

Spirits died in droves, and only those that were at least Legendary in might were able to survive long enough to attempt to strike back.

Words were not exchanged by anyone. Either verbally or spiritually. Only conflict occurred as the Spirits did their best to survive. Slowly whittling down the golden creature that sought to destroy them all.

For a moment, it seemed like the Spirits would be able to turn the tide, and eventually achieve victory. Something that the abomination they fought had realized.

It released an ear shattering roar, and the earth shook as a pillar of light stretched into the sky. A shockwave of mana ripped up the entire region, and when the light faded, nothing but destruction remained.

The monster that was once Norton Kindled and his bonded Spirit observed its surroundings.

Seeing nothing moving around anymore, it turned towards the Spirit Haven. An instinct ingrained in it from a foreign entity directed its path.

Turning into a beam of light, it flew away.

----------



Charred trees, glassed earth, and melted stone covered the devastated landscape. The remnants of the cult slowly trickled back into the area as the bodies of countless Spirits faded away. Motes of different colored light drifted into the atmosphere.

The sky was still overcast, and the smoke from the burnt trees was quickly fading away in the horrible weather. Lightning flashed every few seconds but didn’t strike the land. Instead, it seemed to bounce back and forth within the clouds.

“Find any survivors and end them. They should all be on the brink of death, so it shouldn’t be too difficult--”

One of the Adept Hunters from the cult began giving orders to his subordinates. But the moment they approached one particular toppled tree, a wooden spike pierced through his chest. The rest of the cultists followed right after.

The other cultists in different areas found themselves wiped out as elemental constructs attacked them. Within minutes, they were all wiped out, and all that remained was silence.

The sound of crumbling stone softly spread as a hole in the ground opened up. A shadow stretched out over the edge of the hole.

“It’s clear.” Feynari said as she stepped out of her shadow.

Half a dozen other Legendary Spirits, including her fellow Legendary birds stepped out into the rain. Each of them had burned and melted feathers, but besides some cosmetic injuries, most of their wounds were superficial.

All the Spirits that had suffered from worse injuries were already dead.

Bringing up the rear was a mole form Cavern Spirit. The one that had created the small hiding spot where they had all hidden in the ground. The only reason that they were all still alive.

Nearby, several more holes opened up and more Spirits stepped back out into the open air. All of them hidden away beneath the ground or tucked away in the broken trees.

From the previous thousands of Spirits of the lower Tier, there were, perhaps, a dozen Legendary Spirits, and a few hundred lower Tier Spirits. Most of which had arrived late to the battle. So, they had avoided the majority of the conflict, only to have been caught up in the attack of that golden monster.

“What in the Brood cursed hells was that?” Spina was gazing in the direction of the Spirit Haven.

It wasn’t far away from them, but no matter how close these Legendary spirits were to their temporary home, none were making steps to move toward it.

“That was a Broken Myth...” Morty’s voice was clear for the first time. The certainty in his words left no doubt in the other Spirits.

“What’s a broken myth?” The Legendary Cavern Spirit that had hidden them asked.

All the Spirits turned to Morty, who simply sighed before responding spiritually in order to keep his words clear.

‘A Broken Myth is a being that has forcefully used external means to ascend to a higher Tier.’ Morty looked into the distance. ‘It is something that humans have records of. When Spirits would consume each other in ages past, and in the process, they would forcefully ascend, and lose all sense of reason. Something that has stopped in recent ages, since a better Understanding of magic has grown.’

‘... I thought such things destroyed themselves before they became a threat.’ Spina asked.

‘They can live for up to a week at times. But this thing is different. I’ve never heard of such a thing being created between a bonded Spirit and Hunter before.’ Monty further explained. ‘For now, all we can do is avoid it. For only another Mythic Being, a true one, can face it and survive. All our efforts would do is make it waste its energy, which might cause it to die faster, or might end up doing nothing.’

The surrounding Spirits were silent. Knowing full well that all the desires to continue fighting that monster had faded away. If it was going to die eventually, then better to let it die on its own at this point.

They had lost too many Spirits already.

Above them, unnoticed by all, the lightning that hadn’t stopped for days ceased to be. The sky was still overcast, and it was still raining. But something had changed.

It wasn’t until the rain finally stopped several minutes later that pulled their attention upward.

The sight above them brought back the hopes that were dashed.

----------



It had been several minutes since Ezekiel and his mother fled from the second camp. He and Shine had spent much of this time trying to meditate and recover their mana at a faster rate.

Beyond that, the moment his mother pulled them all into the shadows, he felt a sense of weightlessness that was similar to his anti-gravity magic. Like he was floating, and there was no sense of up and down. Total inability to determine where he was.

All around him was darkness, with few to no defined shapes or images that he could see. But, if he focused, he could just barely make out an outline of the world around him. Though the only indication of such was a strange sense of depth perception that he didn’t see with his eyes.

He felt it with his soul.

‘This is beyond strange,’ Shine muttered in Ezekiel’s head. ‘I can tell that we’re moving quickly, but I’m worried it’s not fast enough.’

Ezekiel felt the same. By spreading out his senses to their maximum, he could feel the different aspects of the terrain passing them by at nearly his top speed. However, if his memory served him properly, this was still nowhere near fast enough to outrun a pseudo-Mythic.

‘My biggest concern is whether or not mom will be able to sense that thing when it gets too close.’ Ezekiel knew that it was only a matter of time before they got caught. But if they could get a heads up, then they would at least be able to avoid getting wiped out in one shot.

“Ezekiel...” Evelyn’s voice seemed to come from all around. It also felt more like Shone’s mental voice rather than a verbal sound. Even though Ezekiel could clearly hear her, as well as the quiver of fear that she tried to suppress and hide. “I know that you spoke of something like this before... but is there any possibility that you are wrong about what this is?”

Ever since that light had appeared over the edge of the boundary of the haven, Ezekiel had hoped that very same thing. He had gone over his memories and knowledge from years ago to confirm. Over and over again, he had run through possibilities in his mind, but he simply knew that he was right.

Something his mother undoubtedly knew as well.

“... I hope I’m wrong. But I can’t think of anything else right now. Worse, my danger-sense is screaming louder than ever before.” There was an echo in the darkness as Ezekiel spoke.

“That’s--”

Ezekiel felt a sense of panic and fear wash over him as his mother diverted her attention elsewhere. He suddenly knew, even though he couldn’t see it, the thing that was after them was here.

‘We need to go!’ Shine sent thought their bond. Ezekiel wholeheartedly agreed.

“Get away from me!” Ezekiel screamed at his mother, and instinctively forced himself to ‘Jump’ with the little bit of mana he had regained, ripping himself out of the shadows. “Defend yourself and attack from a distance!”

His mother tried to scream something back at him, but it was too late.

A moment later, the world of darkness that surrounded Ezekiel was no more.

Instead, all he saw was Light, and Lightning.

----------



Moments before Ezekiel exited his mother’s shadow, Norton Kindled monstrous form flew through the air. His eyes were blank as they were filled with a golden light that shone brighter than the rest of his body. A lethal bent and barbed tail whipped back and forth behind him.

Having just left the remnants of the Spirit Tide in a devastated state of destruction, he crossed the sky as he was pushed forward by instinct; hunting for something he could no longer comprehend. His mind was now utterly blank. A higher power now guided his actions and instincts.

Stopping suddenly, the beast that was once Norton and his Spirit paused and seemed to sniff the air. Turning back and forth and sticking his tongue out. Tasting the mana in the air as it searched for something. Almost as if they were lost and confused, before their focus returned.

His face turned toward the west, where a relatively small shadow, only a few feet in diameter, darted back and forth between shadows cast by other objects.

Flying overhead, the abomination turned into a beam of light. He shot directly toward the shadow as light shone from his body. Blinding anything that looked at it and filling the area with light.

Only for a bolt of violet lightning to strike down from the sky. Knocking the abomination out of sky and sending it crashing to the ground, far away from his intended target.

Changing his focus to the being that had attacked him, Norton lost his focus on Ezekiel. His instincts screamed at him to continue searching for the Anathema. To chase after the shadow as it got further away.

But his survival instincts were louder. At least in the current moment.

Caught between opposing instincts, Norton’s mutated form stopped moving, which allowed a second strike to hit him, creating a glassy crater that spread outwards for dozens of meters.

Bellowing in rage, Norton took to the skies once more. His target changed to the figure in the sky looking down on him.

A clash of light and lighting exploded in the sky.

All while a new figure appeared on the ground, not far from the shadow that was still running from the area. Stumbling and silent, blind and deaf due to the sudden change in their surroundings.

----------



‘... Ezekiel... Ezekiel!’

It took a moment for Ezekiel to realize that Shine was screaming at him. The feeling of sudden disorientation was too much for him to handle. Only after it had all faded was he able to understand what was going on.

‘CRACK’

The sound of another bolt of thunder striking nearby caused Ezekiel to duck and dive out of the way. Rolling behind a tree as dirt and ash were thrown into the air.

The whole area was bathed in light, and it was obvious that the monster of light that was after him was fighting something. It was also clear to Ezekiel that the fight was not going in its favor.

‘What the hell is going on!?’ Ezekiel mentally yelled. ‘Why are there two of them?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. But we need to get out of here before we get hit!’ Shine cursed as a bolt of lightning and a ray of light crashed into the dirt next to them. ‘Move!’

Now fully spent when it came to their mana, Ezekiel and Shine both had nothing to offer except Ezekiel’s body. Which he pushed to the limit in order to run away.

“AnaTheMa!!!” The warped and wicked cry from the Radiant Abomination was almost too much for Ezekiel to stand. It was as if a shockwave had struck his soul directly.

Whatever this thing was, it was definitely more powerful than the last one he ran into back in the Archipelago. Which, given it had been around for only a few minutes, and hadn’t spent nearly as much time fighting off those that tried to stop it, made some sense.

Not that Ezekiel was happy to be making that assumption.

A stray rock was blasted in his direction, striking his foot just as he was about to take another step. Losing his balance, Ezekiel fell to his knee. Spitting out a scathing swear, he forced himself back to his feet, but a massive ball of light was aimed straight for him.

‘BZZZT’

Electricity crackled through the air, creating a transparent shield of sorts as a hybrid cobra-human creature dove directly for him. It was forced to stop and took a strike from a bolt of Lightning directly to the back. It spasmed for a few seconds, and the creature was forced back as the shield exploded.

“Run, Ezekiel. I will deal with this abomination!”

A familiar voice called out from above.

Bathed in violet Lightning, and with six wings instead of her previous two, Invera dove from the clouds and sank her talons into the creature that Ezekiel had deduced was once Norton Kindled.

The cobra-like being whipped its tail at Invera’s face. Cutting it open and causing her mana to momentarily disperse in that area.

The once Legendary, now Mythical, bird shrieked in pain, and dug her talons in further.

But Ezekiel didn’t stay to watch what happened next. Instead, he started moving. The landscape passed by in a blur as he made his way away from the battle.

It was a few seconds later, when he had gotten several more kilometers away, that the world lit up once more. The ground rumbled as numerous impacts struck the land.

Hope finally bloomed in Ezekiel’s heart, however, as the conflict seemed to be moving away.

He continued to run, getting further and further from the battle, when the ground opened up beneath him. Darkness consumed his senses once more, and the only thing Ezekiel could see was his mother’s angry glare. Her body outlined in different shades of near black colors.

All at once, Ezekiel felt a renewed sense of danger consume him. As well as a sense of guilt as he felt his mother’s fear and disappointment fill the shadow space that they currently resided in.

A beat passed before Ezekiel felt them moving once more. This time they went to circle around and return to the secondary camp.

By this point, even if the cult’s abomination won, and continued to chase them, their chances would be higher if they were in a group. Rather than running away from the fastest element to exist.

----------



Back in the center of the chaos, Invera let out a sigh of relief as she felt Ezekiel and his mother leave the battlefield. She had been stuck doing her best to hold off the enemy’s attacks rather than use her full power for offense.

She momentarily contemplated keeping them safe, before ducking beneath a beam of light that was aimed for her head.

The close call pulled her attention back toward her enemy. As much as she wished to continue providing aid to Ezekiel for all that he had given her, she couldn’t let her focus waver.

Even as she felt others following behind the swiftly moving shadow space.

A bellowing roar, followed by a barrage of meteoric constructs, made light, flew toward her.

Barrel rolling to the side, the sword shaped constructs flew past her without much fanfare. But she was forced to dodge the large construct that came after. Swinging through the space she had moved into.

A talon bathed in violet lightning met the construct head on, and the air cracked from the force of the impact. Sending a shockwave that ripped up hundreds of trees that were in the general area.

Invera glared at Norton’s disfigured body. A sense of wrongness was nibbling at the back of her mind. Interrupting her thoughts on how to finish this fight as quickly as she could.

A second transparent shield of lightning appeared and blocked the cult-made monster as it tried to run after Ezekiel and Evelyn. After regaining its bearings, faster this time, it charged at Invera once more. Only to run headfirst into yet another shield.

“Worthless lesser spawn!” An overlapping voice that was much clearer than when it had screamed ‘Anathema’ at Ezekiel, called out from the cobra-like creature.

Something clicked in Invera’s mind as she heard these words. A sense of familiarity, anger, and sorrow filled her. But she knew these feelings were not her own. If she had to describe it with words, these emotions felt older. Like the difference between a freshly painted canvas, and one that was worn down by time. A presence seemed to settle over her. Like a friend watching over her shoulder.

She ignored it, for now. Her life wasn’t worth the curiosity that made her wish to find the origins of these feelings.

Instead, she focused on Norton’s magic, and the mana that he wasn’t getting back.

Every spell that Norton cast, every construct that he formed, seemed to cause his body to glow brightly, only to dim right after. It was clear that he was burning through his mana, as well as acting on instinct. As many of his actions were being repeated.

It wasn’t like the skilled Hunters she was aware of, nor the elderly Spirits that dueled for territory.

As one who had now reached the Mythic Tier of magic, Invera could tell, whatever it was that forced this thing to reach Tier five, it wasn’t able to instill the necessary Understanding for the breakthrough to occur naturally.

Rather, the multiple Understandings that were required to form the new and tightly bound core that sat within her chest. Right over where her heart would be, if she were a being of flesh and blood.

With these Understandings consolidated, Invera’s Understanding of who she was, down to her deepest Origins, each one tied to the experiences that had gotten her to this point, had grown to a crescendo, and formed the bases of her Mythic Tier power.

She was a Guardian. A Shield that protected her wards. She would not fall, so long as there was something, someone, that she needed to protect. This was reflected in the spells she now used most.

A clash of Lightning and Radiance happened once more. This time, the light formed an ax shaped construct, and the shield that Invera formed was chipped at the point of contact. The edge now cracked through to the center. Yet it did not break.

Invera’s control was better than her opponent’s. The resulting explosion of thunder and lightning was directed toward Norton. His scales rippled and shattered under the amount of force that flowed directly into his body.

Golden blood painted the ground as the massive snake-man coughed in pain. He fell to the side as his injured body began to give out. Too much mana had been spent fighting Invera, and thought she was also running low, her form was more stable, and her accumulated Understandings granted her more control. If limited in the scope of what she could truly bring to the table.

Had Ezekiel been there, he would’ve been surprised at the differences between Invera and Exalt Harras. Though, that might’ve been Invera’s own bias regarding what she knew of Ezekiel.

But she couldn’t help it. The man had helped her breakthrough the bottleneck that had kept her bound to Tier four for countless years. Now, she was truly one of the most powerful beings in the world.

Only the Exalted Hunters were more than her. As well as one of two of the much older Spirits. Which she didn’t need to think about right now, as they were very far away.

Invera shivered as the memory of another Mythic Spirit passed through her mind. The sheer amount of devastation wrought by that one battle was something she would never forget.

“I will need to talk to that boy. I’m sure that he will have many questions when we meet once more.” Invera muttered to herself as Norton regained his balance and roared in outrage once more. “If all you can do is scream at me, then perhaps I overestimated the difficulty of this duel.”

As if he could still understand her, Norton fell silent. Instead, he glared and held his hands together. A bright ball of Radiant mana condensed between his hands.

Invera immediately knew what was about to happen. Her instincts screamed at her to run. To make as much distance between herself and the abomination before her as possible.

But she didn’t do that. For those instincts were old. Born from a time when she was just a Legendary Spirit. Before she knew what she was. What she could do. Thus, instead of fleeing the area, Invera sighed, though she didn’t fall lax in any way.

Flying in a wide arc, she interposed herself between Norton’s position and the second camp where Ezekiel and his family were regrouping. Flaring her wings out to the side, she felt words flow from her beak that were, but also weren’t, her own.

“Come, oh fallen brother, let us see whose host, whose descendant, has truly breached the limits of their birth.”

Invera’s voice was layered, and rumbled with a much deeper tone that overlaid her own. The presence that had touched on her soul now using her as a conduit. But she felt no fear, no worry, when this occurred. If anything, she felt a sense of warmth and welcome.

As her eyes shone brightly from the power she was bringing forth, and her wings glowed brightly with jagged lightning shaped patterns that covered her body, Invera’s voice shook the earth from how thunderous it had become.

A violet shield, this time solid in its construction, with a stylized six-winged raptor on its face, formed in front of Invera. Ready to take on anything that the monster-that-was-Norton could throw at her.

As the two spells finished forming, Invera said one last thing. The words, once more, were not fully her own, but the emotions behind them were strong enough for her to empathize with them. This time, though still deeper than normal, there was a gentleness that wasn’t there before.

“It seems my line has won... this time.”

Norton let out a furious howl of defiance, and released his spell as it exploded outwards in all directions. His own body bursting as it burned itself to add just a bit more fuel to the power he had used.

The land was immediately glassed, and the remaining trees and other lifeforms were incinerated as ash and dust took their place. Only to turn to glass as well, not a second later.

This destructive magic spread over the Spirit Haven for tens of kilometers. Norton’s mana had not been nearly as depleted as Meryn’s had been when he had died in the Archipelago. Hence the much larger explosion.

The area was so large that even the second camp belonging to the Morse and Alkena family caravan would’ve been destroyed.

If not for the shield that was in the way.

Shining brightly, even in the face of the stellar golden light of Radiance, Invera stood strong. She did not waver for a moment, even as she felt the presence that had spoken through her fade away. That sensation of support was no longer there.

But the knowledge, the hints pertaining to what was possible, still lingered, and she could see just how far her path still had to go.

Over the course of seconds that felt like hours, Invera defended the haven behind her, and when Norton’s suicidal act.

The only place not glassed in the nearby area was the space directly behind Invera. Angled outwards from where she remained. Bits and pieces of green plants, and soggy earth were still visible, if only barely.

With the sound of shattering glass, Invera’s shield shattered into countless motes of light. The mana fading into the world once more, with only a hint of it being pulled back to refill her reserves.

She knew that she would not be able to repeat that feat for a while. But since she knew it was possible, she would reach it once more; one day.

For now, Invera simply took a deep breath, reared her head back, and let loose a thundering cry that could be heard all throughout the haven, and beyond.

Her victory was now known to all.
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                The crack of thunder could be heard in the distance. The fight between Invera and what was once Norton had been going on for several minutes now. With no end likely to occur for quite some time.

Although both were only at the lowest Step of the Mythic Tier, both were still Mythical beings. Even their weakest Spells were more than enough to cause harm to a Legendary. Even if it was unlikely to kill or grievously injure them.

However, even as this was going on, it was not on Ezekiel’s list of priorities, even as he tried to meditate in order to regain as much mana as he could within the time that they would have while waiting for Invera’s battle to end.

No; his priority was the pressure he felt as he was surrounded by Riley and his family. The angry glare from the woman he had been forming a close relationship to for months was scathing, and it felt like the guilt it was causing to grow in him would eat away at his soul.

His heart was heavy, and his head hung as he knelt in the room that his mother had brought him to. The looks of shock on his family’s faces showed just how unexpected their return was.

What was just as bad as the guilt he felt from leaving Riley, was the guilt he felt as he saw his sisters run to their mother. Each one cried as they held her as tightly as they could.

The glare that Ellen sent toward his after they calmed down nearly broke him. He almost tried to leave the room, but his father’s firm hand on his shoulder kept him there.

‘It’s not your fault.’ Shine tried to lift Ezekiel’s spirits. ‘You know full well that your choice was the best option to ensure that everyone here managed to survive.’

‘That doesn’t mean that the feelings of those precious to me don’t matter.’ Ezekiel did, in fact, know that Shine was right. ‘I’m just tired of being the reason the people I love get into these situations in the first place.’

For this, Shine had no reply. As much as they hated it, Ezekiel was right. While he couldn’t control the hatred of others, the fact of the matter was, he knew that the cult hated him, and would do nearly anything to kill him. So, him sticking around was only causing strife to effect his family as the cult hunted him down.

‘We need to recover as soon as possible. Then, we need to figure some things out.’ Ezekiel determined, as his mind settled on a plan. ‘Neither the cult, nor the Kindled family, can be allowed to hurt our family anymore.’

‘Agreed. What’s the plan?’ Shine was also tired of what had been happening to them. They had gotten some reprieve, but the fact that they were, apparently, back at square one, was something that they hated.

Ezekiel paused for a moment. Settling his thoughts as he figured out what exactly he needed to do. While also trying to figure out to either include, or at least not further upset, Riley and his family even further than he already had.

But before he could reply, there seemed to be a shift in the air.

Whipping his head up and gazing at the wall that stood in the direction of the battle between Mythic beings, Ezekiel realized that no one else could feel what he had sensed. Only Shine, who was literally connected to his soul, was aware of what had happened.

“What is that!?” Ezekiel whispered at the same time Shine spoke in his head.

Warren, Evelyn, and Riley all turned to him, confused at first. Their questions stopped in their mouths as they saw Ezekiel turning pale.

For Ezekiel, it was as if time stopped as he gazed at the wall.

Almost as if he could see through it, Ezekiel saw past the wall and fell into a trance-like state, unaware of what was happening around him.

By this point, Ellen and Wendy, who were still clinging to their mother, were also looking worried.

Yet the only thing that Ezekiel registered in his mind was the vision that assaulted him.

The wall faded away, and two titans standing in the distance filled the world.

One, a violet figure with multiple arms that cracked with Lightning that spread out behind it like countless wings.

The other, a humanoid made of golden light, and nothing else.

As one, the two titanic figures turned to him. The violet one inclined its head, while the golden one snarled and looked away.

Ezekiel felt a sense of familiarity from both of them. Though it was tainted by confusion and apprehension.

A moment later the vision faded. Ezekiel found his sight once more focused on the room around him.

“... Defend...” Ezekiel muttered. His voice was weak, and he sounded like he was out of breath.

“Ezekiel, what’s wrong?” Evelyn moved to check on her son, but Ezekiel snapped his neck around. His mother was so surprised, she actually jumped in fright.

This was an understandable reaction, however, and the rest of the room’s occupants nearly did the same. The scene before them was something they hadn’t experienced.

For Ezekiel’s eyes had changed from black and white rings to pure to that of a swirling vortex of countless more of different colored flecks of light.

“Reinforce the defensive formations! Now!” There was a heavy undertone to Ezekiel’s voice, as both he and Ezekiel spoke at the same time. Shine cast a spell to be heard as they spoke alongside their partner.

The sheer weight that the Legendaries in the room felt when Ezekiel and Shine said those words forced them to move. They left the room as fast as they could, yelling to the guards in the area.

Instinct was driving them forward. An authority within Ezekiel’s soul had been expressed, and they knew that they needed to comply. For their own safety, and the safety of everyone in the camp.

“Defensive formations! Reinforce the enchantments on the walls and ensure that no one is in the open!” Warren’s voice carried across the whole camp, and the various guards that were keeping alert immediately bunkered down wherever they could. With the one’s on the walls reinforcing the temporary enchantments that were carved into them beforehand.

At the same time, Warren, Evelyn, and Riley each went to a different point on the wall and channeled as much of their mana into it as possible. Lights ran alongside the wall as a translucent barrier formed a dome above the camp. Powered by three Legendary Hunters, it would be strong enough to defend against at least a couple of Legendary spells.

As for Ezekiel, he grabbed his panicking sisters. Holding them tightly, he crouched low as their Spirits nestled between them.

He and Shine threw up an additional barrier. One that was multi-layered and had every mote of mana they had gathered focused into it. It wasn’t much, and it flickered as Ezekiel and Shine nearly started burning their souls to fuel it. So, Ezekiel was mostly relying on his body to protect Ellen, Wendy, and their Spirits.

A moment later, the earth shook, the barrier held for a couple of seconds, but still broke nonetheless, when the walls of the camp cracked open.

But to the surprise of everyone in the camp, there was no blinding light like what had accompanied such explosions earlier.

Instead, there was merely the shockwave from whatever happened, and nothing more.

----------



Several minutes passed after the shockwave took out most of the structures in the camp. No one ended up dead, thanks to the quick response by Warren, Riley, and Evelyn. However, there were still injuries, and the few healers that were within the camp were swamped with work the moment the blast wave dispersed.

Fortunately, it seemed that the conflict was now over. So, efforts to recover and reinforce their defenses began immediately. Though it was obvious that such efforts were unlikely to be worth much. Since, if they were attacked by any Legendaries then there would be no defenses to call upon.

For Evelyn and Warren, their focus was less on the defenses, and more on their children. Who were currently trapped beneath a partially collapsed makeshift building.

“Heave!” Warren called out as several Cavern Mages and a couple of Spirits pulled on ropes that had been wrapped around a fallen wall. “Come on! Pull!”

Warren, wearing his full Spirit Armor, aided in the efforts, but restrained himself from using any mama for the moment. Physical fatigue would be more easily recovered from at this point. His current lack of mana was also something that he needed to be wary of. Since he had drained himself reinforcing the now broken defensive formations.

To the side, Riley and Evelyn also pulled on a set of ropes. Careful not to overdo it and cause excessive damage that could hurt Ezekiel and the twins.

As the group pulled one more time, the wall finally fell outward and away from the huddled-up trio of Hunters and their Spirits.

Ezekiel’s hunched over body was battered and bruised. The enchanted armor and clothing he had worn was ripped and torn from where the stonework had rubbed against him. His back and arms were covered in cuts and bruises. Those were revealed as smaller stones fell off him as he shifted. The weight of the wall no longer pinned him down.

“Girls!” Evelyn seemed to teleport as she moved forward. Wrapping her daughters, now free from Ezekiel’s protective cover. At the same time, Ezekiel coughed and fell over as he finally allowed himself to collapse.

“Ezekiel!” Riley managed to catch him before he could hit the ground. He was still conscious, but it was clear that he was in great pain. Though he was grateful that Riley still cared enough to be so worried about him. Given how upset she had been with him earlier.

“Hey... is everyone else, okay?” Ezekiel asked. “Did we reinforce the defenses in time?”

Riley nodded and gently shifted him into a more comfortable position so that he could lie down and recover. For Ezekiel, he was thankful, as he was incredibly sore, and was in dire need of some basic medical aid.

With his enhanced constitution, he wasn’t as bad off as any other Legendary Mage without Spirit armor would’ve been, but given everything that had happened so far, he was definitely not going to be fighting again anytime soon.

Warren, seeing that Ezekiel and the twins were relatively okay, and able to clearly communicate with others, he allowed himself to relax for a moment. Taking a deep breath, he turned to continue directing the forces that were able to move around.

In particular, he focused on the Morse family guards, and their leader, Lance Morse, who had a bandage wrapped around a now closed head wound. Beside him, acting as a backrest, was the young master’s bonded Spirit. The bright blue water buffalo.

“How are you feeling, young master Morse?” Warren asked as he walked over. Near Lance was his guard captain. One of the remaining higher Step Adepts.

“I am doing fine. Though I would certainly be worse if not for your warning.” Lance said as he turned to Warren. His Spirit doing the same and focusing on the Radiant Legendary. “Your senses are quite amazing for one that is only a mid-Step Legendary. Is that something unique to you, or something else?”

Warren gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“It was my son who sensed the shockwave approaching. So, it could be either.” Warren shrugged his shoulders, while Lance turned to where Ezekiel was lying on the ground. “The secrets of Void Magic are beyond me. So, it makes things hard to figure out at times.”

“Yes... I would imagine so.”

“Regardless, the fact that you are doing well means that we will, hopefully, be able to move out sooner.”

Warren’s words made Lance look at him in confusion, while his guard captain puffed up in outrage. The buffalo shaped Spirit rumbled in discontent.

“The young master is still hurt and won’t be fully healed for at least a day while the Life Mages recover from treating the other, more life-threatening injuries.” Lance tried to wave the captain down, but he was ignored as the man moved forward. “Unless there is an immediate threat to the young master’s life, we will not be moving, and neither will you.”

Warren glared at the captain and flexed his mana, which caused the man to fall to his knees. Stepping past the gasping man, Warren addressed Lance once more.

“As I was about to say, given our current state, it seems like the Spirit Haven is no longer a haven. The natural boundary has been destroyed, so, once you are recovered, we will need to head out and return to Trimble for safety.” Warren explained as the captain climbed back to his feet. He moved next to Lance, who acknowledged the man’s protectiveness with a nod of his head and waved off any apologies.

“Will we be able to safely return?” Lance began petting his Spirit, and the buffalo let out a few happy sounding noises. “Even if most of them are dead, the Cult of Light is certainly not gone for good. Let alone the members of the Kindled family.”

“Indeed. Those threats are still around. But I believe that, given the circumstances, we will be able to get a powerful escort home.” Warren didn’t bother to elaborate when Lance raised an eyebrow. “Let’s just say that my son’s actions have almost certainly bought him some good fortune amongst the Spirits. The Legendaries in particular.”

Lance just continued to look confused but didn’t ask any more questions. He knew that Warren couldn’t betray him and his men until they returned to Tollren.

Warren spent a few more minutes checking on what Lance knew of the situation, and how they needed to direct their supplies and forces for efficient recovery.

In the meantime, it seemed like Ezekiel and his sisters had finished being treated, and Warren was about to return to his family. But a sudden pressure fell onto the camp, and within moments, they were surrounded by the remaining Legendary Spirits who hadn’t perished in the battle with the cult.

Compared to the dozens that had left and led an army of Adept and Apprentice Spirits, the handful that remained was a pitiful number, but still more than enough to wipe out the remaining guards.

There was a beat of silence as the Spirits settled on the walls and rubble of the camp.

But before either group could speak, and even greater pressure forced all the Legendary beings to their knees. But surprisingly enough, none of the Adepts felt anything.

As if they couldn’t comprehend the force that had approached.

With a mighty crash, two massive talons broke into the ground as crackles of electricity spread through the ground. Nearly causing greater damage to the humans and Spirits still in need of healing.

Upon setting their eyes on the violet bird in their midst, the Adepts and below suddenly fell over. Dizzy and disorientated, they lost all control over their bodies, and began flailing about in fear.

“Restraint!” Ezekiel’s voice spread through the camp. “You need to increase the restraint on your power! You’re affecting the souls of the Adepts and below without them even realizing it!”

Invera, who looked around the camp in confusion, pulled back her aura even more, and the Adepts and Apprentices stopped flailing. Instead, they began showing the same symptoms of the Legendaries who were still being pressed to the ground under the weight of the Mythical bird’s pressure.

Only after compressing her power even further did the pressure let up enough for the others in the camp to finally stand up again. Each and every Mage and Spirit there was gasping for breath.

“... My apologies.” Invera bowed her head as she spoke to the survivors in the camp.

For their part, all of them, except for Evelyn, Warren, and Ezekiel, looked upon the violet bird in awe. Her presence attracted their attention like moths to a flame.

As for Ezekiel, he just sighed, and in the back of his mind Shine lamented the fact that they still wouldn’t be able to rest just yet.

But at least it seemed that, for the moment, they were safe.

----------

Ezekiel looked around the makeshift meeting area that had been set up within the camp. It had been nearly an hour since Invera had landed, and he had mostly recovered from his fatigue and bruises.

Given the current circumstances, all of the Legendaries within the haven had been gathered for this. A solemn weight settled on their shoulders.

For the Hunters, Evelyn, Warren, Riley, and Ezekiel, they were still responsible for the guards from Tollren. Which meant that they would be figuring out how to safely get them all home.

Fortunately, their goal had already surpassed what they had hoped for. With roughly half the guards having bonded to a Spirit. Some of which had bonded in the aftermath of the most recent battle.

For the Remaining Legendary Spirits, they had to deal with the fact that a home that had existed for nearly a year was now no longer safe. As well as the fact that the Cult of Light’s power was far greater than expected. If they continued as they were, then it was highly likely that the cult would spread further through the Fjorya.

“It seems like we are all gathered. So, let’s get to it.” Invera was centered between the two groups and was overlooking this meeting as the most powerful being in the region. “I believe the humans had an additional request, given the current circumstances?”

Warren nodded and took the lead. Technically, it was Ezekiel who was allied to the Spirits through the Legendary birds of the Feathered Peaks, as was Riley, thanks to her recent actions. But since he was the most powerful Hunter there, it was decided that they would be better off if he was their spokesman.

“That’s correct, Ruler Invera. Specifically, given the current conflict, and the target on our backs for allying with you, we would request support and aid in returning to our home. North of the Fjorya.”

Most of the Spirits shuffled, and were close to acting out, but a sharp glare from Invera kept them under control. Not that they couldn’t scream at each other through their spirit speech. But the Hunters didn’t hear those complaints directly. Instead, their bonded partners explained things for them.

‘It seems that, while grateful for your aid so far, and the resulting heads up regarding the cult’s new weapons, the Spirits feel that the fact that they housed you within their haven, even during their conflict, was already reward enough for all that has happened,’ Shine said to Ezekiel.

‘... They’re concerned about their own safety, aren’t they? Sending help with us will mean that they don’t have as many people to hold the fort. Even if they have Invera.’ Ezekiel could understand the Spirit's side of things, but that didn’t mean that this was an acceptable outcome for him and his group.

‘Well, it seems like Invera is siding with us, because she’s not dropping the subject.’ Shine observed as Invera’s feathers began to ruffle. ‘Now she is going on about how, since the haven is going to fade in the next few days, there’s no need for there to even be a council of rulers. So, she’s saying that she’ll accompany us herself, since she owes us, meaning you, a personal debt of gratitude.’

Ezekiel allowed himself to slump in his makeshift chair. Something his parents and Riley copied. Their own Spirits conveyed similar words to them.

“Enough!” Invera cried out loud. “I have decided what I will be doing, and the dispersal of this haven is inevitable. Leave back to your old territories, and either aid in the breakthrough of other Spirits to increase our numbers or increase your own power. The Fjorya is our responsibility, not these humans. Yet, they have aided us all the same, and they will be rewarded for it.”

The Legendary Spirits all flinched back as Invera’s voice rolled over them. But they slowly dispersed, each one giving Invera a dirty look before leaving.

The only ones that remained were the other Legendary birds. Though, Ezekiel felt that there were likely Spirits that were still watching them from afar.

“My apologies.” Invera bowed her head toward Ezekiel and his family. All of them waved her off, since she was the one to ultimately save them. “If it would please you, I will personally escort you to the edges of your home of Tollren.”

The Mythical bird’s promise was a shock to the Hunters, who had expected the other Legendary birds to be the ones that would escort them. Not one of, if not, the most powerful Spirit in the whole of the Fjorya’s mountainous region.

“If that is what you are offering, Ruler Invera, then we will, of course, graciously accept your aid.” Warren stood up and bowed to the Mythical Spirit. As did Ezekiel and the other Legendary Hunters.

“Wonderful. Then the moment you and your group are ready to leave, we shall do so.” Invera spread her wings wide, casting the Hunters in her shadow. The skies were now clear, and the sun was setting. “I will keep watch until then. But I must also warn you, the haven will be reclaimed by nature within the next three days. The focal points keeping it stable have collapsed, and much of the land has been destroyed in the cult’s last attack. We will need to leave before then.”

Ezekiel and his fellow Hunters nodded again, and Invera took off into the air. Most likely to hunt down any lingering forces that weren’t Spirit allies. Though Ezekiel didn’t believe that any would remain after the devastation the cult and Kindled forces had suffered.

Sharing a look with the others, Ezekiel knew that they would be crunched for time.

----------



As the days passed, Ezekiel and the rest focused on recovering as fast as possible. Including repairing the wagons and carts that they would be riding in when they left.

Given the chaos that had occurred, the draft animals that they had used before this were dead, and they would need to rely on Lance’s Spirit and a few others to pull them along.

In a way, this made things easier for them, as it was simpler to direct Spirits than to control animals. But Ezekiel still felt that it was an unfortunate waste, nonetheless.

Things were also going a bit better for Ezekiel. He managed to talk things out with Riley, and while there was still a sense of frustration at being left behind, she had understood Ezekiel’s reasoning when he explained it in full.

This led to them sparring more, as Riley felt her drive to become stronger growing even more than before. Which Ezekiel couldn’t help but admire, since he often felt the exact same way.

For the rest of his family, however, Ezekiel’s relationship was a bit more strained.

His sisters blamed him for nearly taking their mother away from them, and Evelyn was upset that he had abandoned her when the cult’s monstrosity caught up to them. Something that both groups had told him to his face.

Warren was conflicted, as he understood Ezekiel’s point of view, and had come to realize that Ezekiel was a man of his own. Telling him as much when they had gotten a chance to talk. But this also meant that Ezekiel had to deal with the problems he made for himself.

“Ezekiel, are you ready?” Riley asked as Ezekiel stood over his taken down tent. “Everybody is ready to go, and the cart and wagons have all been set up.”

Ezekiel turned toward her. He nodded his head before he gathered the rest of his tent into his Void Pouch. “Let’s go.”

The pair walked off, taking a seat on one of the rear wagons as they arrived.

At the head of the caravan were Warren and Evelyn. As well as the twins, who were playing with their Spirits inside the wagon his parents were seated on.

High above them, the silhouette of a six-winged bird circled overhead. Almost too far away to be seen, but close enough to respond to any threats that might pop up in the time they spent traveling.

The other Legendary birds had left a day ago. With a little present that Ezekiel had given them.

A book that he had written explaining experiments that could be performed that might aid in improving a being’s Understanding of their element.

Including, but not limited to, the color of Flames, the energy of motion that changed solids to liquids, to gasses and back. Plus, things like fault line pressure build up, and air pressure vacuums.

He basically had something that could be used to give examples of different elements to give context to his insistence on experimenting with your element to encourage the breakthrough to Tier four.

Not everyone would be able to make use of it to break through, but he hoped that, with this knowledge, the Fjorya would be able to build up their forces to be able to fend off against the cult in the future.

For now, however, Ezekiel allowed himself to settle into his wagon. He fell into a meditative state as Riley watched over him. Granting him a sense of comfort and protection, knowing that someone was guarding him.

‘Let’s begin, Shine. We can’t afford to wait much longer.’

Shine was silent as they began sinking into Ezekiel’s soul. Their combined consciousnesses got to work on repairing his Spirit Paths. They had a couple of weeks between them and Tollren. So long as he wasn’t interrupted, he would be fully healed by the time they got back.

So long as he didn’t run into any more complications.

Alongside this repair work, plans began to form in Ezekiel’s mind. Each one relating to his own progress, and his eventual actions against both the Cult of Light, and the Kindled family.
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                The sheer speed at which the caravan was moving was far greater than before. Mostly because it was Spirits that were pulling the carts and wagon, as opposed to mundane animals. But, nonetheless, it was less than a day before they returned to Trimble. Which was, technically, faster than when they had left, since they had taken a path created by a Legendary Spirit.

This didn’t change the fact that it was going to take much longer to get back to Tollren. Just that it was a pleasant surprise to find that everyone would be able to sleep in an actual bed tonight.

Approaching the walls of the border city, Ezekiel and his wagon were pulling up the rear. When they finally got close enough to enter the gates, however, they were stopped by the city’s guards.

Apparently, they were required to allow their transport to be inspected. Not simply checked over, but fully inspected by professionals working for the city. Ones that were specially trained to look for illegal infiltrators, as well as foreign criminals.

Jumping down from their wagon, Ezekiel and Riley walked over to the side of the road, where Evelyn and Warren stood with the twins.

“Any idea what’s going on?” Ezekiel asked his father. “Last I checked, the Empire wasn’t at war. Though, given the events of the last month, I wouldn’t be surprised if our information was out of date.”

Ezekiel tried to sound interested, or curious, but his tone was deadpan and monotone. While he hadn’t been exerting himself too badly, spending so many hours meditating was still tiring.

He had made progress though, so he was happy about that. Even if it didn’t show.

For his part, Warren just sighed in frustration as Lance and his guard captain spoke to the Trimble guards. It seemed like the guard was going over a stack of papers that Lance had pulled from his Void Pouch.

While he couldn’t read them from the distance and angle he was at, Ezekiel could still recognize the glittery shine of a noble family’s coat of arms stamped on the different sheets of paper.

“Apparently, things have gotten worse in Tarquessa since we first arrived. Apparently, rebel forces have been found fleeing from Tarquessa. But with the major ports seized by the cult, there’s really only one place for them to go.” Warren specifically didn’t mention Ezekiel’s prior actions relating to the rebels.

Something that Ezekiel instantly caught onto. Though, Riley’s face twisted into confusion for a brief moment. Luckily, she didn’t give anything away, and Ezekiel figured that her expression could be considered to be bafflement at the situation, rather than recognition of the rebels.

“When we arrived at and left Trimble, there weren’t any issues, since we were coming from the Empire, and heading out. But since we’re coming in, these checks are more necessary.” Warren further explained. We’d have been checked regardless, but since word of the conflict between the cult and the rebels has increased, so too has the need to more deeply investigate incoming traffic.”

At the head of the group, several inspectors and their Spirits returned. Each one gave a report to the city guard captain. Who finally returned the papers that Lance had given him.

It seemed that there were no issues to make note of, and Ezekiel was happy to see that the caravan was able to enter the city once more.

The less than frown on Lance’s face did dampen his spirits somewhat.

“Is there anything wrong, young master Morse?” Warren asked as they approached to enter the gates. “Given the identities of all the guards, and the fact that we have literally nothing to hide, I would think that entering Trimble and staying for the night wouldn’t include any reasons for you to be upset.”

Lance sighed, and turned to Warren, his Spirit butted its head against him in comfort. The worried look on Lance’s face as his eyes darted between Ezekiel and Warren was enough for Ezekiel to confidently make an assumption regarding the situation.

“Let me guess. Someone wants to talk with us. Me, in particular.” A hint of frustration entered into Ezekiel’s voice as his thoughts on the situation were made clear.

Warren glared at Lance, but it wasn’t really heated. More similar to the frustration that Ezekiel felt. The fact that it wasn’t really directed at the Morse family’s young master was the only reason that Warren wasn’t releasing his Legendary presence.

Behind him, Evelyn also narrowed her eyes, but more in thought and worry than the annoyance that Ezekiel and Warren felt.

As for the twins, they glared at Ezekiel. Correctly assuming that something had happened because of him once again.

Along with still being upset at the situation from before, though much less so than they had been. It seemed like they had spoken to their parents about a few things. Likely reminders of Ezekiel’s situation, and the fact that the Kindled family treated the twins the same way that the cult treated him.

This was just a guess, however, so Ezekiel wasn’t going to let his assumption lead him into a new argument with his family.

For now, Ezekiel would focus on the fact that some unknown figure, with power over the guards, wanted to speak with him. Lance’s flinch when he heard Ezekiel’s guess was enough for the Luminance family to know that Ezekiel was right.

“The ruler of the city and head of the Trimble Cathedral want to speak to all of you, actually. Me included, since I’m the one who’s funding this trip. Riley has also been invited, since she is a Legendary Hunter.” Lance sighed and ran a hand down his face. “Fortunately, it is likely that we will be given accommodations for all our people. But we are expected to report to the cathedral within the hour. I’m assuming that it’s because the Church is a, relatively, neutral party for whatever this is about.”

“It might be the other way.” Ezekiel said. Everyone turned to look at him. “If this involves the cult, which is a declared enemy of the Church of Ten, then it is fully possible that the ruler of Trimble is going to be acting as the mediator of this meeting. Since the Church may very well have demands, or concessions, for us, in exchange for information.”

No one looked happy at Ezekiel’s postulation. As it meant that the Church was taking a side. One that might not be in their favor. Especially since there would certainly be lie detection trained Mages in the meeting. In order to make sure that nothing unsavory happened, or that there were no connections to the cult, or the rebel forces.

“I truly hope that that is not the case. If correct, your suggestion would mean that we will have no allies going into this.” Lance stated. “The Empire wouldn’t be willing to support us unless they got something out of this as well. It would be three different parties all looking for something. Two of which are looking for something from us, specifically.”

“Then we’ll just have to make sure that they don’t have anything against us when this is over. For now, we should aim to break even with whatever it is they want from us,” Warren interjected. “We’ve done nothing illegal regarding the laws of the Empire. Nor have we made any additional enemies that didn’t exist before we entered the Fjorya mountains. Worst comes to worse, we make a concession to leave the Empire once our contract is up.”

Ezekiel sharply turned to his father, as did his sisters. Shock and disbelief plastered on their faces. This was not something that they had discussed at any point prior to today.

Yet, this was obviously not a sudden declaration, because Evelyn made no changes in her expression at her husband’s words.

Ezekiel stayed silent, knowing that his parents had made up their minds. But it seemed like Wendy and Ellen were about to speak up, but their mother pulled them close to her to keep them quiet for now.

“Let’s get our people settled first. We can’t keep the ruler and Grand Scholar waiting too long. That’ll just put us in a bad position.” Lance turned and walked back to the caravan that had passed through the generic checks as they entered the city.

With grim looks on all their faces, the Luminance family, plus Riley, followed after.

It was time to see what additional consequences, for their excursion into the mountains, awaited them.

----------



Thankfully for Ezekiel and his group, it didn’t take too long to get the guards settled. So, the group was able to make their way to the cathedral of Trimble with relative haste.

Initially, Wendy and Ellen weren’t going to accompany the group, but it was decided that they would join their parents at the cathedral for safety purposes. Similarly, Invera had also descended, too fast to be seen as she shrank down as settled into the hood of Ezekiel’s cloak.

As suppressed as her power was, it would be nearly impossible for anyone to tell that she was a Mythic Tier Spirit. At best, they would assume that she was a simple Wild Spirit that had decided to tag along in the hopes of finding a Mage to bond with.

If either the city ruler or the Grand Scholar were Lightning Mages, then it would’ve been a different situation, since there might be attempts to see her forced into service by threatening the group.

Which would lead to Invera taking offense and killing her way out of the city, since there was no way that a Mythical being would ever allow themself to be subjugated in such a way.

Not that anyone stupid enough to try and force a Mythic’s hand would be smart enough to understand this.

Regardless, as Ezekiel and his ground passed through the gates to the cathedral, he noticed that this one was much smaller than both the Harkem one, and the Sanafalls one.

He didn’t like the implications this made regarding the possibility of conflict with the cult. But he hoped that there were other defenses that he was unaware of that were not related to the size of the cathedral and its surrounding grounds.

“Greetings.” A Scholar dressed in blue accented robes welcomed the group and directed them toward one of the official meeting chambers used by the Church when making deals with different parties.

Closing the door behind them after they entered, the Scholar left, and Ezekiel was able to directly examine the ruler of Trimble, and the head Grand Scholar of the cathedral.

Both men had graying hair, but the different colors woven within determined their respective elements. The ruler of Trimble also had a bright green mouse sitting in front of him.

Life for Trimble’s ruler, and Cavern for the Grand Scholar. Both of which were elements that were capable of telling the truth from lies. Which explained why they were alone in this meeting.

That, and the exceptionally complex runic enchantments that were engraved into the walls and covered in plaster. Something that only an expert in enchantments would notice. Meaning, from his group, only Ezekiel and his mother.

“Welcome, young master Morse, and party. It is good to see you’ve safely returned from your excursion into the mountains. I am Grand Scholar Trask, and this is the ruler of Trimble, Duke Nolan.” Trask introduced himself and his fellow Legendary to Ezekiel and his party.

To the side, Lance glanced back and forth between the Duke and the Grand Scholar, before looking back at Warren and Evelyn.

As an Adept, he technically had less seniority than Evelyn, Warren, and Riley, even though Lance was from a noble family. If a more mercantile one than the standard land-owning nobles.

Had he not been recovering from his crippled Spirit Paths, Ezekiel would also be considered to be a senior Hunter, but that was obviously not the case.

Thus, their direct address towards Lance, and the use of his family name in their greeting implied an emphasis on his nobility. This showed that they didn’t care as much about the other Legendaries in the room. Something that some would consider to be an insult.

Though there was a confused glance at Ellen and Wendy, who held their Spirits tightly in their arms. At which point Ezekiel stepped in front of them beside his mother.

‘I guess we know where these guys’ loyalties lie.’ Shine muttered to Ezekiel.

‘I hate to say it, but I understand where they’re coming from.’ Ezekiel internally sighed. ‘Since they’re further from the Desolate Lands than Harkem, that means that they don’t have as many Guilds to rely on. So, most of their forces are tied to the nobility. Even though that isn’t supposed to be the case.’

Guilds were supposed to be neutral entities that were dedicated to serving the interests of exploration and support regarding the various conflicts with the Desolate Lands or investigating Ruins for the sake of the Church of Ten.

In many cases within the Empire, however, it was the nobility that had the most power. Thus, if there wasn’t enough reliance on Guilds to outnumber the amount of influence from the nobles, the Guilds would turn into tools for the nobility to nurture their own forces.

That didn’t usually apply to Scholars, however, since the Church was much more strictly a neutral entity. With the different Cathedrals enforcing such neutrality when dealing with each other.

“I thank you for your kind words and am happy to be meeting with you so promptly upon our arrival.” Lance’s voice pulled Ezekiel out from his thoughts. “May I introduce the Legendary Hunters currently employed by myself, Warren and Evelyn Luminance, and Riley Newland. The latter of whom broke through in the midst of our excursion several weeks ago.”

“Ah, yes. We have heard tell of your aids for this excursion. I must say that I am quite impressed to see someone so young reaching the Legendary Tier. One of the youngest in the world, I believe.” The Grand Scholar said with a smile, and an intense focus on the Duke next to him.

Duke Nolan was more focused on Riley and Ezekiel’s parents. As if he was waiting for something. But seemed content to leave the talking to Trask. Allowing him and Lance to continue passing pleasantries back and forth.

This threw Ezekiel off for a second, as he was under the impression that they would either be working together to get what they wanted or would both be vying for their separate goals.

‘Oh, so that’s how they’re playing it.’ Ezekiel raised an eyebrow in thought.

‘What do you mean?’ Shine asked.

‘They’re trying to rile us up by focusing on Lance. As well as make him the center of attention, to hopefully trip him up, since he’s got much less experience than the Legendaries in the room. All while Duke Nolan watches us for any tells that they can grab onto.’

‘But he’s a noble. Wouldn’t he have more experience when dealing with political things like faction meetings like this?’

‘Yes, but he’s not a Legendary. So, it’ll be much easier to make him fall to pressure.’

‘Wouldn’t your sisters be even better targets?’

‘One; they are too inexperienced and wouldn’t have been allowed to see the important bits of the excursion. Which they know. Two; my sisters are much more heavily protected.’

Ezekiel bounced his eyes back and forth between his parents and Riley. Shine let out a noise of understanding as they realized what Ezekiel was talking about.

They couldn’t make any more observations, however, as Ezekiel caught Duke Nolan’s eye.

A second passed between them, before Ezekiel decided to move things along.

Glancing back to Trask, then to Lance, Ezekiel grinned and raised an eyebrow, before closing his eyes and shaking his head. Something that Trask noticed, as did Riley, who was standing next to him.

Trask cleared his throat, while Riley just looked confused.

While he didn’t know what they were thinking, Ezekiel assumed that his actions were enough to make the Grand Scholar and city ruler more cautious.

“Ahem, well, I am glad to hear that you’ve been so successful. You might as well have a low Tier Guild with that many Hunters in your employ.” Trask cleared his throat before moving on. “Perhaps, however, we should get on with what we were hoping to discuss.”

It was obvious that Lance didn’t catch the by-play between Ezekiel and the rest. But it seemed like he could tell that something had happened. As he didn’t let Trask back out that easily.

“Are you certain? I have yet to speak with Trimble’s illustrious ruler. I would be happy to continue our talks. No need to rush.” Lance’s smile was like a shark as he bared his teeth at the Legendaries of Trimble.

Beside him, sitting like a large dog, rather than a large bull, Lance’s Spirit let out a rumbling groan of contentment. As if to agree with his partner.

“Perhaps later.” Duke Nolan said, speaking for the first time. “Unfortunately, rumors from the south have increased in frequency, and they do not paint things in a good light.”

“So, what are you asking from us? We’ve been in the wilderness for the past month. News from Tarquessa is not something we’ve been looking for.” Lance explained.

Warren began gripping his fists more tightly. Seemingly in frustration and wariness, but Ezekiel couldn’t tell if it was just a bluff.

He knew that, if push came to shove, he wouldn’t have been able to bluff a Legendary Cavern and Life Mage. But his father might. If Warren had some tricks that Ezekiel was unaware of.

“Be that as it may, we know that the cult had been making movements into the Fjorya. Poaching Spirits and fighting the rebels from the desert that escaped into the mountains.” Nolan continued speaking as Trask sighed and clasped his fingers in front of him. “Given the situation, we would like to know, in yes or no answers, whether or not you encountered either of these groups, and what the situation is if you did.”

Ezekiel closed his eyes. The fact that they asked for yes or no answers meant that they weren’t even trying to hide the fact that they were fishing for answers and using their lie detection magic in full.

“How about we go knowledge for knowledge.” Warren interrupted Lance, just as he was opening his mouth to speak. They all knew that Lance wouldn’t be able to say anything without dropping the ball. “You tell us the rumors and consequences of our excursion into the Fjorya, and we’ll come clear regarding every single detail regarding our actions in the mountains.”

For a moment, both of the Trimble city Legendaries looked surprised at Warren’s words. But before they could speak, what came next shocked them back into silence.

“After all, I can swear by the Spirits, that the cult has created weapons on par with the Church’s mana cannons.” Warren’s blunt words reminded Ezekiel of himself, and he quickly realized where he got his bluntness from. At least when pushed too far.

As for the Grand Scholar and Duke, they immediately tensed up, and the hackles on Duke Nolan’s Spirit raised as it felt its partner’s fury and caution.

“Since we now know that something happened, why shouldn’t we just keep you locked up as traitors of the Empire, who are withholding vital information pertaining to outside threats?” Duke Nolan asked, while Trask just looked on. Their positions reversed from before.

But Ezekiel’s group wasn’t going to settle for this. They had done nothing illegal, per the laws of the Empire, and had taken no actions against any official worldly factions during their excursion into the Fjorya.

They also had a very large stick that they could start waving around, since it was clear that the polite veneer had been ripped away.

Instead of saying anything, Warren turned to Ezekiel, who simply shook his shoulders.

Invera’s head poked over his shoulder, and her glare caused Trask and Nolan to break out into cold sweats. Nolan’s mouse Spirit actually fainted. Falling backwards onto Nolan’s lap.

All the while, the walls cracked, breaking the defensive enchantments, but not touching the privacy ones. Swiftly moving the control of the situation into Ezekiel and the rest’s side.

“Oh... I see.” Nolan settled down. “That’s why we shouldn’t do that.”

Warren just nodded, while everyone else on their side smiled. It seemed like the actual talks could now begin. Without all the pointless posturing.

----------



Ezekiel collapsed onto his bed at the inn where the caravan had booked the night. It was now incredibly late, and he just wanted to sleep.

They would be leaving in the morning, but the warm food and minor downtime were appreciated by all. Even though all of the guards just wanted to get home as soon as possible.

The time away from the road was nice. But the supposed relaxation that they were all meant to have during time was absent, however, as Ezekiel went over the news that their party had obtained during their meeting with the Grand Scholar and city ruler.

Apparently, the cult forces had released the information regarding Ezekiel’s recovery and had increased the bounty on his head. Which, on its own, wasn’t that big of a deal.

Many Legendary Had bounties on them, most of whom were outlaws, but it was something that Ezekiel could deal with. Since he wasn’t a criminal, that meant that he was in a much better situation than others, since he was still able to freely, and openly, travel to different towns without fear of the official authorities.

The truly bad news was the fact that the Empire was, apparently, in talks with the Morathi Alliance. Specifically, the Kindled family, and talks about the Luminance family were brought up.

This change was recent, and only started a month ago. So, it was obvious that the news regarding Ezekiel’s family and their allies in the Fjorya had spread since their battle prior to going to the Spirit Haven.

If the talks turned out to be in the Kindled family’s favor, that would spell disaster for Ezekiel’s family. Their status as, basically, refugees would disappear, as they were traded to the Kindled family for whatever agreements the Empire asked for in exchange.

The only thing now holding them back was the fact that the Shroud family was threatening actions, alongside their allies, and the third member of the big three families in the Alliance.

In the past, the various families had banded together in an alliance to avoid being subjugated by the Empire, after all. Thus, the Kindled family was making enemies left and right with this move.

At this point in time, there was nothing that Ezekiel could do to protect anyone. Even leaving, like he had originally planned, wouldn’t do anything. As it was unlikely that his parents would be able to withstand any opposing forces on their own.

At this point, it seemed like the only option for them was to leave, or to officially join a faction. One that operated on a grander scale than just a Guild or noble family.

‘So, what are we going to do?’ Shine was quiet as they spoke with Ezekiel.

‘I’m not sure. All the plans I’ve been pondering have basically gone up in smoke. I’m not even sure if it’ll be safe for us to continue on to Tollren at this point.’

Lance had also realized this before, and if it wasn’t for the fact that he needed to prioritize his own interests, he might’ve allowed the Luminance family to leave without returning.

But the presence of three Legendaries was too much to give up in these dangerous times. Something that Ezekiel and his parents could understand. Though that didn’t mean they were happy about it.

‘It’s not all bad though, right’ Shine tried to lighten the mood. ‘The Church of Ten has officially contacted the Prime Guild to ensure that sanctions and restrictions are placed on the Cult of Light. To ensure that they can’t just use those new cannon weapons as they wish.’

That had been the one silver lining regarding the situation. The sheer danger that the cult had displayed had been all the proof the Church of Ten needed to call for an official meeting regarding the situation.

Trask had promised that the cult would not get away with this. The fact that they had already broken countless laws regarding the official use of information and secrets kept by the Church was already enough to declare war.

‘How do you think everyone else is dealing with this?’

Ezekiel remained silent in response to Shine’s question. He took the time to think about his answer but couldn’t help but let his mind wander back to his sisters, who were devastated to learn about what would happen to them if the Empire made a deal with the Kindled family.

Betrothals and breeding stock were terms that Ezekiel had hoped would never be used in conjunction with his sisters.

Just the thought of it made Ezekiel’s soul burn as his emotions practically caused the mana inside him to boil over.

He allowed himself to Void his thoughts, suppressing his bad mood for the moment. He would slowly let up on it when he wasn’t at risk of releasing his mana pressure on unsuspecting innocents.

‘For now, we need to fulfill my parents’ contract. The moment they are released, we need to leave.’ Ezekiel started planning out new scenarios that might be able to help them. ‘With Invera, we don’t need to worry, so long as the Empire’s Exalts don’t come for us. Which, according to the laws of the Empire, won’t happen, since they exist purely for the defense of the Empire from outside threats. The Prime Guild and Church of Ten won’t stand for it if they use an Exalt for anything else.’

At the moment, Invera was the only thing keeping them relatively safe. So, it was possible they could finish their contract without too many issues popping up.

‘There’s the issue of what the Alkena family will do, same with the Morse family. But they shouldn’t be too harshly punished for working with us.’ This had been one of the worries that Ezekiel had, but the two families hadn’t done anything to lose their noble status, so additional taxes, and perhaps the loss of some business would probably be the worst they would suffer. ‘In the meantime, we can probably hide out in the Fjorya until we can escape to the Archipelago. If I do some work for Invera, she might be willing to just fly us to Sanafalls directly.’

At least for the first few years. Hopefully, by that time, Ezekiel would be strong enough to be able to take care of things on his own.

He felt bad about his friends in the cathedral in Gates, but they were official Scholars of the Church, so it wasn’t like they would be given up for associating with him. The Church didn’t truly answer to the Empire, after all.

‘... What about Riley?’ Shine sounded somewhat apprehensive to Ezekiel, but he understood the Spirit's feelings on the matter. Particularly regarding Ezekiel.

His situation with Riley was mixed. On the one hand, Ezekiel didn’t want to give up on his relationship with her. But on the other hand, he knew that she would turn into a target to get to him.

The cult might even try to brainwash her again. Something that he didn’t think she would survive, again. Unless her soul got even stronger than it already was.

His train of thoughts was interrupted, however, as a knock on the door grabbed his attention.

Judging from what he was sensing, the topic of his thoughts was standing just outside.

Getting up and opening the door, Riley stood in front of him.

No words were said. Riley just walked forward and wrapped Ezekiel in a hug.

“I’m not going to leave.” She said out of nowhere.

Ezekiel’s mind blanked. It seemed like Riley knew exactly what he was thinking about just now.

“I know you’re worried about me, and your family. But you are forgetting about how much we worry about you, in return.” Riley looked up at Ezekiel. “If you leave, or force me to leave you, no one will be happy. Nor will it change the cult’s thoughts about me and my position.”

He hadn’t thought of that. The cult would likely be targeting Riley no matter what. Regardless of whether or not she was with him.

There was nothing that he could say. It seemed like Riley had gotten to know him much better over the past month than he had expected. All the different times that they had spent together since they’d started dating began flashing through his mind, and Ezekiel realized that he didn’t want to leave Riley behind either.

“Okay...” Ezekiel muttered, still not certain of how things would turn out. But for now, he would throw away all thoughts of giving this up. Riley was now just as important to him as the rest of his family. Even more so, in some ways.

Pushing forward into the room, Ezekiel and Riley flopped onto the bed. Too mentally exhausted to do anything physical, and just enjoying the feeling and comfort of being in each other’s presence.

Celia climbed on top of both of them, and Shine used their telekinesis to close the door.

It wasn’t long after that they all fell asleep. The problems presented to them today could be addressed again tomorrow.

            

    
        CH 191 (Book 4 Ch 31): Lessons Learned

    
    
    
    
                Opening his eyes and finding himself surprisingly refreshed after waking up to depart from Trimble, Ezekiel recalled his thoughts from the day before. With a clear head thanks to a proper night’s sleep, no meditation, or other worrying thoughts, he realized that he had truly been an idiot.

He had allowed his worries and fears to grab hold of him and dictate his choices once again. Had Riley not snapped him out of it last night, he would probably be planning how to leave her behind. Maybe he would’ve even given up on escaping with his family. Tricking himself into believing that they would be better off without him.

Obviously, there were still some doubts in his heart, but he knew he’d need to keep working on having faith in the people precious to him.

His current state of comfort faded away, however, when a soft scratching at his door grabbed his attention and woke up Riley. Whose face turned red for a moment when she realized that she was sharing a bed with Ezekiel.

Given they were both still fully dressed, her embarrassment was unfounded, and her expression returned to normal a moment later.

“Good morning.” Riley softly said. “Feeling any better?”

“Yes. Thank you for snapping me out of it.”

“I only did the same thing you did for me.”

Ezekiel moved in to give her a kiss, the first one he’d given that was more than just a peck in private, turning her face red once more. He broke off a moment later when the scratching at the door grew louder.

Sighing in exasperation, Ezekiel climbed out of bed to open the door. Looking down at his feet to see Reya looking up at him.

Turning her head to look at Riley, the Legendary Obscure Spirit looked back up at Ezekiel. This time with an eyebrow raised. Ezekiel responded by looking over his ruffled clothing that he’d slept in.

“... We’re still dressed, if you hadn’t noticed...” A part of him felt embarrassed at talking to his mother’s Spirit like this. But he knew that Reya would be conveying this sight to his mother later.

A soft slapping sound could be heard, and Ezekiel figured that Riley must’ve covered her face with her hands. A part of him wished he could do the same. But he knew it’d just give his mother more ammunition when they met up downstairs for breakfast.

“We’ll be down in a minute. I think we’re already ready to go?” Ezekiel turned around to look at Riley. She raised her hand and gave him a thumbs up to indicate he was right.

Reya huffed slightly and simply turned around, sinking into her shadow, and darting away instead of walking. Something Ezekiel felt was unnecessary, as walking wouldn’t have cost mana.

Closing the door, Ezekiel moved across the room to grab Shine and his equipment. Since he was already in his enchanted clothing, he only had to put on a few armor pieces over top. Which Riley helped him with, and he, in turn, did the same for her when she pulled her own armor pieces out of her Void Pouch.

Sharing one last look, the two headed out to meet up with the rest of their group. Ezekiel prepared himself for the heckling he was undoubtedly going to receive from his family.

----------



Blades clashed for a moment as Ezekiel cut through the makeshift armor of a bounty hunter that had come for him. His mother and father worked together not far away to take down an enemy Legendary Hunter that was the leader of this group.

Sighing in exasperation, Ezekiel took a moment to look at the fight between true Legendaries.

‘Behind. Downward diagonal slash to your left shoulder.’ Shine was almost bored as he gave Ezekiel a warning.

Swinging Shine upwards and blocking the sword aimed at his neck, Ezekiel swung his other arm backward. His reinforced fist slammed through the jaw of the Mage that had attacked him. A lower Step Adept that practically moved in slow motion from Ezekiel’s point of view.

‘This is ridiculous.’ Ezekiel grew frustrated as he saw another Adept, this one at a higher Step, shoot toward him. The Mage’s attempt to spear through Ezekiel’s gut with his spear was easily avoided.

But before he could retaliate, a wave of blue fire incinerated the Mage as Ezekiel raised his sword to swing it at the man. Barely able to scream, the charred corpse fell to the ground.

A quick look backward showed Ezekiel that the Mage that took a swing at him prior to the spear user was also a crispy charred mess on the ground.

“Thank you!” Ezekiel called out. He was about to say more, but the sound of a horn echoed through the area.

The group of unlawful bounty hunters began to flee. Their numbers were cut down by roughly half. A dead Legendary among the bodies. The remaining Legendary let out a scream of rage as they turned and fled ahead of their underlings. Warren and Evelyn gave a halfhearted chase to clean up.

“Did we have any losses?” Ezekiel asked as he moved with Riley to speak with the Morse family guard captain. The man shook his head and said there were only a few serious injuries, and a few lightly wounded Mages. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed before camp was set up that evening.

Walking away from the guard captain, Ezekiel and Riley went to the front of the caravan. Where Ellen and Wendy were sitting inside the wagon they had been riding with Warren and Evelyn.

Their heads were peeking out so they could observe the battles as they occurred. Rather than wait until later to hear about what happened from their parents.

Both held their Spirits, Kare and Tina, in their arms, so the little birds could also watch.

“You know, mom and dad won’t be happy that you decided to watch like that.” Ezekiel raised an eyebrow as he looked at the four guards from the Alkena family that had been asked to watch over the twins. Both sheepishly looked away in shame.

“You went through worse when you were younger than us. So, I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal about it.” Ellen was somewhat petulant in her response.

“Oh? So, you’re saying you want to be just like me in five years?” Ezekiel was doubtful that that was the case. A belief that was supported by Ellen and Wendy’s wince at the thought.

Beside him, Riley gently nudged Ezekiel with her elbow. He assumed that she didn’t like the fact that he was being so self-deprecating.

Ezekiel just sighed and let the matter drop. But did appreciate that Riley wasn’t letting him continue hating himself.

“Did you learn anything new?” Ezekiel asked.

His sisters both looked confused, and their Spirits tilted their heads at the same time.

“If you’re going to go against our parents, you might as well get something from it. So, what did you learn?”

The twins began listing off what they witnessed during the fight. For most things, they sounded unsure of themselves as they tried to explain the reasoning behind the actions of what they saw.

Ezekiel clarified a few things here and there. Helping them understand the reasoning behind certain guard’s actions. How the different Mages and Hunters formed teams to help each other. As well as gave advice as to how the twins might act in such situations.

It was somewhat amusing to see how attentive they were. Same as their Spirits. But Ezekiel was mostly just happy that they seemed to be over being upset at him. His parents must’ve talked to them over the last few days. Though it was clear that not everything was good.

There had been almost no heckling over the course of the day, and it was now late in the afternoon. Since there was no possible way that Reya wouldn’t have reported what she saw to Ezekiel’s mother, and in turn, the twins, there must’ve been some heavy discussions the night before on their end.

The uneasy looks filled with sadness as the twins looked at the happy and celebratory guards implied a number of things. None of which Ezekiel found too surprising. But enough so that he was worried for them.

“What about you? Did you notice anything of note?” Ezekiel turned to the top of the wagon, where a poofy shrunken Invera was seated.

When the attack had happened, there was some expectation that the Mythical bird would step in. But it had been explained to the guards that doing so would start even more rumors.

These ones being big enough to warrant the interference of an Imperial Exalt. Something that nobody who lived in the Empire wanted to have happening to them.

He also knew that the Mythical Spirit had spoken to his parents the night before. Whatever had been discussed hadn’t been brought up with him, but he knew that his parents would tell him if it was immediately relevant or important to him. He’d find out before they got back to Tollren.

For now, however, from her place atop the wagon, Invera just ruffled her feathers and shrugged. Ezekiel figured that she did this more out of disinterest, rather than not noticing anything he hadn’t covered. There was no way that a Spirit as old and as powerful as Invera would miss something in a battle amongst mostly Adepts and Apprentices.

“Well, you heard the lady. That should be enough for now. It also seems like mom and dad are back.” Ezekiel waved in the direction his parents had flown off in.

They appeared none the worse for wear and weren’t being followed. So, Ezekiel assumed that either the bounty hunters were faster than expected, or dead.

Either way, it didn’t matter too much, since he knew that, after today, it was unlikely that any forces besides the cult itself were unified enough to aim for Ezekiel’s head. Not with the current circumstances. Their moving further and further into lawful Empire territory would also help with matters.

‘Chirp’

Ezekiel turned toward Invera once more. The Mythic calling out to him, specifically.

How he knew that when the Spirit wasn’t using words at this time was a mystery to him. But he knew that she must’ve done something with magic to grab only his attention.

‘She wants to talk to us in private later. Something about a lesson. She’s not explaining any further though.’ Shine explained to Ezekiel.

‘Well, I’m not about to turn down a magic lesson from a significantly more powerful being for any reason at all. So let her know that we’ll be wherever she needs us to be.’

‘She says we need to go with her alone.’

Ezekiel frowned at that.

Riley had been clingier lately, which he wasn’t opposed to at this point. They had mostly been keeping each other in check and watching each other's backs. So, it wasn’t too uncomfortable.

“Ezekiel! C’mon, we need to get moving. We’ve still got a little while to go before we start setting up camp for the night.” Warren called out.

Ezekiel saw that his parents had since landed, and his mother had climbed into the wagon to berate the twins. He just caught an unhappy glare sent his way. Likely because his sisters told her what he had been teaching them.

“Right. I’ll get back to my wagon with Riley.” Ezekiel decided that a swift retreat would be the best course of action.

His father gave him a knowing look via an amused grin.

Turning away, he and Riley headed back to the rear of the caravan, where they climbed on top of their wagon and allowed themselves to enjoy the ride.

Though, Ezekiel was somewhat antsy as he and Riley kept on the lookout. He was really looking forward to whatever it was that Invera wanted to teach him.

----------



Hours later, when the rest of the caravan had gone to sleep, barring the guards that were on watch duty, Ezekiel left his tent, waving at his father, who was also on watch. He held up a finger to indicate that Warren should be quiet, while pointing a finger up at the sky, where Invera was slowly circling.

Warren nodded his head and allowed Ezekiel to head out without any fuss. He had also talked with Riley earlier, and she had pouted for a bit at being left out, but didn’t have any worries, since she knew that Invera was the most powerful being around for thousands of kilometers.

The group was currently camped out on the edge of a forest that spanned a fair distance between Trimble and a couple of the nearby towns.

Given their current travel speed, it was unlikely that they would be stopping in any towns or villages for a couple more days. Passing through them instead, in order to return as fast as possible.

‘That way. About a dozen or so kilometers in.’ Shine directed Ezekiel towards the center of the forest. Well beyond most of his party’s view.

Moving as fast and as silently as he could without overtly using his mana, Ezekiel crossed the distance indicated within a couple minutes.

He frowned at the time it took to reach his destination. He knew that he could move faster than that, but since he was saving mana, he needed to take his time to be more cautious, in order to not make any disturbances.

“You are here. At a prompt time as well. Good.” Invera quietly spoke from the top of a tree she had perched on. “I have done some scouting, and carefully taken out the group that was most likely to ambush you within the next few hours or so. We should have plenty of time before anyone else comes for you.”

Ezekiel almost asked what she did to the Hunters she had come across but stopped before saying anything. He didn’t really care, and the less he knew, the less he could answer if questioned later.

“Thank you. May I ask what this meeting is for? Shine mentioned something about a lesson?” Ezekiel knew better to demand anything of a Mythical being. Even if it was one that he was relatively acquainted with.

“Indeed. Two lessons. The first has to do with your reconnected Spirit Paths. The second, regarding your methods of Enchanting,” Invera explained. “Which would you like first?”

Hearing that Invera wanted to speak about his Spirit Pathways, Ezekiel decided that this lesson was a priority. So, as much as he wanted to learn about Enchanting methods, he knew that he would have to put that on hold for the moment.

“Spirit Paths. If there’s something wrong, then I need to know as soon as possible.”

Invera nodded her head in what Ezekiel assumed was approval.

“Good. Simply put, if you succeed in reconnecting all your Spirit Paths, you will most likely die.” Invera got right to the point. Much to Ezekiel’s shock.

He stood there for a moment. Unable to process what he had just been told. Shine was much the same, but Ezekiel could feel a sense of despair alongside the shock and confusion that already plagued him. This was something neither of them expected.

“No! That can’t be true!” Shine’s voice called out verbally. “Are you saying that everything we’ve done was for nothing? His Spirit Paths are reconnecting. That means that he’s getting better!”

It had been roughly a year since Ezekiel was crippled in the Desolate Lands. For much of that time, he had been unable to cast any spells at all.

When he had managed to reconnect his Spirit Paths, and begin casting low level Spells once more, both he and Shine had been overjoyed. It was like a heavy blanket had been removed from his head, and the world was open to him again.

“Why will I die?” Unlike Shine, Ezekiel knew that Invera wouldn't lie to them. His shock made him cold, and his mana voided his emotions so that he could think things through more clearly.

Shine seemed surprised that Ezekiel had just accepted Invera’s words. But after a moment of silence, a sense of resignation filled with despair filled him as the Void Spirit allowed their emotions to flow into Ezekiel.

“Simply put, now that I have reached Tier five, my own mana sensitivity has increased. I wasn’t certain of it before, but the few connections you have made since I have been following you has made it clear.” Invera glided down to land on a toppled tree that laid next to Ezekiel. “Simply put, each broken Path is like a puzzle piece. Each one has its place, but you’ve put them together in a jumbled mess.”

Ezekiel paled at the picture that Invera was painting for him. But he was still confused. If what she was saying was the case, then why hadn’t he noticed any effects?

“It’s only the fact that they haven’t all been connected, and therefore the mana within is somewhat stagnant, that has allowed you to continue breathing,” Invera continued to say. “The moment your paths are fully connected once more, the mana within your body will begin trying to flow by instinct in the same way it did before your Paths were broken. Which will rip them apart once more, since those paths are not connected like how they used to be.”

Invera’s words forced Ezekiel’s mind to begin running at rapid speeds. What Invera was saying made a lot of sense. While he hadn’t really noticed it before, since he hadn’t been having trouble with his spells so far, the mana did flow in different ways when he was casting spells.

Not enough for him to care about the difference, but he knew that his mana was also much slower to respond if he got emotional. Outbursts were much weaker or caused him to feel a burning pain that he had related to the still broken Paths in his soul.

What if that burning sensation was actually the feeling of his mana grinding against his Spirit Paths? His instinctive and emotional manipulation forced the mana to initially flow as it should, rather than as he was doing now. Only to correct itself to flow in the new, unnatural way, that he was making it flow with his newly forged connections.

He immediately sat down and entered a state of meditation. Observing his mana, Ezekiel allowed himself to feel his emotions once more, and tried to flare his mana.

There was an instantaneous feeling of searing heat emanating from the inside of his soul, and he saw as his mana tried to push itself into Pathways that weren’t there. Rubbing against the different sections that were connected until the mana began to flow through the connections he had made manually.

Stopping the flow of mana, Ezekiel allowed the pain to subside, before this time channeling his mana as if to make a Void Pane.

This time, the mana moved solely according to his will, and directly traveled through his artificial Pathways. No pain at all. But now that he was looking at it, Ezekiel could tell that his mana was moving according to his ‘Will’. Something that wouldn’t always be there to direct the mana in a safe and stable manner.

“Shit!” Ezekiel and Shine screamed as he abruptly stood up. Shine’s voice overlapped his own as they rattled in their sheath. “How could I have missed this!”

Ezekiel felt the burn return to his soul as his mana instinctively moved in accordance to his emotional state. His enhanced strength let him topple trees and shatter rocks as he vented his anger on the forest around him.

All the while, Invera looked on. A glance in her direction let Ezekiel know that she was keeping calm, even amid his outburst.

Several minutes later, when there was now a torn up clearing where there were once several dozens of trees and boulders, Ezekiel was gasping for breath as he rested on one knee. His energy was spent after he had let out all the frustration at the fact that months of work and hope were for nothing.

“I’m sorry you had to see that... Thank you for saving my life.” Ezekiel was much quieter this time as he turned back to Invera. Ezekiel wasn’t sure how, but he could just tell that the shrunken bird was looking at him with pity.

“Your outburst is actually one of the tamer ones that I have witnessed. Regardless, that is not the only thing I had to say about your Spirit Paths.” Invera said. Much to Ezekiel and Shine’s confusion. They weren’t sure what else needed to be said at this point.

“Your situation... It is one that the tribe I protect might have a way of fixing.”

Doubt and elation filled the two Void users’ hearts after hearing Invera. Given they had no way of telling which pieces of his Spirit Paths went where, Ezekiel had basically given up hope of regaining his true strength before the cult finally managed to kill him.

“I believe you are familiar with the pool of Ancient Glacier Water? Well, that pool, having seen your soul directly, should now have a record of the Paths within your soul, from prior to their breaking.” Invera further explained. “With this map, and a slight alteration on my and the other Guardian’s part, we should be able to imprint this map onto your soul directly. At which point, it will simply be a matter of breaking and re-placing the pieces in their correct position. This will be much faster than your own attempt so far.”

While the thought of having to purposefully break and replace the Paths within his soul sounded terrifying, the only thing Ezekiel cared about was the fact that he would have a way forward once more.

The only problem was the fact that he would be living with the tribe for an unknown amount of time while he recovered. He didn’t want to be away from his family for too long. Riley included, as he knew that he had just resolved himself to never leave her behind again.

“Worry not. I have already spoken to your family regarding this situation. You have all been made welcome at the Feathered Peaks for the purpose of granting you all sanctuary. At least until you have truly recovered.”

That was something of a relief for Ezekiel. But he was still curious as to how long it would take for him to heal properly.

“If all goes well, and you can handle the pain of your Paths re-breaking, you should be able to recover within a month of entering the pool once more.”

The sheer speed of his possible recovery was almost too hard for him to believe. Sure, he had gotten faster at repairing his Paths thanks to the increase in mana available to him. But he hadn’t expected that all his efforts would pale in the face of Invera’s new method.

“How can you be sure?” Ezekiel just had to know.

“Well, for one thing, it is far easier to trace a series of lines, than to blindly try to draw them from scratch while there are obstacles in your way, and you can’t see the start and end points.” Invera’s words made Ezekiel flinch at how bad his actions sounded in that comparison. “For another, you will be aided by a Relic that was directly created by one of the Ancients. Beings that, even now, are leagues of power greater than myself. One who stands at the current peaks of power in this world.”

When put into that kind of context, Ezekiel realized that his doubts seemed a little silly in hindsight. He knew exactly how powerful the Ancients were. After all, the Ancient Void had shown him their might in his dreams, even before he had known they were real.

“Now, since that lesson is over, onto the second one.” Invera redirected the conversation.

With his worries now put to the side, Ezekiel focused on the Mythical bird once more.

As interesting as their previous topic had been, that was more of an emotional storm of despair and hope. This was a much more interesting topic, and one that Ezekiel was looking forward to far more so than the other one.

“I noticed that all of your enchanting relies on Runes. The pathways through which mana flows, as dictated by the Ancient’s understanding of mana and its flow.”

Ezekiel hadn’t heard it explained in that way before. But after thinking about it, he realized that it wasn’t an incorrect explanation.

“For we Spirits, Runes are not the means by which we enchant things. Instead, we impose our ‘Will’ to imbue our ‘Understanding’.” Invera held out a wing, tapping a rock that lay next to her. “The Spirits don’t have need for written words in the wild, after all. Yet we also have no need for magical objects formed by our own claws.”

Ezekiel watched as Lightning flickered into the rock. Pieces of it melted as Invera’s mana began heating it up with raw plasma, but also shaping it as it shifted in shape.

Slowly, Ezekiel felt pressure settle down him as Invera began shaping her mana in a specific way. Similar to the Runes that were etched in a Mage’s Enchanted objects. But there was something more. Something that wasn’t tied to the Runes, and instead seemed to be tied to the rock itself.

Almost like a sponge soaking up water, but not quite. There was now a weight to the rock that hadn’t been there before. Spiritual in nature, as Ezekiel didn’t think the rock was any heavier in a physical sense.

“There.” Invera declared as she took her wing away from the rock. It was now shaped like a small stone kite-shield. “Both of you, work together to try and damage this rock.”

Looking uncertain of what they were about to do, Ezekiel and Shine still channeled their mana, swinging as hard as they could at the now enchanted rock.

The moment Shine made contact with it, the was a “zap” followed by a burst of Lightning that shot up and through Shine and into Ezekiel. The two then flew back and apart from one another, before convulsing and clattering on the ground as the Lightning ran its course through their bodies.

“... Oops... I guess I forgot to take into account my increased power. I’ve used that demonstration so many times that I’m just so used to using the same amount of mana to do it.” Invera looked incredibly sheepish as she took control of the Lightning and did her best to ease the discomfort that Ezekiel still felt.

But regardless of the pain he had felt at getting zapped, Ezekiel was more in awe than anything else.

Even now, he could sense that the rock was still Enchanted. No Runes, no engravings, no anything, beyond the ‘Understanding’ of magic that Invera had imbued in it.

His instincts screamed at him again. This time in excitement and joy.

This was something that he needed to know.
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                The rest of the trip passed without issue, as Invera decided to take a more active hand in clearing the road to Tollren. This allowed the caravan to move at their top speed and cut several days off their travel time.

During this time, Ezekiel learned a lot from Invera regarding the Spirit Enchanting method that she had shown him. Much to his regret, Ezekiel found himself having a hard time getting the hang of it.

Though there were still a few instances where he succeeded. He just needed to slow down and take a few steps back. If only to figure out what his mistakes were.

“Slowly,” Invera’s voice was soft and gentle as she directed Ezekiel as he attempted to infuse his ‘Understanding’ of ‘Nothingness’ into the rock he held between his hands. “Your own mana is not enough, so you must allow Shine’s mana to use your body as a conduit. Shift it slowly into your own and merge your ‘Will’ throughout its form as thoroughly as you can.”

Shine kept a regular and consistent channel of mana to keep Ezekiel’s reserves as full as possible. Ezekiel’s mismatched Pathways made the flow much more convoluted than it should’ve been. But he was slowly making it work.

A stray thought passed through Ezekiel’s mind. A sense of impatience and desire for this to be done passed through his ‘Will’ and tainted his ‘Understanding’. A stutter occurred in the flow of mana from his hands. The amount that he pushed into the rock jumped to nearly double the previous amount in half a second.

‘Shit!” Ezekiel’s outburst was followed by him cutting the flow on mana entirely as the rock was filled with opalescent cracks. He threw himself backward as fast as he could. Unable to actually touch and throw away the rock else it exploded in his hand.

The mana within turned into a chaotic storm that ripped the rock apart at the deepest level.

A flash of Lightning cracked through the clearing, and a violet shield of mana formed between himself and the rock. The next moment filled the area of light, and Ezekiel felt a ringing in his ears as the rock disappeared in a flash of light.

Invera’s shield held strong, however, and other than the noise, the actual explosion wasn’t that bad. Though, Ezekiel knew that his parents would certainly reprimand him later.

Ezekiel could still remember the first time he had caused a rock to explode as his ‘Understanding’ ripped it apart with his mana. The noise at that time was much worse, as was the explosion.

Seeing his parents appear in the clearing within seconds of the explosion occurring was somewhat entertaining. But the frowns on their faces, and the pain in his ear as his mother grabbed and twisted it was less so.

It wasn’t all bad. Invera had been watching him closely and had been able to tell him exactly what he had done wrong.

He had tried to use far too much mana in that attempt, and the clearing had a brand-new crater.

No debris, however, as he had discovered that his ‘Understanding’ of ‘Nothingness’ seemed to try and remove something from existence. But doing so was like trying to tell the world itself to do something. Which resulted in the explosive backlash he was currently experiencing.

Explosive, in that there was a shockwave that spread outward, but the object itself had disappeared alongside the mana Ezekiel channeled into it.

“Perhaps we should move to something even smaller. You still use too much mana when you try to infuse your ‘Understanding’.” Invera alighted from her perch on a small boulder and landed on Ezekiel’s shoulder. Her shield faded away a second later. “That, or you should take my advice, and try one of your other ‘Understandings’. This one is incredibly complex. Even if it is the first one you comprehended.”

One of the things that Invera had advised was to use a different ‘Understanding’, but Ezekiel still felt that this was the best one for him to master first. The sheer utility in being able to disperse someone’s mana was simply too useful for him to give up.

If he could infuse a set of armor with his ‘Nothingness’ he would be able to tank basically any spell he wanted. So long as it was at or below his own Step in Tier four.

“I will consider it.” Ezekiel muttered as he looked over the space where the rock had once been.

While there wasn’t a hole like the first big mistake, there was still a change in the atmosphere.

The amount of mana in the area had dispersed, but something strange was happening. The mana that moved to fill up the space where his Void had just been was now greater than before. Not by too much, but enough that Ezekiel was able to notice it.

It was something that Invera had pointed out before. Somehow, when the rocks he had destroyed disappeared, it was as if their mass had been converted into mana.

This was something that he, Shine, and Invera, had all decided needed to be kept a secret.

“Well, regardless, we won’t be able to make any more attempts for the next few days. We arrive at Tollren tomorrow, don’t we?” Invera asked.

Ezekiel knew she was just making conversation. He knew full well that she had scouted out the geographical region they were in. So, it was impossible for her to not know exactly how far out they were.

“More or less.” Ezekiel started heading back to where the caravan had set up camp. “Though we won’t be there for too long. Just to check in, get supplies, and rest up for the night. If all goes well, we’ll be back at the mountain within a day or two.”

Invera nodded her head in agreement. It had been decided that, once they were done in Tollren, ideally within a day, Ezekiel, his family, and Riley, would all leave the city, and Invera would fly them all back to the Fjorya. Specifically, to the Feathered Peaks.

“It’ll be interesting to see if things go as well as we hope.” Invera dug her talons into Ezekiel’s shoulder in anticipation. She was well aware of how badly things could go tomorrow.

Ezekiel stayed silent this time. There was no sinking feeling in his gut at the moment. But he knew better than to tempt fate by allowing himself to relax.

----------



It was just after midday when the caravan arrived at Tollren. They ended up spending some time waiting to enter the city as well. For some reason, there were several different groups heading into the city from the surrounding villages.

The final steps regarding the Luminance family’s plan were also falling into place.

“You know what you need to do?” Warren was going over the plan with Ezekiel once more. He was once more dressed in somewhat formal clothes for the meeting he would be having with the Morse family. Though, Ezekiel noted a larger than normal Void Pouch on his hip.

The Radiant Hunter had just finished getting the rest of the Caravan through the gates. Each of the guards were overjoyed to be home. Though there was a somewhat somber mood due to the deaths that had occurred.

It was fortunate that both the Morse and Alkena families were well known for their benevolence. So, it wasn’t like their deceased allies would be leaving them behind without any compensation for those they had left behind.

But that was for Ezekiel’s parents to deal with. He had other priorities.

“Yes. I’ll get the supplies and tie up any loose ends before returning to the Alkena estate. From there, we’ll stay until later tonight, when mother will get us out of here.” Ezekiel casually looked around, acting as if he was happy to be home. When, in reality, he was carefully examining the area for any spies and Spirits that might be watching them.

He and his father had set up some basic defenses against being overheard, but they couldn’t be too careful. They had been attacked in Tollren before, after all.

So far, there hadn’t been any indications that they were being watched or followed.

Riley still stood not too far away, her own presence as a Legendary Hunter concealed so as to not raise too many suspicions. She was, technically, their secret weapon, as a Hunter whose status wasn’t well known.

“Good. Is Lady Invera watching over the twins?” Warren gazed out to where Evelyn and the twins were headed toward the Alkena Estate.

“Yes. She’s currently hiding inside the purse mother has on her waist,” Ezekiel explained. “I don’t think she’s too happy about it.”

The Mythical bird had been somewhat indignant at what she had been asked to do. But not so much that she was unwilling to do it.

Even so, Ezekiel promised to do something nice for the powerful Spirit when he got the chance. It couldn’t be fun, squeezing herself into the small purse she was currently hidden in.

“We’ll do something nice for her later. For now, I’m just happy that she’s been willing to go along with our plans so far.” Warren continued to watch his family until they were out of sight. The buildings in the city now blocked his view.

There was a beat of silence for a moment before Warren walked off.

“Dad!” Ezekiel called out. “Are you going to be alright on your own? I’m sure if we waited just a bit longer, Invera could probably watch over you too.”

Ezekiel knew that they couldn’t afford to wait. But he also knew that having his father go to the Morse estate by himself was dangerous.

Invera was there to protect his mother and sisters, and Ezekiel had Riley and the public areas where the Kindled family and cult couldn’t attack without consequences, but Warren had nothing but himself to rely on.

Warren shot Ezekiel a solemn grin.

“Along with ourselves, we need to keep our allies safe. Both the Alkena family and the Morse family are under threat due to our presence.” Warren walked back and placed a hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder. “I don’t like making this choice, but if I need to pick who needs to be kept safe, it’s you, your mother and sisters, as well as the Alkena’s.”

He then shot a look over Ezekiel’s shoulder. “Your little lover too, of course.”

Ezekiel couldn’t find it in himself to feel embarrassed. He was much too worried about what was about to happen.

“You’d better be there when we leave. Otherwise, when I can, I’ll tear this world apart to find you.” Ezekiel glared at his father, who tried to reprimand him. “You’d do the same for me. Don’t deny it.”

Warren fell silent. He seemed to be fighting something internally, but he finally nodded his head.

“Take care of your mother and sisters.” With those final words, Warren turned and walked away. Falling into step with Lance Morse and his guard captain.

Ezekiel waited for a second before turning around. His Void Pouch felt heavy, filled with coins as it was. He still didn’t feel any sense of bad omens. In fact, he actually felt no warnings at all. As if everything was going to be alright.

But even so, there was a sinking worry in his chest.

“Are you alright?” Riley asked as Ezekiel approached.

“I don’t know yet.” Ezekiel knew that lying about his mood right now wouldn’t help. He also knew that they had a job to do. “Let’s get going. We can’t be the ones that hold up the plan.”

Riley nodded in agreement. The two then headed into the city. There were several things they needed to get before they returned to the Alkena estate. Time was of the essence at this point.

----------



The time it took for Ezekiel and Riley to gather all the supplies they had been tasked with getting wasn’t long. But Ezekiel still tried to move them along as fast as he could without causing them to stand out in the crowds.

It was only an hour or so before sunset when the duo returned to the Alkena estate. Much to their surprise, they were stopped at the gates, even after showing the badges they had been given prior to their departure.

“Please wait one moment. We need to check on something before we let you enter.” One of the guards at the side gate said. His partner looked apologetic and was one of the guards that Ezekiel recognized from prior to their departure.

“Please hurry. We’re in a bit of a rush.” Ezekiel replied as he waved Riley off. The two prepared themselves to run away if need be. Shine even began channeling their mana for a long range ‘Jump’ if need be.

Thankfully, it didn’t come to that, as a shadow formed on the wall, much to the two guards’ shock.

Stepping out from it, Evelyn appeared, but her face was far from happy.

“Here. Quickly.”

Ezekiel and Riley rushed forward and sank into the wall with Evelyn. Leaving the two guards confused, and almost panicked. They had no time to raise the alarm, however, because another pair of guards came up and calmed them down.

No explanations were given, and the guards all simultaneously decided that they were better off not knowing for the moment.

In the meantime, a small brownish-orange rat skittered beneath a pile of trash at the end of an alleyway that looked into the street next to the estate.

A buzzing sound cut through the air for half a second. A charred spot on the ground where the rat Spirit had just been suddenly appeared.

Small motes of light fading into the air.

----------



Stepping out of the shadows with his mother, Ezekiel and Riley nearly fell to their knees.

This time around the movement via shadows was different from the last time Ezekiel had done so. It was far rougher and felt like he was being squeezed on all sides. There was also a sensation like a thousand needles poking him all over his body. Like every part of him had fallen asleep.

He couldn’t move, he couldn’t breathe, and he honestly believed that he was going to die.

Then it stopped.

“What the hell was that!?” Ezekiel exclaimed as he barely managed to catch himself.

Resting his hand on his legs, and bent over as he breathed in deeply, Ezekiel tried to catch his breath and calm his rapidly beating heart.

Beside him, Riley was doing the same, but had fallen to one knee after a few moments. Celia had fallen to the ground and begun twitching as she tried to regain control of her body.

“Sorry about that. Traveling in the shadows within things like walls and stone is difficult, but I didn’t think it would be so rough on you two.” Evelyn was looking slightly paler than usual, but other than a slight sheen of sweat on her brow, she wasn’t displaying any signs of strain.

After regaining his breath, Ezekiel took the time to look around. It appears they were in an underground bunker of some sort, with smooth walls and perfectly carved corners in the hallway leading away from the small room they were currently in.

“Where are we?” Ezekiel asked.

“The Alkena’s secret bunker. They had it made when the estate was constructed.” Evelyn explained as Ezekiel moved to help Riley to her feet. On the floor, Celia had stopped twitching and was climbing back up Riley’s leg to her shoulder. “C’mon. We need to see the twins and head out as soon as possible.”

Evelyn started running down the hall. As she did, Ezekiel realized that she wasn’t wearing her Spirit armor, and Reya was nowhere to be seen.

“What’s going on? Where’s dad, and where’s Reya?”

Evelyn flinched when Ezekiel asked about his dad but didn’t visibly react when he mentioned Reya. So at least it wasn’t the worst-case scenario in his mind.

“Back when we split up after entering Tollren, I had Reya follow your father. Just in case.” Evelyn guided them to a sealed stone doorway. “I had Invera, after all, and I wanted to be kept in the loop regarding his situation. When we arrived at the Alkena estate, Invera immediately executed several Hunters that had the Kindled family symbol on their clothes.”

Knocking on the door in a unique pattern, it glowed orange and yellow for a moment before sliding into the wall. Inside, Ellen and Wendy were seated and looked scared as they held their Spirits tightly.

Seeing Evelyn and Ezekiel, the twins got up and rushed them after they entered the room. The door slid shut behind them.

Looking around the room as Wendy jumped into his arms, while Ellen did the same to their mother, Ezekiel saw Reya resting on a small table. Missing a foreleg and half her tail.

“What happened?!” Now Ezekiel was starting to worry. A sinking feeling in his gut that had nothing to do with his ability to feel premonitions.

“It seems like the Grand Scholar back in Trimble was right. The Kindled family was indeed in talks with the Emperor. Apparently, they’ve come to an agreement. One that included posting men with the Alkena and Morse family. Awaiting our return so we could be extradited to the Morathi Alliance.” Evelyn glared at nothing as she spoke. “Specifically, extradited into the hands of the Kindled family. Your father was ambushed and taken away the moment he completed his contract with the Morse family. I felt the contract on my end be completed, just before Reya suffered extreme pain from a sneak attack.”

That explained the injuries that Reya had, but Ezekiel wondered why Invera hadn’t gone to help his father if she had dealt with things here so easily.

“Invera couldn’t kill all the Kindled instantly. Just the few that were in the open. Once they found their lower ranking Hounds dead, they fled, and the Alkena family hid us in their bunker while they played as the victims of an attack. Going with one of the Guilds that had come to check on the commotion.” Evelyn explained. “It also seems like Shari was essentially held hostage with the Morse family. To keep the Alkena’s in line. For now, Invera’s intervention is going to be considered an outside force that acted against the Alkena family. She’s currently cleaning up outside, and we’ll be getting away as soon as possible.”

“What about dad?” Ezekiel knew that they would have to leave before he could say goodbye to Shari and her parents, but he hoped that they’d still have time to save his dad.

However, Evelyn just shook her head when Ezekiel asked about Warren. His heart dropped into his stomach at the realization that there was nothing they could do.

“The Legendaries they had on hand had flying Hunters. They had also contracted with a couple of Guilds to get support from additional Legendaries.” Evelyn looked to the floor and held Ellen tighter. Tears streaked down both their faces, and Ezekiel realized there were tears running down his own and Wendy’s as well. “Invera moved to check on him, but by the time she had cleared up most of the Alkena estate, Reya had already reported to me through our bond, and was on her way back. Warren was being carried in chains out of the city.”

Ezekiel fell silent. He simply held Wendy tightly as he tried to keep calm. He was doing his best to restrain himself from running off and striking against the Morse family.

Logically, he knew that it wasn’t their fault, and they were victims in this like the Alkena family. Emotionally, he just knew that the Morse family had set an ambush for his father to be taken by the Kindled family.

“How did they circumvent the contracts in place to keep the Morse and Alkena families on our side?” Ezekiel was confused as to how the two families had even been able to do this. It was an obvious betrayal of the contracts promising aid to the Luminance family.

“Technically speaking, it wasn’t the Kindled family that they were giving help to. It was the Emperor, who was simply using Kindled family agents to enact his will upon one of the Noble families sworn to the Empire.” Ezekiel hated that his mother’s words made so much sense. He had used convoluted logic like that to circumvent his own contracts in the past, after all.

“The only good thing is that they won’t be killing him. His bloodline is too valuable to them as a main branch family member. They’ll likely... use him as best they can and try to make him change his mind about us.” Evelyn choked out the most likely scenario.

For Ezekiel, he just stood there as his sister cried into his chest. He couldn’t understand why this had happened. He had gotten premonitions in the past, and while it wasn’t the same feeling as his magical omens, he still had a bad feeling about entering the city.

But the lack of urgency had made him think that it was just him being overly concerned about what could go wrong, rather than what would go wrong.

Even now, he felt sick to his stomach, but nothing like his portents of danger.

A small tremor ran through the bunker. The three Legendaries looked up as the scent of ozone filled the room. Something had happened with Invera.

“That’s the signal. It’s not dark yet, but we need to go now.” Evelyn was suddenly garbed in her Spirit armor, but her left arm was uncovered. “Hold your breath. That should make things easier on you.”

Ellen, Riley, and Ezekiel all took a deep breath, and sank into the shadows. The same feeling as before overcame Ezekiel, and it lasted much longer this time, as they were clearly moving farther away.

Suddenly, he felt like he was in the middle of a large room. But Ezekiel could tell he was still inside a shadow, as there was nothing around him that he could see.

‘Keep calm. We’re inside Invera’s shadow.’ Evelyn’s voice echoed through Ezekiel’s mind. He assumed that the others were experiencing the same thing.

A heavy pressure overcame Ezekiel as he felt an increase of the g-forces pushing down on him. It seemed like Invera had taken to the skies.

He remained like that for a while. Drifting in the darkness of Invera’s shadow. It felt like hours had passed before he finally felt a pulling sensation.

The next thing he knew, he was unceremoniously pushed from a shadow, and found himself on a feathery back, high in the sky, and well above the clouds.

All around him, he saw the rest of his family and Riley appear in the same way.

“Are you all alright?” Invera’s voice flooded Ezekiel’s ears. “Apologies... I mean, was the trip too much for you?”

Ezekiel could tell that she was aware of how devastated Ezekiel and his family were at the loss of Warren. It seemed like they were still in the middle of getting away, so he would keep himself together until they landed safely once more.

“We’ll survive.” Ezekiel watched his mother hold his sisters again. There would be time for his own tears later. For now, he needed to make sure his sisters had time to cry right now.

“How far out are we from the Feathered Peaks?” Ezekiel asked.

“We should be within the territory of the peaks within an hour. I am going in a more roundabout way in case they are somehow tracking us.” Invera banked to the side, changing their direction once more.

Ezekiel risked a glance over the side and was shocked at just how high up they were. Even more so at the speed that they were traveling at. They were already at the fringes of the Fjorya. Though nowhere near the city of Trimble.

“... See if you can set us down somewhere on the south side of the Fjorya. If possible, we should see if there are any Legendary Spirits that would be willing to ferry us secretly through the mountains.” Ezekiel figured that flying through the sky was good for moving fast, but not great for being inconspicuous.

“That’s a good idea... Perhaps Charus would be willing to aid us. I shall try to get us close to his territory when we land.” Invera took a second to ponder over Ezekiel’s words but agreed that getting some additional aid wasn’t a bad idea.

Nodding his head, Ezekiel fell into silence. He allowed Shine to comfort his soul as feelings of reassurance and support flowed into him from the Void Spirit.

It didn’t make him feel any better about what had happened, but it helped a little bit.

When Riley hugged him as well, he started feeling better.

----------



Flying northwest, well outside the city of Tollren, crossing the Empire high above the clouds, Warren's face was set into a calm and collected gaze as he looked out into the world beyond.

Had Ezekiel seen this image, he would’ve been both impressed and furious, for his father’s face was also covered in bruises, and his body covered in cuts and burns. As well as missing an arm at the shoulder, and a leg from the knee down.

He was bound in chains alongside Theo, who was in just as rough shape as Warren.

The chains themselves were glowing with a whitish opalescent color. Any mana that was used while in contact with them was instantly dispersed.

They were a Relic from the Age of Growth, when the Ancient were still around to directly guide humanity’s development. It was a form of Void Magic that the Church hadn’t been able to replicate, and one that the various factions that acquired them would keep to themselves, rather than hand them over for study.

The ability to capture one's enemies without the risk of them breaking free was almost too much to give up. Otherwise, all they could do was kill them.

“I am surprised that you are so calm. Aren’t you worried about the whore and her spawn?” A familiar voice filled with restrained fury spoke. It was Meli, who was a part of the team that was in charge of taking Warren back to the Kindled family.

“My family is not so weak as to fall for your traps. The Kindled family is too incompetent to have succeeded in killing them. Let alone capturing them.” Warren received a kick to the stomach for his sass.

“If we could capture you then we can capture them!” Meli nearly screamed as she lost her composure. Behind her, her partner ignored what was happening as he guided his Spirit through the skies. He had been surprised at how easily Warren had fallen into their hands but was growing worried at the lack of the other team’s presence.

“Then where are they?” Warren asked in response to Meli’s enraged declaration. He was kicked once more, but this time Meli was silent.

She was scarred and still suffering from her injuries from when she had fought with Ezekiel in the Spirit Haven. Her superior, the man that had been sent to replace Norton, had been far less lenient in the face of her failures. She had been forced to move at her top speed while injured just to not be killed for her failures. Even then, she had nearly been too slow to be of any use in taking down Warren.

“Even if we fail to get them now, they will die soon enough.” Meli said after taking a minute to calm down. “The Kindled family is still the strongest Hunter family in the world.”

“Which is why you had to sell out to the Empire to get their help. How many Guilds did you pay off to receive their aid in taking me down?” Meli screamed, and nearly launched herself at Warren once more, but her Spirit grew and bound her up tightly until she calmed down.

“Though, I must say, teaming up with the Emperor will indeed cause my son some trouble.” Meli turned to look at Warren again. As did the other Hunter that was a few feet away. “After all, now he’ll have two targets for his ire. I wonder which one he’ll wipe out first.”

Meli and the other Kindled Hound just looked at Warren like he was crazy. But Meli couldn’t help but feel a chill run down her spine as she remembered her duel with Ezekiel.

The Void Mage had held out very well, and even though she was weakened, the power that the Void mage had shown was significantly greater than many of the Hunters she had met in the past.

For Warren, he just felt regret, but not despair. He knew that he would suffer, but he also knew that Ezekiel would come for him. Nothing would be able to stop him.

Not the Kindled family, not the Empire, not the entirety of the world itself.

----------



Back in Tollren, a somber atmosphere filled the Alkena estate. The walls had practically been stripped bare, and the illustrious furniture and ornamental decorations had been taken away when their home was raided. There was nothing there besides the barest necessities needed for living.

“It’s a shame... Of all the ends I imagined my family would have, I never thought that it would be by my own hands...” Allon lamented as he and Sherra sat in his now empty office. “At least we haven’t been arrested and tried as criminals.”

Sherra smiled in sorrow at seeing her husband so mournful of the state of their home. At her side, her Spirit, Feris, sat at attention, ready to act at a moment’s notice.

For the moment, they still had a large amount of coins in their savings. It wouldn’t last for long, however. Especially since they had to pay compensation to the families of the guards who had died in the Fjorya. The number was small, but the Alkena’s had always been loyal to their retainers and followers.

“It’s not the end of the world. Shari is still to be married to young Noren and will be taken care of for the rest of her life, and we’ll be able to pick ourselves up again soon enough.” Sherra pulled a bottle of wine from her Void Pouch. One of the few items she had kept alongside her armor and personal effects. “A title of nobility simply opens doors. Lacking one now won’t stop us from doing business. The Church still owes us some favors, after all. I also hear that Harkem is coming along well in its recovery.”

Allon looked thoughtful when Sherra mentioned Harkem. Returning to the border city had been something he had always intended to do. It might just be something that happened sooner than expected.

A knock at the door pulled him from his musings. He and Shera turned their attention, unsure of who would be visiting them at this time.

Opening the door, Shari entered alongside Bonnie, the little brown pig, and Noren, whose Spirit was resting on his shoulders like usual.

“Hi mom, dad. How are you both doing?” Shari asked as she approached her parents. She opened her arms for a hug, to which her mother responded with fervor.

“We are getting through it. This might be the worst state we’ve been in in a long time, but we’ll recover. Like we always do.” Allon said as he slowly approached and wrapped both his wife and daughter up in a hug. “But what brings you two here? I hope that you haven’t suffered as badly as we have?”

Noren shook his head. “Nothing like that, father-in-law.”

He and Shari weren’t married yet, but that didn’t stop them from being family at this point.

“My family hasn’t canceled the engagement either. They were none too happy about the Emperor’s impositions on our family’s affairs. Especially since it could’ve cost us greatly, had we not found a way to circumvent the contracts that were in place.” Noren explained as he held out a larger than normal Void Pouch. “We’re here to give you this, and to ask if you would be okay with us moving up the ceremony to the next week or so.”

Taking the Void Pouch from Noren, Allon investigated it, and realized that it was enough resources to bring his family out of its current situation. He looked at Noren in shock, uncertain as to where the young man had gotten such wealth.

“Don’t look at me. This was what Warren had left to me to give to you. Apparently, he had several fortuitous encounters while in the Spirit Haven.” Noren waved his hands to ward off any doubts. “I believe that Lady Evelyn also left something behind for you as well.”

Neither Allon nor Sherra were aware of such a thing, but they hadn’t been in the bunker yet either. Though it did raise the question of why they had been in such a hurry to buy supplies before leaving. He would’ve thought that, with such wealth, they could’ve bought whatever they wanted from wherever they ended up at.

The possibility that they weren’t going anywhere civilized didn’t cross Allon’s mind.

“Also, there was one other thing we wanted to talk to you about.” Shari interjected as she guided her mother to a seat once more. Though, this time, she moved over to activate the still functional privacy wards. “What are your thoughts about the following words? Emperor, incompetent, cult, and rebellion?”

Shocked at what Sahri was implying, it took a moment for Allon and Sherra to compose themselves. But as they thought about it, they soon realized that the current state of the Empire wasn’t worth their efforts to serve.

Perhaps it was time for a change in leadership.

----------



Night had fallen quite some time ago, and as Ezekiel and his family exited an underground tunnel, with a little tortoise leading them, they were all greeted by a starry night sky.

Ezekiel mostly recognized the area. It wasn’t too far from the huts and shelters of the Feathered Peaks tribe. The people were all wrapped up and asleep by this time, but the few guards nearby were alert enough to notice the Hunters that breached the ground in their territory.

Before they could sound the alarm, Invera grew to her normal size, calming the guards immediately, and returning the area to its quiet rest.

Celia began to lightly glow, as did Tina, granting the group enough light to more easily see as they made their way through the village.

“Come along. I will lead you to where you will rest for the night. Tomorrow, we will need to put you all to work.” Invera began hopping forward awkwardly, leading the group to a hut that Ezekiel recognized. It was significantly bigger than before. “Preparations must be made, if you intend to take your revenge.”

A sense of burning rage filled Ezekiel at the thought of revenge. But he held himself back, for now. He still needed to recover his Spirit Paths and grow stronger before revenge was a viable option for him. Speed was a priority, however, since he needed to save his father as well.

“Thank you, Invera. We greatly appreciate the help you are providing for us.” Evelyn quietly spoke as followed along. “What tasks will likely be asked of us?”

“Scouting and assassinations. The Cult of Light has performed unspeakable acts within our mountains. Their presence can no longer be allowed.” Invera’s voice took on a harsher tone at the mention of the cult. “We, and the other tribes of the Fjorya, will be working with the Church of Ten in Zime, and reclaiming it from the cult while their forces are weakened.”

The thought of attacking the cult filled Ezekiel with joy. Something that was mirrored on the faces of his mother and Riley, as they smiled alongside Ezekiel.

Ellen and Wendy just shifted nervously, unsure of what they could do in this situation.

Something that Invera noticed, as she turned and addressed the twins.

“Worry not, little ones, you will also be given the chance to grow strong enough to save your father.” Invera’s words seemed to strengthen the twins’ resolve, because both nodded vigorously.

Coming up to Elder Welt’s home, Invera let out a noise, and a familiar old man welcomed them in.

The home was much larger than before, and there were additions to the hut that weren’t there before. As well as a proper stone building nearby that had been erected somewhat recently but appeared worn down.

No words were spoken between the elderly man and the Luminance family. Ezekiel could just tell that Welt knew that they needed rest, not platitudes regarding their situation. Instead, he just gave them some warm milk and food, before helping them settle for the night.

The group were directed to the same room, where there were enough beds for each of them. But it seemed like they wouldn’t all be needed, as Ellen and Wendy both climbed into bed with Evelyn.

Crawling into a bed himself, and feeling Riley climb in with him once more, Ezekiel fell asleep in an instant. Feelings of rage and a desire for vengeance filled him, even more than when he had been exiled nearly a decade ago.

Neither the Empire, nor the Kindled family, would be spared from his coming wrath. The number of enemies that Ezekiel had to destroy had increased.

But soon enough, that number would be cut down.

            

    
        CH 193 (Book 5 Ch 1): The Wait

    
    
    
    
                There was a relative quiet as Riley gazed out from beneath the shadow of a large, snow-covered, tree. It was currently midday, with clear skies above, but dark clouds in the distance.

She was dressed in specially made camouflage equipment that hid her from those that were searching for her. Utterly motionless as she hid, Riley mentally said thanks once more for the Artifacts that were aiding her.

Fitted around her neck was a small pendant. It was infused with an ‘Understanding’ of Obscurity from Feynari that provided additional stealth as the crunch on boots in the snow drifted through the area.

Riley sank deeper into the shadows she was hidden in. A snowdrift slowly piled up around her.

Celia was bundled up beneath Riley’s coat. Riley was using her developing ‘Understanding’ of heat to cover themselves in a dome of cold while Celia kept them warm.

A team of cultists was making their way through the Fjorya. They were supported by a group from one of the Guild in Tarquessa. Over a dozen Hunters filled the group, with half again as many Mages.

“Any signs?” the Legendary from the cult called out to one of the Guild Hunters.

“None. It’s like she disappeared,” the other Legendary of the group replied. “At this rate, I don’t think it’ll be possible to find her before it starts to snow. At which point, most of our Adepts and Apprentices will be at risk of falling to the elements before we make it back to camp.”

“What camp?! That traitorous bitch burned our camp down! Not even the stone supports were spared. Only melted rock and rubble remains.” The cult leader spat to the side as he expressed his frustration.

Riley couldn’t help the smile that crossed her face at the reminder of what she had done.

The Feathered Peaks tribe had begun supporting the rebels that had fled Tarquessa. Once Riley and the Luminance family had taken the time to settle in with the tribe, she had eagerly joined the Hunting teams in taking down cult forces.

There were issues when it was discovered that the cult was outsourcing to the Guilds. Their official status being that of a legal entity, since no one in Tarquessa could contest such a thing anymore.

News had spread that it had gotten so bad that the Church of Ten had been forced to consolidate their forces entirely on the east coast of the desert.

Though, word had been passed on that one last middle finger had been given to the cult. When the Church detonated all the captured cathedrals and temples in the cult’s control.

It had been an unpleasant revelation when the rest of the world had discovered that the Church of Ten was capable of such a thing. But it had been overshadowed by the fact that the cult had developed weapons that matched the Mana Cannons of the Church.

Ones that weren’t covered by the various treaties that prevented such weapons from being used against fellow human factions. An issue that was swiftly dealt with, less than a month after their existence had been revealed with the early fall of the Fjorya’s Spirit Haven.

“It has been several months since the traitors and Anathema were last seen in the Fjorya. Are you even certain that they are still here? Perhaps the girl broke off while the rest moved on.”

Riley noted the Guild leader’s use of the word ‘Anathema’ as it was a distinct term that only the Cult of Light, and their sympathizers, bothered to use.

The cult leader’s face turned red. “You dare question the word of our Lord!? We have been informed that they are still in the Fjorya, and the fact that the Traitor Flame is here is only proof of such!”

Traitor Flame.

Riley felt a fuzzy feeling bloom in her chest at the title the cult had given her. It meant that she was officially on their list of priority targets. Something she took as a sign of pride, as it indicated her status as a threat to the cult itself.

The Guild leader looked stunned. Not expecting such an outburst.

“Apologies... I wish to destroy the Anathema as well, but at least for right now, we waste resources looking for a ghost. Laying a trap would be more efficient at this point.” The Guild leader bowed his head in difference to the cult leader.

The fact that a Legendary at a high-Step was bowing to a low-Step told Riley that the man was likely new to his ties to the cult. But the glint in his eyes told her that he was still reluctant to do this, so he wasn’t fully indoctrinated.

The cult leader sighed. “Perhaps you are right. The Traitor Flame will be dealt with soon enough.”

With those words, the group turned around and left the area. But Riley knew better than to exit her hidey-hole right away. She still didn’t move, even an hour later, when the snowstorm finally blew in.

Her vision was filled with white as she and Celia forced themselves to maintain a stable temperature, all while hiding it under a dome of cold air so as to remain hidden.

It wasn’t until the sky turned dark, and her vision was truly obscured, that she finally began to move. She didn’t even think about bringing out a visible flame, else she risked being seen by other patrols belonging to the cult.

Stepping out and onto the snow, she nearly stumbled in the ill-fitting boots she wore. But they were a necessary inconvenience, as they were enchanted, traditionally, with Runes and such, to allow her to walk across the multiple layers of snow without crunching down on it.

With her pure white cloak, and the help from her pendant, Riley moved swiftly through the pitch-black forest. Few, if any, animals or Spirits were out and about at the moment.

The conflict between the Fjorya tribes, and Tarquessa rebels, against the Cult of Light and their supportive Guild had driven most of the wildlife from the area.

Riley continued on like this for several minutes. Keeping a lookout for anything that might be following or watching her. Confident that there was nothing, she diverted her path and headed toward a frozen pond that wasn’t too far away.

Reaching the icy water, Riley held out a hand, and an invisible flame quickly melted a hole in the ice. Riley dove into the water the moment the hole was big enough to fit through.

The icy cold immediately seemed into her veins as she was barely able to hold back her shock at the sudden shift in temperature. A crinkling sound spread softly through the water as the hole was filled with ice once more.

A familiar maw opened up from below where Riley floated near the top of the pond beneath the ice. But she didn’t panic. This had happened to her a number of times by now. It was an ally.

Swallowing her hole, Akland swam to the depths of the pond as fast as he could, reaching an underground river that he followed up and away from the area. All while Riley warmed herself up inside his mouth. Much to the Life Spirit’s minor discomfort.

Swishing his tail as he swam, Akland collapsed a portion of the tunnel the water flowed through. It would be repaired later, once the tribes had confirmed that this path hadn’t been compromised.

Breaching the water in an underground cavern, Riley stepped out from Akland’s mouth, nodding in thanks to the large aquatic Life Spirit. She received a nod in return before Akland turned around and dove into the water again. Likely to provide transportation to another Hunter elsewhere.

“I see you managed to succeed in your mission. Were there any difficulties?” A familiar voice called out to Riley.

As she turned around, she saw Talon sitting on a rock not too far away. He was weary and fidgeted alongside his Spirit at the lack of open sky. Something Riley was familiar with after having worked with the man on several hits so far.

Today had been her first solo mission, after she had broken through to the second Step of Tier four. A surprise to many, given how long she had been a Legendary so far. But her dedication had proven her ability to all. Despite her relative inexperience.

“Somewhat. The Guild sent a Legendary of their own this time. It meant that my retreat was a little bit delayed. But I managed to make up time when I moved after they fell back when the blizzard hit.” Riley shook her head, a wave of heat removing the last remains of water from her body. “But I managed to torch the place, sufficiently enough that they didn’t even question whether or not I got these.”

Riley reached into her Void Pouch, pulling out a stack of scrolls and maps in one smooth motion.

Unrolling one of them, she revealed a detailed battle map with the positions of several more cult bases, as well as a list of intended trails and paths that they were planning on using to get deeper into the Fjorya.

Talon gave a slow clap at the sight. This was a great deal of information that would help them. It was more than he had managed to acquire in his own recent missions. Though his job had been more to steal or sabotage cult supplies. So, the opportunities hadn't really arisen.

“Very nice. It almost makes me regret that you’ll be on leave for the next little while.” Talon said as he accepted the maps and scrolls that Riley handed to him.

“What do you mean?” Riley asked.

Talon frowned in thought. A sinking sensation filled Riley’s gut. Had something happened to the Luminances while she was gone?

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m just surprised you apparently lost track of how long you’ve been out here fighting.” Talon calmed her nerves somewhat, but she was still confused.

Then she thought about it, and she realized just how long she’d been out in the wilderness this time. She had hit nearly a dozen bases in the past month or so, to mixed success, so she had lost track of time. But now she remembered.

“He’s waking up!?” Riley felt joy blossom in her chest at the thought.

Ezekiel had entered a healing coma nearly a month ago. Right before she had set out into the wilderness with Talon. If she was getting time off from fighting, that meant that Ezekiel was showing signs of coming to.

Talon nodded his head, confirming Riley’s suspicions. She leapt forward, giving the man a hug, before jumping away and running down the tunnel nearby.

Her lover was about to wake up. She couldn’t afford to take her time, or she’d risk missing being there as he did.

----------



It had been several months since Ezekiel and his family had arrived at the Feathered Peaks. Initially, he had hoped that he would be able to soak in the pool of Ancient Glacial Water.

Unfortunately, the aftereffects of Invera’s breakthrough had tainted the area with excessive amounts of Lightning mana that was too wild to be dispersed or absorbed anytime soon.

Ezekiel had wondered how such a phenomenon had occurred, but apparently such a thing was common in areas where Legendary Spirits broke through to higher Steps. It was a phenomenon that directly affected the environment and was something that had to naturally disperse.

As such, Ezekiel and his family were forced to wait, and fill their time with helping the Feathered Peaks as best they could. Mostly by doing chores and other labor related activities for the extensive tribe.

Given their status as Legendaries, Riley and Evelyn had also been asked to take part in the various hunting parties that were put together to track and kill the cult forces in the Fjorya.

It had been at this point that Talon had been reintroduced to them. Weakened and injured from the weapons of the cult, he had been the one to spread word to the Feathered Peaks. The other rebel Legendaries had spread out to pass the word onto the other tribes of the Fjorya.

Ezekiel found himself also doing a decent amount of research, as he hadn’t been able to properly consolidate his thoughts and theories regarding the ‘Understandings’ needed to break through to the Legendary Tier. Something he now had ample time to do, and which the Legendary birds were fully supportive of. As it turned out that each of them had something to learn from Ezekiel.

Slightly less so for Feynari and Callrond, as light and shadow weren’t his forte, but Morty and Spina were able to learn a few things from him regarding their elements. Heat control in particular was something that they took a great amount of joy in acquiring.

The new spells that they developed were of great help in providing new Artifacts to use against the cult. Being able to hide in the snow, and not be found because a Flame user sensed a warm spot in the snow, was a game changer.

But as the time passed, Ezekiel had begun to grow restless, so the moment that the Ancient Glacier Water had been cleared for use, he had jumped at the chance to finally use it to try and fix his Spirit Pathways.

“Do not forget, this is a theory of mine, regarding what records we have of the Ancient Glacial Spirit’s words on this Relic. Do not destroy yourself if it turns out that it isn’t going to work.” Invera had advised before Ezekiel stepped into the pool.

While she was extremely confident that this would work, to the point of almost being certain of it, she also knew that there was a significant risk. Breaking and repairing the pathways that laid in one’s soul wasn’t what the pool was meant for, after all.

Ezekiel had understood what Invera was saying and had taken her warning to heart. That didn’t stop him from entering the pool with Shine in his hand. An instinctive knowledge that the Void Spirit would be needed for success.

The last thing Ezekiel had seen as he stepped into the pool was the worried, yet hopeful faces of his family and Riley. The latter of which he locked eyes with until he was fully submerged.

An instant later, he felt the water seemingly flow through his body entirely. Then, as if his soul had left his body floating in the pool, he saw the back of his head and body, before spiraling downward.

Past the depths of the pool, and into a familiar ocean of stars. One he hadn’t seen, since before his soul was broken.

----------



Ezekiel paused for a moment. Taking in the comfortable feeling of staring into the starry abyss. It was a sight that he had missed more than he’d realized. One that had welcomed him to this world and had been there for many of the Steps he had taken in his progress towards the higher Tiers of magic.

It was here that Ezekiel saw it. A copy of his soul now lay before him. One that was whole, yet smaller than his current self. Intricate lines ran up, down, and through the spirit before him.

Lines that he knew were the proper paths that he needed to repair.

Feeling something like a hand on his shoulder, Ezekiel turned, and saw Shine’s soul floating there with him. The two exchanged a nod and got to work.

As the first path Ezekiel had forged was broken, an indescribable pain filled him. But he grits his teeth and suffers through it. Moving onto the next. And the next. And the next.

Slowly, Ezekiel and Shine’s entire world was filled with the same task, repeated, over, and over, and over again. Not once did they stop. Not until they were done.

----------



Riley had arrived back at the Feathered Peaks within a few hours of finishing her mission and reporting back to Talon in the underground cavern.

It had taken her as long as it did simply because the process of making sure they weren’t tracked was a tedious one. With her having to go through at least two more checkpoints before finally being able to enter the actual territory of the Feathered Peaks.

It had been something of a shock to discover that the only way to enter the Feathered Peaks was to have one of the badges that had been given to herself and Ezekiel.

Invera had explained to them that, similar to the Spirit Haven, the Feathered Peaks had a boundary around it that made it seem like just another mountain. As opposed to the sprawling, nascent city, villages that were built into the mountain itself. With several open area villages with structures built separately.

Welt had gone on to explain the different tasks that Ezekiel had never really learned when he had last been there. The list was quite extensive, and each member of their group had partaken in at least a handful of tasks.

Before she had been brought into the fold of Hunters fighting against the cult, she had found herself enjoying her time working in the forges and aiding the Feathered Peak tribe with her Flames.

She had usually found herself reluctant to go and fight the cult, knowing that she would be leaving Ezekiel and his sisters behind to work in the Tribe. Evelyn had accompanied her a few times but had been given her own missions after a few weeks.

It wasn’t until Ezekiel had entered the Ancient Glacial Water pool that she had found herself gleefully throwing herself into battle. Waiting around for Ezekiel to wake up had been something she found draining and depressing. Both were things that she knew Ezekiel wouldn’t have wanted for her.

So, she had spent her time wisely, and couldn’t wait to tell Ezekiel all about the ways she had taken out her aggression against the cult.

A croaking roar echoed from Riley's chest, where Celia was still resting and keeping covered from the cold air. Riley frowned at what Celia had told her and spread her own senses outwards.

Picking up the pace, she moved as fast as she could through the village she had just entered.

The Flame Hunter pair had sensed one of the many annoyances that had been provoking them since not long after their arrival.

“Annoying pests...” Riley couldn't help but mutter as she made her way to the top of the mountain. Just below the cliffs that led to the true peaks.

Celia mumbled in agreement, mentally going over all the things that she and Riley could do to the Feathered Peaks tribesmen that thought of themselves as her suitors.

It had been the biggest frustration Riley had been forced to deal with since coming here. One that her power had allowed her to mostly shrug off but was still something she hated having to deal with.

Being a Flame Hunter in a region that mostly had Glacial and Tempest Mages meant that she was a greatly sought after woman. Especially if her children inherited her element.

Having a bloodline of Flame Mages in a mountainous tribe that was mostly covered in snow throughout the year was something that many of the different families in the Feathered Peaks tribe had desired. Even more so since it would be a new bloodline. One that hadn’t been spread thin like the remnants that were sprinkled throughout the tribe.

Of course, the fact that she was in a relationship with Ezekiel hadn’t mattered to them. Since he was just a worthless Void Mage in their eyes. Even though he was more powerful than every one of them. While he was crippled at that.

“Just wait until Ezekiel’s awake and healed. Then you’ll all get what’s coming to you.” Riley smiled at the thought of Ezekiel’s eventual payback. He had been forced to hold himself back due to politics, since they were guests. But once he healed, he’d be able to strike back without anyone knowing it was him.

The advantages of having a magic element that couldn’t be tracked by conventional means.

Riley’s happy thoughts were dispersed, however, as she reached the central area of the Feathered Peaks. Where she saw that there was a large gathering of Hunters.

A sinking feeling settled into her stomach. Something must’ve happened. Something bad, and recent, if the hastily assembled Hunters, including Evelyn, was anything to go by.

Turning toward her, Evelyn waved her over, where she waited alongside the older Obscure Hunter.

“You seem like you’re in more of a rush than I would’ve expected.” Evelyn idly spoke as she raised an eyebrow in question. “Are you that excited to get back to my son?”

Riley nodded.

“That, and I needed to avoid some more unwanted suitors. The damn vultures won’t leave me alone.” Riley’s words were met with more than a few frowns from the tribesmen in the group, but a couple of the women just chuckled. “What’s going on? Usually, we meet like this with more warning, as well as inside one of the larger gathering centers. This seems to be a sudden and unexpected event.”

Frowns settled on all the faces of the Hunters that heard her. An uneasiness seemed to settle over the group as they thought over the news that had been spreading.

Even Evelyn, who was the strongest Hunter there, looked worried about whatever this was about.

“... It seems like one of the primary paths to the peak was discovered before it could be properly cut off. The cult managed to get a Guild Hunter’s Spirit into the boundary. One of the outlying villages on the other side of the peak was devastated before the Spirit could be taken out.” Evelyn explained.

Riley winced at the thought. The only Spirits strong enough to do something like that were Legendary ones. Meaning that the Guild that the Spirit was from would be declaring war against them soon.

The Guardians of the Feathered Peaks wouldn’t have let a Spirit like that live for long after taking the lives of the people they protected, after all.

“Worse yet, a hole was made in the boundary. A small one, but it’s possible that the cult and Guilds they’ve hired will be able to track the location of the tribe sooner, rather than later.”

Memories of what had happened at the Spirit Haven all those months ago flashed through Riley’s mind. The sheer level of the conflict that had occurred was enough to haunt her and the twins’ memories.

For Ezekiel and Evelyn, they had both been through just as bad, if not worse, events several times in the past. The anger they felt at losing Warren after their seeming success was also a hard pill to swallow for them.

Riley could still vividly remember what Ezekiel had told her after he had finally allowed himself to break down. The tears from his loss had faded away, and a burning hatred had filled him. Only to be smothered and held back with an iron will.

“I can’t afford to feel sorry for myself anymore. I’ve already lost a bunch of people I cared about. But I managed to push forward and focus on getting stronger.” Ezekiel had said to her when she had asked if he was alright. “From this point on, I can’t afford to let myself be sad. It’s too distracting. Now, I’m angry, and I’m going to keep being angry, until I can vent this anger on the enemies that have wronged me. From this point forward, I’m pulling out all the stops I had before.”

Riley hadn’t liked the look in Ezekiel’s eyes. But it was a fleeting concern, because he had seemingly fallen back into his usual habits of pushing himself forward. This time in the theoretical fields, since he couldn’t train his magic until he recovered.

Speaking of which. “How is Ezekiel’s condition? Will we be heading out to fight before he wakes up?”

Some of the Hunters were displeased with Riley’s priorities, but there was little they could do about it. None of the tribe’s Legendary Hunters were here, and the two women were supported by the tribe’s Guardians.

“Unfortunately, that seems likely to be the case. But things will, hopefully, be dealt with soon.” Evelyn gestured to the sky. Invera and the Legendary birds were flying overhead. “The rebels we’ve been working with are operating with the Guardian birds to redirect the cult’s attention. We just need to pick off a few of the stragglers in a couple of different areas to draw attention away from the peaks.”

Growing at the thought of having to leave before Ezekiel awoke, Riley trampled down her frustration. Her happy reunion with her man would just have to wait for a little while longer.

“Will we be enough? They greatly outnumber us.” Unspoken was Riley’s reference to the number of Legendaries they had available. Currently, she and Evelyn were the only Legendaries gathered for this mission.

Just then, two figures walked out of one of the nearby buildings. The home of Elder Rosen.

It was Rena and Narrik, Elder Rosen’s children. Beside them both were their Spirits.

Much to Riley’s shock, they were all Legendaries. A development that must’ve happened during her time away this past month.

“Never mind,” she muttered under her breath. Much to Evelyn’s amusement.

Stepping forward, Riley readied herself for the inevitable planning session for their next steps in fending off the cult’s forces.

Giving one last glance toward the place she knew the Ancient Glacier Pool resided, Riley hoped that this would be over soon.

----------



Meanwhile, deep within the chambers of the Ancient Glacial Pool. A figure floated, suspended within the pure blue waters imbued with the ‘Will’ of the Ancient Glacier.

For nearly a month, Ezekiel had laid motionless. The mana within the waters kept him alive without sustenance or air. But just now, something had changed.

A finger twitched, and the color of the water began to grow clear.
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                Ezekiel had been floating in a sea of stars for a length of time he couldn’t measure. He had suffered for what felt like forever as he broke the artificial connections that had been forged to reconnect his Spirit Paths. 

The breaking of those paths had nearly broken him. But he knew it had to be done, else he would be unable to reforge his soul properly. 

All but one had been broken, the connection that held his bond to Shine was the only thing that had remained.

When his soul was broken down, he ended up not doing anything as he tried to recover. The sensation of not feeling pain was now unfamiliar to him. Simply feeling nothing was so relaxing, so pleasing, that he lost track of how long he just floated there.

‘Ezekiel... Are you alright?’ Shine’s voice was gentle and quiet. There was a nervous waver as they cautiously kept in contact with Ezekiel’s soul.

Shine had been instrumental in forging the new pathways that were actually in line with the natural pathways that Ezekiel had long since lost. Given their outside perspective, Shine was able to trace these Spirit Paths far more easily than Ezekiel.

It was something like tattooing yourself. You could get some areas just fine, but reaching others was nearly impossible without help.

The hardest part was when Ezekiel broke his connection to Shine once more. Only to reforge it from a different section of his Spirit Paths. One that he hadn’t realized was much easier to connect to than his prior attempt.

‘I’m okay, Shine. Thanks for asking.’ Ezekiel fully opened himself to his Spirit partner. Showing the truth of the matter. He was actually better than before, and his mana flowed far more easily than it ever had. Nearly at the edge of Tier four.

There were only a few more connections that were needed to cross that boundary once more.

Idly waving his hand, Ezekiel felt the flow of his mana increase momentarily. The feeling was much like walking through a misty fog. A cool sensation that clung to his skin. But not uncomfortably.

If anything, it was a soothing sensation, like a cool drink on a hot day.

From what Ezekiel could tell, once he reforged the last couple of connections, he would also be ready to reach the next few Steps with ease. So long as he took the time to absorb the mana, or Shine took the chance to pass over all the mana they had in order to force him to rise to the next Step.

‘Should we keep going? Whatever that is, it feels... big. Too big for us to handle...’ Shine gestured to the edge of Ezekiel’s soul. Where there were pieces of his Spirit Paths floating just beyond reach.

Alongside a vast and unexplored network of Spiritual Pathways that were already connected to the last couple of pieces.

A network that wasn’t recorded in the memory of his soul that was contained within the Ancient Glacial Pool. Something that was beyond their understanding and expectations.

Ezekiel had his theories regarding what this vast and expansive network was. But he didn’t have any proof to be certain. Regardless of how confident he was in his idea.

“For all we know, my theory is right, and that network is merely the growth my soul has undergone due to the life and death struggles we’ve faced since my paths broke.” Ezekiel placed a hand on Shine’s head, calming the Spirit down significantly.

“What if you’re wrong?”

“... I’m not... I can’t be. Not at this point.”

Stepping forward, Ezekiel and Shine reached out with their mana. Shine directed it while Ezekiel shaped it. The mana reached between the broken pieces of his spirit paths, shifting to match the shape recorded in the memory of the pool.

Weeks of work and searing pain had all led to this, and there was a risk that everything was about to go wrong. If he failed at this point, then everything up until now would’ve been for nothing.

It took a few seconds for the new paths to settle into place and solidify, but once they did, Ezekiel felt a ‘click’ in his soul.

Followed immediately by a weightless sensation overcoming his body. Mana that hadn’t been under his control flooded his Spirit Paths. More mana than he remembered ever having before.

So much mana that it flooded through him, and into Shine. An unexplainable change occurring in the Void Spirit’s soul. One that was, apparently, painless in nature.

The next thing Ezekiel saw was an opalescent light that filled everything.

----------



Outside the Feathered Peaks, beyond the boundary that was keeping the cult and its allies unaware of its true location, Riley was fighting alongside Narrik and a team of Adept Hunters.

It turned out that the conflict the tribe had been through the past few months, and even prior, had been enough for Narrik and his sister to push their souls to reach the next Tier. That, alongside the teachings of Talon, Morty, and Ezekiel’s notes, was enough to push both of Elder Rosen’s children to the Legendary Tier.

Currently, the two were separated as they led a squad to pincer a group composed of both cult and Guild Hunters. It was one of the straggler groups that had been left behind in the blizzard summoned by the combined forces of the Fjorya’s Legendary Glacial Spirits.

All the Glacial Spirits in the area had sworn their allegiance to Invera.

The same as all the other Spirits within the region of the Feathered Peaks, regardless of their element. This had been a game changing event that had turned the conflict toward the Fjorya’s favor for quite some time.

A small commotion grabbed Riley’s attention. It seemed like the cult had noticed Narrik’s position not far from them. Just as they had planned earlier.

Hidden in a snowdrift, Riley tapped her bracelet three times in succession. This sent a signal to all the other bracelets in her squad. Each one also hidden beneath their own snowdrifts.

‘Thank the Ancients for Ezekiel’s magic.’ Riley thought as she spared a glance at the Artifact on her wrist. ‘Otherwise, the lack of communication on our side would let us get destroyed by the cult.’

More than once, a sudden warning had alerted the tribe’s forces of cult activity. Granting them the advantage of changing their plans thanks to their greater knowledge of the territory.

The call of a massive bear rolled through the area. Causing the Legendary Guild Hunter hired by the cult to cover his ears. A series of razor-sharp icicles speared toward her. Only to be deflected as constructs of wood deflected them.

Battle immediately broke out between the two forces of Narrik’s squad and the combined cult and Guild Hunters. Thirty seconds passed after the first roar was released. Ten for each tap Riley had sent via her bracelet.

Rather than take to the skies, Narrik and the Guild Leader remained on the ground, where they both retained an advantage due to the presence of their elements.

The trees nearest the Guild Leader bent and whipped their branches toward Narrik. Only for snow and ice to rise and buffet the attacks in return. A stalemate was held for the duration of Riley’s countdown.

But it was clear the Narrik was flagging. His lower Step limited the extent of his abilities. Ensuring he had to be more careful.

All the while, Riley prepared her own spell as Narrik, and the Guild Leader, moved closer to her position.

Just as the final second of her countdown passed, Narrik closed an icy bear trap on the Life Hunter. An attack that was blocked as she leapt into the air to escape.

Only for Riley to burst out of the snow, fully clad in her Spirit armor, and release her spell. A Lance of clear fire made from a full step of Tier four mana pierced through the Guild Leaders chest. Her armor and flesh melted and charred from the heat.

Panting from the excretion needed to form and release such a spell, Riley nearly took a knee, but was able to keep herself upright as her squad dashed from cover.

The battle immediately turned to favor the Feathered Peaks Hunters. With the two Legendary Hunters aiding them, it was a simple matter to wipe out the Mages that opposed them. It was barely a few minutes later that the clearing was silent once more.

“It seems like this group was mostly just a scouting team.” Narrik carelessly flipped over the body of one of the Hunters from the cult. The apparent Glacial Mage had several icicles sticking out of his chest. Beside him was a Life Mage that had lacerations from daggers controlled by a Tempest Mage.

Narrik sneered at both of them. But didn’t go as far as to spit on the dead. Unlike the cult.

For a moment, Riley nearly agreed with Narrik’s observation. But a second look at two of the bodies that were laid out near the center made her pause.

Rushing over, she checked the pockets of the two bodies. Thinking back, she hadn’t seen these two actually take part in the attack. Mostly holding back and fighting with their weapons.

A set of scimitars that were matched between the two of them. Much nicer than the other pieces of equipment that the Guild and cult forces had.

But it was the miniature Com-Slates that they both held that made Riley curse.

“What is it?” Narrik called out. “Something interesting?”

Riley let out a frustrated sigh. “These two were likely Radiant Mages. Worse yet, they have Com-Slates. So, it won't be long before another force, one with more Legendaries, arrives here to take us out. We need to retreat to the fallback point now.”

Narrik’s face turned grim. He knew that, if the cult had just lost two of its Radiant Mages, then Riley’s words were true.

Giving out orders, the group swiftly fled the area before the cult could send in reinforcements. But it didn’t matter. The cult knew they were operating in this area. There had been no time to relocate the bodies to throw off the trackers.

Mentally sighing at the unfortunate situation, Riley just wanted to return to the Feathered Peaks.

This had been the third mission in the four days since she had initially returned to the peaks to check on Ezekiel. Mostly they had just been hitting patrols and scouts.

The cult was moving closer, however, and the tribe didn’t have the numbers to spread their forces any thinner. Especially since the Tarquessa Guilds that were allied with the cult had been making progress.

The conflict had greatly aided Rena and Narrik in reaching Tier four. Something that wasn’t unique to their side.

Sensing her partner’s frustration, Celia sent feelings of comfort and reassurance toward Riley.

Smiling despite her worries and desire to return to the Feathered Peaks, Riley continued to lead her team towards one of the nearby safehouses before meeting up with one of the relief teams.

Led into the underground tunnels once more, Riley and the rest found themselves resting up in preparation for their next mission.

All the while unaware of the events occurring elsewhere in the Fjorya.

----------



Further to the south, within a heavily fortified building surrounded by countless defensive formations, a Peak Legendary Radiant Hunter slammed his hands onto a large, reinforced stone table.

It immediately cracked in half as he let out a scream of rage.

“How are we losing!?” He screamed.

All around the massive broken table were additional peak Legendary Hunters. Each one had their Spirit resting either beside or behind them. All the elements were represented right now. Except for the Obscure, Death, and Void.

Several symbols that were not representative of the Cult of Light were also present. These were the Guilds that were fully allied with the cult. Their forces had been more or less subsumed into the cult during the civil war. So, it was impossible for them to not have participated in the conflict within the Fjorya.

Though the frowns filled with disapproval seemed to indicate that not all the Legendaries present approved of the actions that were being taken.

One in particular was nearly shaking with rage.

“Are your so-called Guild Leaders so weak that they can’t even kill a handful of tribal barbarians!?” The Radiant Hunter roared at his peers. “We managed to take out an entire Spirit Haven, dispersing the gathered Spirits and nearly wiping out all opposition in the central regions, and you lot can’t even take out a couple of worthless animals!”

The Guild Leader who was shaking from rage had had enough.

“You dare proclaim that our forces are weak, when you and your cult had to rely on a weapon you can’t even use anymore!?” The red clad Hunter called out. “Besides, we know full well that, given the Anathema still lives, your forces lost at the battle of the Spirit Haven, even if you did wipe out most of the Legendary Spirits that were there. You even let a Mythic Spirit be born to oppose us!”

That was the worst part of it. Things had been relatively easy when the Fjorya lacked a true force to fight against them. The tribes and Wild Spirits were too divided to form a true threat.

Now, the only thing keeping the cult from being wiped out was the fact that the Fjorya’s new Mythic was spread too thin, fighting the cult and Guild forces across the whole of the mountain range.

Furious at being called out, the Radiant Hunter donned his Spirit Armor, just as the Flame Hunter did the same. A gold and red flash of light filled the room as constructs took form.

The building shook as the two peak Legendaries released their pressure on the room.

It was only the defensive formations, and the combined might of the other five peak Legendaries that held the Radiant and Flame Hunters from coming to blows.

“That. Is. Enough!” a new pressure weighed down on the Legendary Hunters.

The door to the meeting room opened. A new Hunter garbed in a mix of red and gold entered.

Seeing who had come to their base, the members of the cult that stood at the table fell to their knees in reverence. While the Guild Leaders stood at attention and saluted.

A frown crossed Amelia’s face as she saw that the Guild Leaders weren’t bowing, but she didn’t say anything as she knew that forcing their hand wouldn’t be helpful at the moment.

But she did walk up to the Flame Hunter and slapped him across the face.

The man’s Spirit Armor instantly disappeared, and he was thrown across the room into a wall.

She followed up by kicking the Radiant Hunter in the stomach and sending him flying toward a different wall. He too lost control of his Spirit Armor.

“You are all quite lucky that I can’t stay here for long. Else the rebels might start pushing back into Rime of Chime.” The Red Light of Radiance said in an even toned voice. No emotion could be sensed by any of the Legendaries in the room. But the pressure she released had not let up.

“As it is, I have some items for you that should help with overcoming your recent failures.” Holding up a hand and snapping her fingers, a crate was brought in by one of the Hunters that had been following Amelia. “You have all been informed of these items. The ones who use them will die, of course, but that is the cost of your inability to do your jobs. So, pick who will use these items wisely.”

Opening the crate, the assembled Legendaries' faces’ all paled at the items inside the crate.

Multicolored metal orbs were held within. Each one was a volatile explosive that would be enough to break through the defensive formations covering this base.

“As you know, these weapons are experimental, and nearly three times more costly than the cannons we are now forbidden to use. They are the last of the weapons we’ve managed to develop with the knowledge from the Church of Tens’ cathedrals.” Amelia’s face twisted in disgust at the thought of the Church. “With that in mind, know that, if you fail, your Guild will no longer be able to operate in Tarquessa. But neither will you be permitted to join the rebels in the Fjorya. Your contracts demand such.”

Each of the Legendary Hunters that wasn’t directly a part of the cult flinched at the harsh reminder. But they had no one to blame but themselves. Their

“We understand, Lady Amelia. Those bastard tribesmen will be removed, and we will have the freedom to move into the Fjorya at our own pace.” The Radiant Hunter said with a voice filled with reverence.

Amelia simply smiled and nodded in approval at the man’s devotion.

“That will be all. I expect results soon.” Turning from the room, she left. “In particular, I expect the head of the Anathema, or that damned bird.”

All the Legendary Hunters that remained turned pale, and each one ran through the names of those they felt they could sacrifice. While also being the ones that were most likely to not mess up and lose even more ground to the rebels and tribesmen.

----------



Back at the foot of the Feathered Peaks, Riley had just met up with Evelyn and her group of Hunters and Mages. Apparently, both of their groups had run-ins with cultists who had Com-Slates and had been forced to retreat from where they had begun pulling cultists away from the mountain.

“What’s the next plan? The Cult still doesn’t know the exact whereabouts of the Feathered Peaks. Just the general region. So, we should still be able to divert them, shouldn’t we?” Riley asked while a meeting took place in the base that they had fallen back to.

“Not in this situation,” Evelyn replied. “With Invera and the Guardian birds having to direct the cult on the other side of the mountain, the forces we’ve been dealing with have begun shoring up support from more of the Guilds in the southern parts of the Fjorya.”

“Worse yet, Invera won’t be able to stay for too long. She’s been asked to support the tribes in the more central areas of the Fjorya.” Rena interjected before another question could be raised. “This means that we’ll be on our own soon. Which I think the cult already knows. Or is at least preparing for.”

The fact that Invera would be leaving the mountain, and its territory, was a blow to their morale. But so long as they didn’t suffer a devastating defeat anytime soon, they would be able to draw out the conflict until the Mythical bird could return.

Unless the cult had another hidden card up their sleeve. But Riley couldn’t bear thinking about such a thing at the moment. The cannons the cult had deployed were bad enough. As was the monster they had made from Norton Kindled.

Riley genuinely prayed that she would never have to face such a thing again. Not unless she became a Legendary Being herself.

“Do we at least know how much longer we’ll be able to hold out for? Or even what the cult’s current intentions are?” Narrik exclaimed in frustration.

He had finally reached Tier four, and it was obvious to Riley that he had been hoping to enter the battle and defend his home. Winning glory for himself and his family.

The fact that he had been forced to retreat after his first great victory was clearly wearing on his nerves. Though his sister wasn’t much better. Fidgeting and grasping at her weapon in anger at the cult that had invaded their mountains. She simply hid it better.

“Well... thanks to Riley’s efforts, we do have the locations of their primary forward bases.” Evelyn said before pulling another map from her Void Pouch. “If we can take out at least these three, then we’ll be able to reposition most of the Hunters and Mages in our group to the other mountains in the area. As they’ll need to pull back to their other bases further south.”

The three bases in question were circled in red ink, indicating their priority as targets. But while they were the main focus of the map, it was clear as to why they hadn’t been attacked yet.

The symbols used by the cult to denote these bases indicated heavy fortifications. In particular, heavy patrols, a larger number of fighters, and a higher likelihood of being caught and taken down before the bases could be destroyed.

“Is there any chance that your stealth would allow you to slip past the defenses and sensory arrays around these bases?” Rena asked as she narrowed her eyes in thought.

Her hopes were dashed when Evelyn shook her head. “A year ago, maybe, but if the cult’s been in talks with the Kindled family for as long as we suspect them to, then it’s likely that they've at least managed to acquire some of Kindled family’s sensory arrays. Even their most basic ones would be able to sense the shadows of an Obscurity Mage, or Spirit.”

That had been another blow to the Luminance family’s spirit. It was clear that the cult and the Kindled family had formed a lasting relationship at this point. Even if it had only become apparent in the last few months.

“Damn. Then that means that we’ll have to brute force it.” Narrik grumbled, much to the other’s disappointed sighs. “What? How else are we going to take those bases out?”

“We won’t be,” Evelyn declared. “The proximity of the bases means that their Legendary overseers would be able to support any other base before we could finish one of them off. Meaning we’d be outnumbered before, we managed to break through the defenses of the base. Unless we can get past those defensive arrays, we won’t be able to make this into a fight. Not right there, at least.”

“... Would it be possible to draw them out? Strike them on another patrol route and whittle their numbers down until we can force them into a desperate ambush or assault that we can counter?” Narrik was grasping at straws now. Desperate to try yet another plan to take down the cult.

The despondent faces around him just made him angrier. Frost began to spread from his fingers as he allowed his emotions to effect his mana.

“Then what are we to do?”

For a moment, no one answered him. The unfortunate truth was that they were at somewhat of a stalemate with the cult. Something that held true all across the mountain, in all of the tribes that called the various peaks home.

Just then, however, a commotion started up outside. One of the Hunters that had been standing out front barged into the room with news.

“Leaders! There’s someone outside! It’s a Legendary Hunter, but we don’t know whose faction he belongs to, but he’s not attacking!”

The four Legendary Hunters all rose from their seated positions, donning their Spirit armor in an instant. A panicked look crossed all their faces.

For a Legendary Hunter to have gotten to their camp, hidden as it was, meant that they had been led here. Worse yet, they had to have incredible stealth-based abilities, since none of them had sense this Legendary Hunters arrival.

Rushing outside, Riley found herself stopping just as she exited the building, floating in the air where she had flown through a window.

There, standing before her, was the most familiar figure she had never seen before.

----------



Merely a couple of hours ago, just outside the Ancient Glacial Pool at the Feathered Peaks, Ellen and Wendy were sitting with Tina and Kare. Both were fretting over the fact that their mother had gone off to fight once more.

In the months that they had been living in the Feathered Peaks, both the young Mages and their Spirits had broken through to Tier two. Having been relatively close to that level already, and now having the aid of a Spirit to expedite their growth, and vice versa.

“Do you think that things will be alright?” Wendy quietly asked.

Ellen just scoffed before she replied. “Please, as if there’s anything that can take mom down in a fight. If anything, the cult will be running away in fear sooner, rather than later, now that she’s joined in.”

She tried to sound brave and confident for her sister. Both of the twins had begun to develop to the extremes of their personalities since coming to the Feathered Peaks.

Wendy had started to become quieter and more withdrawn. Unseen and unheard as she started delving more and more into the shadows.

While Ellen had begun growing louder and more certain of her actions. Shining brighter and brighter as she made her presence known to all those around her.

Yet, no matter how far they subconsciously delved, their family was there to bring them back.

Most of them, at least.

Knowing that her sister was just amping up the bravado, Wendy was about to ask her to answer her for real, when a flash of opalescent light filled her vision.

“Ezekiel!” The twins yelled as soon as they could see once more. They ran toward the room where the Ancient Glacial Pool was located.

Before they could get far, however, an elderly figure stepped in front of them.

It was Welt, the kind old man that had graciously provided rooms for the Luminance family in his newly expanded home.

“Hold on girls. Something unexpected has happened.” Welt’s face was grim, and he held up a hand to keep the twins behind him.

A moment later, Rosen and a few of the other elders appeared. All with the same serious expressions on their faces as they looked toward the room that Ezekiel had been in for the last month.

Being Adepts or Legendaries, they could all sense what the twins could not.

The power of the person behind those doors was far more powerful than a first Step Legendary Mage or Spirit. Even more so than a first Step Legendary Hunter.

This power was closer to the mana of a third Step Legendary Hunter donning their armor, at the least.

One whose presence was shifting back and forth between something they could feel, and something they could not.

No words were spoken, however, as the doors to the pool opened slowly.

A figure wearing white opalescent Spirit Armor gracefully walked out of the room.

There were no distinguishable motifs on his armor besides that of a broadsword pointed downward on his chest plate.

Behind him was a cloak that looked like the night sky. Black but filled with countless stars. It seemed to fade in and out of existence every second.

“... Hello...” Ezekiel’s voice seemed different. There was an undertone of another voice that the twins had only heard a few times in the past.

“Big bro...?” Surprisingly enough, it was Wendy that spoke up first.

Stepping forward slowly, showing no signs of aggression toward the clearly disturbed elders, Ezekiel stood in front of his sisters. His helmet faded into motes of white light as his smiling face greeted them both.

“Hi girls. It’s good to see you both again.” Without his helmet, Ezekiel’s voice no longer had the additional undertone. But it still seemed different. More confidence. More solid.

“Where’s mom and Riley?” Ezekiel asked. He frowned when his sister’s looked away.

“Ahem... Perhaps, we can speak of that elsewhere.” Welt gestured to another room not far away.

Dispelling his Spirit Armor, Ezekiel and Shine moved forward. The Void Spirit drawing looks from everyone as they now took on a form that was exceptionally different from their old one.

No longer was Shine apparently bound to a singular immobile body. Instead, they took on an ethereal form that floated alongside Ezekiel. A small trail of misty light formed a tail that tied them to the sword at Ezekiel’s waist.

Their form was humanoid, but genderless, and had no distinct facial features besides a mouth, nose, and eye sockets.

Many of the elders stared for a moment before moving to catch up. The twins looked on in awe and wonder at the new Spirit they had never seen before. To their knowledge, no Spirit had ever taken on a humanoid form like this since the Ancients themselves.

Once they were settled, Ezekiel was given a quick rundown of the situation. A grim frown covered his face as he thought about what he needed to do. He seemingly came to a conclusion after Welt told him where his mother and Riley were currently located.

“I’m going.” He simply declared to the rest of the room.

The elders looked concerned but realized that they couldn’t do anything to stop him. Nor were any of them particularly invested in him personally. Welt was, and he made his displeasure known. However, nothing was stopping Ezekiel. Not even his sisters.

“You both be safe now. Listen to Elder Welt, and make sure you keep on training with Tina and Kare. I’ll make sure that mom and Riley come home soon. Okay?”

After his talk with the elders, Ezekiel had gathered some supplies, and was now at the outskirts of the boundary to the Feathered Peaks. He was giving his sisters one last hug before leaving.

A part of him wanted to stay. But he knew that going to fight was the best chance of making sure that his mother and Riley made it back alive and well.

His sisters didn’t say anything. Just nodding their heads.

Even though they were as old as some of the younger Hunters in the different Guilds, their relatively protected upbringing meant that they had only really gotten to experience the real world in the past year or so. Worse yet, it was a world that had people out for their blood.

Giving the twins one last goodbye, Ezekiel donned his Spirit Armor, feeling Shine settle into his soul and merge their mana together.

Taking to the skies using the natural flight granted to all Legendary Spirits and Hunters, Ezekiel set forth to dive into battle once more.

----------



The trip had been a quick one. Taking only an hour or so to find the checkpoints necessary to gain access to the hidden safehouse where Riley and the other’s forces had retreated to.

Making his way into the area, Ezekiel decided that he wanted to show off a little. Imagining the looks on his mother and Riley’s faces when he entered, fully donned in his Spirit Armor.

In the back of his mind, Ezekiel felt Shine agree with his plan.

Thus, having gained access to the safehouse with his badge of friendship that marked him as an ally of the Feathered Peaks, Ezekiel strode forward, much to the shock and panic of those within the safehouse.

It took only a couple of minutes before four Legendary figures, each clad in Spirit Armor, exited the building in their own ways.

Behind his mask, Ezekiel raised an eyebrow at the two additional Legendaries, but he had been informed beforehand that Narrik and Rena had broken through and were taking part in leading the attacks against the cult. So, his surprise was short-lived.

Instead, he focused on the red clad figure that floated in the air above him. The one that had frozen in place alongside his mother’s black armored form.

There was a beat of silence as no one seemed willing to make the first move.

“Ezekiel?” Riley’s voice quietly called out to him.

Smiling beneath his helmet once more, Ezekiel dispelled his armor entirely, and walked forward.

Seeing her son, Evelyn also dispelled her armor, a second before Riley, who rushed forward, throwing herself at Ezekiel and wrapping her arms around him.

Seeing that Ezekiel was no threat to the Feathered Peak’s forces, and finally recognizing him for who he was, Narrik and Rena called off their fellow Hunters and Mages.

But Ezekiel ignored this as he pulled his mother into a hug alongside Riley. Simply happy to be reunited with his family after their recent time apart.

This time, with him finally whole once more.
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                After the initial panic, followed by confused calm, there was finally a flurry of preparation and planning as the Legendaries of the Feathered Peaks discussed just how they were going to strike the cult’s bases. Since, with Ezekiel there, they now had a Legendary Hunter that could get past their defenses.

Given that he could now don his Spirit Armor, Ezekiel was also in a much more powerful position when it came to combat with other Legendaries. The fact that he had somehow jumped three whole Steps during his recovery meant that he would have an even greater advantage.

So long as the number of combatants wasn’t a horribly uneven mismatch.

As Ezekiel looked over the maps where the closest cult bases were, he couldn’t help but smile at the thought of fighting the cult.

He had been forced to swallow his anger at the situation and watch as his lover and mother had both headed out to fight while he remained behind. Once upon a time, he wouldn’t have had as many issues with such a thing. He wouldn’t have liked it, but he would’ve been able to accept it.

Having been at the cusp of Legendary for so long, and having actually reached it, only to fall back to Tier three, had worn on him this last year. To the point where he had been starting to despise his position in the back line. Merely supporting others with inventions and Artifacts. All while the one their enemies wanted more than anything was him, first and foremost.

“Ezekiel?” Riley’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s thoughts and brought him back to the present. Images of him finally getting even with the Cult of Light faded from his mind.

“Are you alright?” Riley held her hand out and placed it on Ezekiel’s shoulder. “You’ve been looking...”

Riley trailed off, as if uncertain about what she wanted to say. But Ezekiel thought he knew what she meant.

“I look like I’m excited, don’t I?” The room was empty at this point. A decision had been made regarding where they would attack. So, it was just a matter of waiting for the day to end before they set out in the morning. Last-minute preparations were being made, and everything would be ready soon.

“It’s kind of scary, if I’m being honest.” Riley was quiet as she described Ezekiel’s face.

A strange new part of Ezekiel wanted to lash out at Riley.

Was it wrong that he was finally able to take his revenge?

After years of being hunted and forced to flee his home because of the Cult of Light’s decree, why wouldn’t he be happy to finally take a swing at them. One where he wasn’t fearing for his life at every second due to his weakness.

As far as Ezekiel was concerned, his excitement was fully warranted. It was deserved, even. Just as much as the soon to be deaths of the cultists in his sight.

Ezekiel bit the inside of his cheek. It would do no good to get angry at Riley, or his mother. Though the constant worry they had for him was starting to get bothersome. He wasn’t the weakling cripple that needed their protection anymore.

He wasn’t the weakling he was when his father was taken away.

“Ezekiel!” Riley was much louder this time, and Ezekiel more visibly snapped out of his musings.

“Sorry! I’m... focused on what we’ll be doing tomorrow. Making the cult pay for everything they’ve done is something I’ve wanted for years now.” Ezekiel couldn’t keep the rage and pain out of his voice as it nearly cracked from how emotional he was getting. “I need to make them pay. Before, it was personal since they were targeting me specifically. But now, they’ve taken things too far with how they’ve attacked the people I care about.”

At his side, Ezekiel felt Shine vibrate at the verbal mention of the cult’s more recent crimes.

“I... truly can’t wait to finally fight them. To make them pay for everything.”

Riley looked worried, but Ezekiel didn’t let the guilt that began gnawing on him distract him. He had finally gained the power to reach his goal. Nothing could be allowed to distract him. Not anymore.

Taking one last look at the map, Ezekiel let out a deep and rumbling sigh. He needed to sleep. Tomorrow was going to require a great deal of his focus.

“Let’s just go. I think we’re done here now.” Ezekiel moved to leave the room but noticed that Riley wasn’t following him. “Are you coming?”

“Oh!... Yeah... I’m coming...” Riley moved to catch up but took the time to roll up the maps and store them inside her Void Pouch.

Reaching the door where Ezekiel was waiting with a stone-faced expression, Riley linked her arm around his, and the two headed off.

‘I think she’s worried about you.’ Shine’s voice flowed through Ezekiel’s mind. ‘I think I am too, but I also think the cult needs to pay. Just don’t let yourself get hurt. We can’t get them if we’re dead, after all.’

Taking a deep breath at the reminder, Ezekiel smiled when he saw Riley look at him questioningly. It seemed to reassure her somewhat, but he could see the doubt in her eyes. Neither of their smiles seemed real.

‘If we don’t take out the cult, more people that we care about will be taken from us,’ Ezekiel told Shine. ‘But I’ll keep your words in mind. It won’t do me any good to be the one who forces my loved ones away.’

With that said, Ezekiel tried to focus on the here and now. But the thoughts of fighting the cult continued to plague his mind. Even a good meal, and an even better night’s sleep weren’t enough to keep his restlessness from showing in the morning.

Anticipation for the confrontation that would take place in just a few hours filled his mind. The lack of any premonitions had him feeling incredibly confident that things would go well for him.

Geared up and ready to go, Ezekiel and the Feathered Peaks’ Hunters set out. Prepared to take the fight to the cult in a direct confrontation for the first time.

----------



The time it had taken to travel to the area with the Cult base they were planning on hitting was short. Of the three bases that had become prime targets, they had chosen the one that was the furthest from the other two by a significant enough margin to give them the largest window of time to make their attack.

Standing at the top of a tree while Shrouded, Ezekiel looked at the base in the distance. If he was careful, he would make it there within the next half hour or so. A necessary precaution if they wanted to properly coordinate their attacks.

Ezekiel would be going in first, followed by the rest the moment the defensive formations were taken down. However, Ezekiel noticed a slight problem as he got closer.

‘Those are watchtowers, aren’t they?’ The question was only somewhat rhetorical.

‘I think so. Whatever they are, they’re definitely enchanted.’ Shine’s reply did not lighten Ezekiel’s spirits.

‘Taking out this base just became significantly more difficult.’ Ezekiel counted three towers from his current position. They appeared to be hastily made, with the wood still freshly grown around the stone foundation. ‘If they’re equally spread out, as a defensive formation requires, then that means that there’s at least two more that we can see from here.’

‘Should we report back?’ Shine tried to think of a way to get past this that wouldn’t get them killed, but that didn’t seem possible right now. ‘Perhaps we can revisit the plan and go after one of the other bases?’

‘It’s likely the other bases also have watchtowers... I think the only change our plan needs is how fast we work.’ A plan began forming in Ezekiel’s mind. ‘We’ll need to go to the main base first, then jump to the watchtowers closest to the Feathered Peaks’ Hunters. That way their path will be clear before they get there.’

‘Won’t that mean that they’ll be able to get word out that much faster?’ Shine could understand why they couldn’t take out the watchtowers first, as that would just alert the central base, but word was going to get out almost immediately no matter what.

‘Yes. But if we assassinate their Legendaries before taking down the formations, then that will mean that we can make the battle a bit easier for us when the cult’s reinforcements arrive.’ Ezekiel calculated the possible means by which he and Shine would be able to take out the cult’s Legendaries at this base.

The initial reports implied that there were only three of them right now. Though there was a chance that there were more. Unfortunately, taking out the Legendaries was the best chance he had at taking out this base.

Which was fine with him. He wanted to make the cult hurt anyways, and there was no part of the plan that required taking the cult members alive.

‘If you say so. But if we miss even one, that could change things for the worse.’ Shine had no problems with the fact that they were going to kill cultists. It was the risk of facing multiple Legendaries that worried them.

Ezekiel looked to the sky one last time. There were no clouds right now, but that would change come nightfall, when the attack was intended to start.

‘... Shall we try that new trick you were talking about on our way to meet our allies?’

Ezekiel was referring to the brief conversation he had had with Shine after they both had woken from their coma. Apparently, Shine had discovered something new after Ezekiel properly reached Legendary and had donned his Spirit Armor for the first time.

‘That might be a good idea. But if we get caught, then that will be the end of everything.’ Shine voiced their concerns.

‘I think it’s worth the risk. They won’t be able to sense Void mana if we use it in this manner anyways.’ Ezekiel leapt to the ground, landing without a sound, and picked up a rock.

Focusing his ‘Will’ on the rock, he felt Shine’s soul reach through his own, and the rock became infused with both their ‘Wills’, as well as a small, practically microscopic, portion of both their souls. All held together by Shine’s ‘Will’ as Ezekiel’s filled and contained the mana that would fuel the stone’s movements and cloaking Shroud.

There was a brief flinch as the two felt something similar to a hair being plucked. Had the portions they had infused into the rock been any bigger, it would’ve hurt too much to maintain their concentration.

Tossing the stone into the air, a spectral form appeared for the briefest of seconds. It looked exactly like the Spirit form that Shine appeared as when they manifested from their sword body.

As soon as it disappeared, however, Ezekiel felt his vision split. A second sight fed to him from Shine, as they focused on the view of what the stone was passing by.

‘Will the mana hold out?’ Ezekiel had worried about whether or not they’d be able to infuse the rock with enough mana to maintain the spells he had tied into it. But he had realized that his attempt to perform a Spirit Enchantment was much easier this time around. He hoped that it meant that things had gone well this time.

‘It should last for about half an hour. Enough time for us to scout out most of the base. But we won’t be able to figure out who the Legendaries are unless we go in person.’

‘That’s fine. I just want us to find a good ‘Jump’ point, so we won’t have to waste time when we get there.’

Shine silently agreed, sending feelings of affirmation and understanding through their bond, but otherwise focusing on the task at hand.

As for Ezekiel, he found a good spot to bunker down and hide in. Waiting with anticipation as the last few hours before nightfall passed by.

----------



At the foot of the southmost watchtower, Ezekiel looked up and lamented the fact that he hadn’t prepared any timed explosives for this operation. He had realized that such a thing would’ve been incredibly useful and had promised himself to forever have at least a dozen on his person before performing future missions.

But for the moment, he had bigger concerns to worry about. Although, if he played his cards right, then his lack of explosives would be solved soon enough.

‘You’re sure that the cult has a new weapon?’ Usually, Ezekiel wouldn’t have any doubts about Shine’s report. Especially after they had taken such a risk in their scouting. But this was big. Bigger than he’d have liked it to be.

‘Yes. It was decided that the cult would send out new shipments of the weapon not long ago. There should be a shipment within a secured vault beneath the central building.’ Shine reassured their partner. ‘I don’t know the specifics exactly though. So, it might be hard to find.’

‘It’s fine. This makes me think we might actually have an advantage.’ Shine wordlessly conveyed confusion at Ezekiel’s words. ‘They’ll be cautious to ensure that their bombs don’t go off. We won’t need to be.’

Dashing away from the watchtower, Ezekiel quickly reached the outer defensive formation of the cult’s base. He seamlessly ‘Jumped’ past the formation, no one any the wiser regarding his infiltration.

Holding his breath, Ezekiel cut himself off from the physical world entirely with his Shroud. He’d have a few minutes thanks to his enhanced physique, but he still needed to hurry.

‘That one.’ Ezekiel mentally marked one of the Hunters that was covered head to toe in concealing clothes who was ordering around some Adept cultists. ‘That one, and that one...’

Two more Hunters that were standing side by side were also marked, a Tempest and Flame Hunter, along with a fourth and final one inside that was doing paperwork.

‘Four Legendaries. Damn. They must be here to oversee the explosives they mentioned.’ Ezekiel was no longer feeling as confident, and there was a small feeling of danger, but not enough to make him uncomfortable. ‘Let’s get the one inside first. Can you ‘Jump’ the bodies away once they’re dead? It’ll buy us enough time to get at least one more.’

‘I should be able to. But the others will get their Spirit Armor on before we can get them.’

‘That’s fine. We can deal with that.’

Mentally counting down, Ezekiel and Shine ‘Jumped’ behind the Legendary Hunter inside. It was a Cavern Hunter from a Guild, so their death would remove a great deal of the cult’s sensory abilities within the base.

Silently, Ezekiel swung Shine in a downward slash, bisecting the Hunter and the dog Spirit that was resting on their lap. The two halves of the body fell apart, only for Shine to send them away, along with the fading body of the Spirit, before the pieces could hit the ground.

‘That’s one. Let’s get the second.’

‘Jumping’ outside Ezekiel and Shine came up from behind the two Legendary Hunters that were grouped together. A diagonal slash took out the Tempest Hunter that had a bird Spirit. While the other one, a Flame Hunter, suddenly screamed in shock, but found herself donning her Spirit armor with scorpion motifs.

On the other side of the base, the only cloaked Legendary was also donned in their Spirit Armor. A Dark purple set with cat motifs.

Having not seen any indicators previously, Ezekiel was somewhat shocked to see a Death Hunter working with the cult. But since they were a part of a Guild, it was likely only a semi-willing level of cooperation.

But Ezekiel didn’t stay for long. Instead, he ‘Jumped’ to the central focal point of the defensive formations. Destroying them one by one, before heading out to the watchtowers he had just passed by.

Cutting through the supports holding up the formations on two of the watchtowers, Ezekiel returned to the central base after just a few minutes.

A feeling of panic began to fill him as his danger sense started to grow stronger.

‘They didn’t chase us.’ Shine realized. ‘Why didn’t they come after us? We’re their biggest enemy!’

‘The only ones left are Guild members. So, they might not know about us.’ Ezekiel burst into the center base, where he saw the two Legendaries making their way out of a hidden corridor that had been torn open. Since, the Cavern Legendary who had made it had been killed.

In the hands of the Flame Hunter there was a box roughly the size of her torso.

Even sealed as it was, Ezekiel could sense an extreme level of danger coming from whatever was inside that box.

Outside, there was a commotion as the forces from the Feathered Peaks finally started to attack.

No words were spoken as the two Legendary Hunters blasted through the wall behind them. Fully intent on fleeing, even though they outnumbered Ezekiel. At least for now.

“Get back here!” Ezekiel roared before taking off after them. His Shroud now gone as he focused his mana on catching and fighting the two Legendaries that were getting away.

----------



Not far from the cult base, the forces from the Feathered Peaks had gathered and were making their way past one of the watchtowers. Their presence had been a shock, but when they had arrived to find that the ones that were blocking their path had been taken out, they all screamed in joy as they pushed forward.

“Quickly! We need to destroy this base before the reinforcements arrive!” Narrik yelled as he rushed forward, covered in his bright blue Spirit Armor, axes made of ice were swung in wide arcs that cut through most of the Mages in his way.

The Hunters of both the cult and the Guilds aiding them were able to avoid them by retreating, but it was clear that the surprise attack and lack of defensive formations had caught them on the back foot. The fact that their Legendaries weren’t supporting them was also a sign that things had gone wrong.

Pushing forward, Riley looked worried. There were no signs of battle coming from the central base, and as their group passed by one of the watchtowers, the small group falling quickly, the fleeing groups from the other watchtowers meant that word would spread to the cult’s reinforcements just as fast.

“Where are you, Ezekiel?” She muttered to herself as she flew ahead to the main base.

“Looking for your lover?” A teasing voice called out to Riley from behind.

It was Rena. Ever since she had become a Legendary, she seemed to have lightened up.

“I wouldn’t be too worried. He pulled off his part of the plan flawlessly, after all.” Rena let out a blast of wind that threw several Mages away, only to be finished off by Hunters a moment later. “I doubt he could get into that much trou--”

An explosion rang out from the central base. Followed a moment later by an even bigger explosion, with rocks and fire bursting out from the building. Two figures quickly flew out a second after.

“Get back here!” Ezekiel’s enraged roar tore through the air before his armor-clad figure immediately followed the two Legendaries.

His suicidal charge towards an uneven matchup shocked the Hunters and Mages from the Feathered Peak. Who had all seen Ezekiel as a mostly calm and cool-headed individual.

All three figures were quickly out of sight before any of them could react.

“Something’s wrong! Ezekiel wouldn’t have reacted like that unless he found something really bad.” Riley began to panic, and was about to fly after Ezekiel, but another voice held her back.

“Stay here! We need to keep you, Narrik, and Rena close to keep the others protected if another Legendary comes. I’ll go after my suddenly stupid son.” Evelyn’s voice seemed to seep out from all directions, echoing from the shadows themselves. Her figure was hidden within so as to keep herself as a trump card. Ezekiel’s mad dash had forced her to reveal herself early.

Begrudgingly agreeing with Evelyn’s words, Riley focused on the task at hand. Taking out more fleeing cultists and Guild members with a wave of blue flames.

A part of her worried that Ezekiel was letting the anger he was letting out get the better of him.

Seeing the looks of frustration on Rena and Narrik’s faces, she really hoped that he had a good reason for this change in the plan. If they took too long, then there was no way that they would get out of there before the Cult’s reinforcements arrived.

----------



It took only a few seconds before Ezekiel caught up to the fleeing Legendaries. Flying past them in an instant and forming a barrier that was unseen to all but him.

‘Crunch’

The Flame Hunter, who was in the front, barreled into the barrier at her full speed. Shattering the barrier in the process, but also breaking several bones from the impact.

She dropped the box with the cult’s new weapon inside it, falling to the ground a hundred or so meters below. The Death Hunter behind her tried to dive for it, but Ezekiel and Shine ‘Jumped’ toward it and sent the box away before anyone could get their hands on it.

The Death Hunter, realizing that he was about to confront Ezekiel directly, pulled out a spiked whip that he swung in an attempt to strike Ezekiel down. He dodged the attack, only to be forced to backtrack in order to escape a wave of miasma that twisted as an extension of the whip.

Making some distance between them, Ezekiel stared at the Death Hunter in front of him. His mind flashed back for a moment, recalling the first time he’d truly fought at Death Mage. The pirate from the Archipelago.

‘Area of effect where all things decay, and a strike that will inflict a poisonous effect that will eat away at the body and soul.’ Ezekiel mentally mused as he went over what he knew about Death magic users. ‘That weapon will be difficult to deal with as well.’

‘Wouldn’t it be venomous? Also, I don’t think we can ‘Jump’ anymore. Not unless we make it count. Our mana is getting low. I think we’re already at far less than this guy.’

Ezekiel agreed with Shine’s observation. The two of them had started this fight with less mana than their opponents, but their extensive use of Void Jump had brought their reserves low.

‘Should we just let this guy go? We can retrieve the box and finish off the base if we hurry.’

Shine’s suggestion made a great deal of sense. But It wasn’t what Ezekiel wanted to do. He wanted to fight. To kill the people that were helping the cult that had caused him so many problems.

It was becoming an obsession that he just couldn’t let go of.

‘Let’s at least try to kill these two.’ Ezekiel glanced at the ground where the Flame Hunter had recovered. ‘We even have a somewhat easier target that we can deal with first.’

Ignoring the Death Hunter that he was facing off with, Ezekiel dove for the ground with his mana swirling around him. Still under his control and focused it all into Shine’s blade.

“Lina! Move!” The Death Hunter yelled.

Trusting her fellow Guild Leader, the Flame Hunter moved out of the way without even thinking about it. Releasing a burst of Flame that Ezekiel swerved around. His armor got singed when he couldn’t dodge it entirely. But Shine just grunted in his mind and they both moved on.

‘Behind!’ Shine warned Ezekiel.

Spinning in the air, Ezekiel landed on the ground, his back towards the retreating Flame Hunter. Bringing his sword up in front of him, he swung to the side while leaning back. The whip that was aimed at him wrapped around the blade, coming to a stop, but releasing a line of miasma that nearly hit Ezekiel in the face.

Feeling the whip go slack, Ezekiel pulled himself forward, intent on striking back against the Death Hunter before he could follow up.

Only to receive a punch to the face that was covered in purple mist. A throbbing sensation seeped through his head as the effects of the Death aspect mana tried to penetrate his Spirit Armor.

Ezekiel snapped a leg upward, getting the Death Hunter between the legs, causing the man to grunt in pain. A follow up punch sent the man flying several feet, before his whip pulled him in close again. It was still wrapped around Ezekiel’s sword.

The brief respite was enough for Ezekiel to direct his mana, infused with his Understanding of ‘Nothingness’ to disperse the Death mana in his face before any debilitating damage could be done.

Something the Death Hunter noticed right away.

“Who are you!?” The man screamed at Ezekiel.

Just as he was about to reply, Ezekiel felt his back heat up as Shine screamed another warning at him. So, instead he pulled the Death Hunter closer, tanking the wave of Death magic that was released, and dropped his sword before grabbing the other Legendary in a grapple, then twisting around.

The Death Hunter screamed as his back was covered in searing flames. Ezekiel also felt his arms get burned in the process, but it wasn’t as bad as his opponent’s injuries.

The fire immediately cut out when the other Legendary realized what they had done to their partner. But Ezekiel didn’t let go of his grapple. Instead, he tightened his grip even more. Ignoring the dark purple mist that was eating away at his armor.

His mana ran through his body at an accelerated pace as he reinforced his strength to the absolute limit. The Death Hunter in his arms began to scream as his bones creaked under the pressure.

It was only a couple seconds later that his screams cut off with a snap, as Ezekiel broke the man’s spine. A weak grunt of pain was all he let out as Ezekiel dropped the man onto the ground. His legs were now useless.

A scream of rage filled the air as the Flame Hunter charged at him. Her one unbroken arm had an ax made of fire held within it. She swung it horizontally at Ezekiel, who leapt backwards to evade, and rolled beneath the stream of fire that followed up past the swing.

‘Don’t counter! We need to retreat!’ Shine exclaimed as Ezekiel was about to charge back and return with another strike. ‘We’re nearly out of mana! I can barely hold our armor together.’

Ezekiel paused, before taking a moment to feel out his mana.

Shine was right. Taking the Death Hunters magic had drained most of his mana. There was only enough to maintain his Spirit armor at this point. Going for another exchange of blows would leave him on the back foot. He’d be open for the Death and Flame Mages’ attacks.

Considering the fact that he could sense that they both had more mana than him, this would mean he’d be dead within seconds.

‘Dammit!’ Ezekiel cursed. ‘We were so close.’

Leaping back again, Ezekiel dodged a barrage of flaming arrows. The constructs hastily formed by the somewhat recovered Flame Hunter. Her focus had returned during the time Ezekiel had taken to reflect.

Worse yet, floating next to her was the Death Hunter. Whose legs were hanging limply, but who was channeling his magic for another attack.

“We’ll finish this later I guess.” Ezekiel muttered, before immediately flying away at his top speed. The effort needed to fly away being small enough to not disperse his Spirit Armor.

The Flame Hunter nearly followed after him. Letting out a scream and commanding him to get back and fight. But the Death Hunter held her back, saying that it might be a trick to lead them into an ambush.

Ezekiel ignored this, as he swiftly left hearing range, and only passively noticed that the two had fled the area. Flying away at their top speed and nursing their injuries all the while.

Detouring a little bit on his way back to the base, Ezekiel took a moment to pick up the reinforced box that was lying in a small crater in the dirt. It had clearly dropped a fair distance when Shine ‘Jumped’ it out of the area when the Flame Hunter was forced to let go of it after crashing into Ezekiel’s barrier.

Once more, Ezekiel felt a sense of foreboding danger as he approached the box.

Kneeling down, Ezekiel picked it up before looking it over in his hands.

“I hope that this thing was worth the change in plans...” Ezekiel whispered to himself as he turned back to the direction of the base.

“I hope so too.” A less than happy voice called out from behind him. “Given that you nearly got yourself killed chasing after two Legendaries that were both more powerful than you. Ignoring the fact that they would be retreating toward reinforcements, that would’ve easily swarmed and overwhelmed you.”

Spinning around again, Ezekiel nearly entered a defensive stance, with Shine held out in front of him. But stopped midway, before calmly turning and sheathing his sword once more.

Standing in front of him was his mother. Who looked less than pleased by her son’s action.

It seemed like he’d have some explaining to do once they got back.
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                Explaining to his mother what he had done and why he had gone after the Legendaries that had fled was something that took a bit of time. Usually this wouldn’t be a problem, since they could just have Evelyn travel through shadows to return. But they swiftly realized that the box that held whatever weapon Ezekiel had learned of was enchanted in some way that kept it from being able to enter into any spatially altered items or spells.

Thus, Ezekiel was forced to carry it, as it was also enchanted in a manner that dispersed shadows. Meaning that his mother’s Spirit Armor expended mana simply by holding it.

“I’m not sure about the danger you’re worried about, but I agree that this thing needs to be checked out. Especially if it’s this troublesome for Obscure Mages.” Evelyn said as she flew back to the base with Ezekiel. “We’ll need to bring it back to the Feathered Peaks to have it checked out.”

“No. We can’t afford to bring it to the Feathered Peaks. For all we know, whatever’s inside it could explode in our faces the moment it opens up. If this thing is as dangerous as the other weapons that the cult has employed, then we might end up destroying the mountain.” Ezekiel was vehemently against bringing the box to his allies’ home. The Legendary birds and the Feathered Peaks tribe had already done too much for them to be put at that much risk.

Evelyn didn’t seem like she could agree with such an arrangement. As it would mean checking out the weapon without the support of a faction that could help them if things went wrong.

It would mean putting Ezekiel in danger, and she didn’t want that. Not when he had just come back to them. Hale and hearty once more.

But regardless of his mother’s concerns, Ezekiel felt that this was something that he needed to do. Besides, he had a way of testing things without putting himself in direct danger. Not that his mother knew about that.

“For now, let’s just get back to the base. We need to finish clearing out and destroying it before we head out. We’re already cutting it close, and I don’t want to be here when the other Guilds and the cult arrive.” Evelyn declared as she and Ezekiel neared the base.

As they touched down, Riley was the first to meet them and ask what had happened, but Ezekiel waved her off, saying that he had discovered something very bad, but they needed to finish up here first.

The forces from the Feathered Peaks were on top of things, however, and there were no delays when it came time to leave. Though there was an alert from one of the Apprentice Hunters, who had been on scouting duty.

Their avian Spirit had gone in the direction of the other cult bases and was scouting from high in the sky. Due to their bond, the Hunter was able to see the Hunters from the cult and their allied Guilds flying towards them. Still far enough out that they could retreat in time, but they had to leave.

Pulling back from the ruined base, the land had been torn up and basically destroyed for all possible future use, the forces from the Feathered Peaks moved as fast as they could, while retaining a relatively stealthy cover. Quickly clearing the area before the enemy Legendaries could arrive.

As such, no one was there to hear the cries of anger and outrage when the cult had arrived, only to see that weeks of work had been ruined, and one of their forward bases had been wiped out with no traces remaining.

It would take time, that they didn’t have, to rebuild in this area. Plus, with the conflicts going on at all fronts, doing so just wasn’t feasible at this point.

Of course, that was only if the weapon that the cult had provided wasn’t deployed sooner, rather than later.

----------



It was only a day later, when the Feathered Peaks’ forces were well away from all the battle lines, that Ezekiel decided he needed to find out whatever was inside the box he had retrieved from the cult.

Much to his dismay, he had an audience.

“I still don’t think you all should be here right now. If this thing is booby-trapped, then there’s no way I’ll be able to get all of us out of the blast radius.”

Ezekiel’s words made the other Legendaries shift uncomfortably. Then two from the Feathered Peaks even more so than Riley and Evelyn. Their relative weakness acted as a mark against them in this situation. But they were the primary connection the group currently had to the tribe, so their presence was permitted without too much complaint.

“Just... don’t try to get too close to it.” Ezekiel held out Shine, who had once again let out a piece of themself into a rock, and the sudden ‘Jump’ sent the box and the stone vessel quite a ways away. “... Not far enough...”

Several ‘Jumps’ later, the box and the vessel were nearly ten kilometers away, and only now was Ezekiel feeling less danger from his intentions.

“I’m starting to regret this,” Ezekiel muttered. The other Legendaries clearly heard him, but it was Riley that spoke up.

“What’s wrong?”

“My danger-sense didn’t stop going off until the box was over ten kilometers away.” The entire party turned pale, as that would mean that the radius of destruction was far beyond anything they had imagined or experienced before now.

Even beyond the devastation wrought by cannons the cult had recently created.

“Alright. I’m opening the box, in three... two... one!”

Ezekiel’s vision was split in two as Shine shared their double vision with him. In one eye, he saw the box opening in front of him with telekinesis, only to be blinded by a bright light. In the other eye, he saw a pillar of gold reach into the sky, nearly blinding the others that stood next to him.

“Shields!”

Wind, ice, and shadow constructs wrapped around the group in an instant. And a shockwave rolled over them all. Riley, who hadn’t braced since she couldn’t throw up an effective shield, was nearly thrown to the ground, but she reached out to grab hold of Ezekiel, who had reflexively steadied himself and sent his own mana to reinforce the shields.

A second later, a crack appeared in the shields covering them, but it seemed like the blast had passed. As there was little else that happened.

With the dispersal of the shields, however, the Legendaries were able to see just what had happened to the landscape.

Where the box had been, there was a crater that was several hundred meters wide and filled with glass, beyond which the surrounding area was filled with bent and flattened trees. The shockwave had been more than enough to level the area.

“... They merged them...” The four other Legendaries looked at Ezekiel in confusion.

“The cannons... rather than use multiple projectiles, they’ve found a way to fuse the destructive force of an entire barrage into a single explosion.” Ezekiel fell silent as another thought crossed his mind.

The next second, he disappeared with a ‘Jump’ leaving the others to fly to the center alongside him. He was bent down, running his hands alongside the glasses area at the bottom of the crater.

“Those bastards!” Ezekiel exclaimed after a moment of examination. “Those hypocritical bastards!”

Once more the Feathered Peaks Legendaries were shocked at Ezekiel’s outburst. Still unused to his more vulgar language and behavior. While Riley and Evelyn just grew more worried.

“What’s wrong? What did the cult do this time?” Evelyn asked.

“Void Mages...” Ezekiel muttered as he looked to the ground.

“What?”

“The cult used Void Mages to create barriers to contain different mana types, which they then released in a chaotic explosion.” Ezekiel explained. The others just looked on in shock.

“How do you know this?” Narrik asked.

Ezekiel looked at the man for a moment. Silent as he internally debated what he should say.

Finally, after sighing in frustration, Ezekiel replied.

“Because I can sense the residual effects of Void mana enhancement.” Ezekiel glared at the epicenter of the explosion once more. “I can also recognize my own work, because this weapon is an altered version of an Artifact that I created for the Church of Ten over five years ago.”

Memories of his Ten Spark Signal Flare, an Artifact meant to confuse and stun Spirits by creating a chaotic storm of mana flew through Ezekiel’s mind. These weapons were not the same, having lacked the perfect mix of all ten elemental manas. But this imbalance allowed the destructive force of certain elements to directly express their effects at an enhanced level.

“We need to get back to the mountain as soon as possible. I don’t know about the other conflicts happening elsewhere, but the Feathered Peaks are in danger.” Turning back to his fellow Legendaries, Ezekiel urged them to get moving. “Just one of these things is enough to tear a hole in the boundary protecting the mountain. I don’t want to see what will happen if they have even more.”

The five Legendaries took to the sky, flying at their top speed back to their temporary base, before moving on to the secret tunnels that would lead them back to the Feathered Peaks.

“I don’t suppose you know how to disable these weapons, since you apparently contributed to their creation?” Rena’s tone was mild, but Ezekiel could feel her frustration and accusation.

“It wasn’t originally a destructive weapon. Just something meant to disorientate Wild Spirits on expeditions to avoid fights when unnecessary,” Ezekiel said. “But... I might have a plan regarding what we can do to stop the cult.”

Finding himself on the receiving end of several bewildered and doubtful looks, Ezekiel just smiled.

The thoughts of just how badly the cult was about to suffer brought him a twisted sense of joy.

----------



After returning to the Feathered Peaks, the group did not stay long. Having returned, simply to report on the situation, and convey Ezekiel's plan.

Said plan was quite simple, and basically just consisted of setting off the weapons within the cult’s bases, so as to ensure that the cult couldn’t use them against the Fjorya’s forces.

Given that there were no other feasible options at the moment, the plan was approved, and Ezekiel was given some equipment to increase his survivability. A necessary precaution, since he was the only one that could really go through with this plan safely.

Much to his family and Riley’s displeasure.

Looking over the supportive armor, Ezekiel was happy to see that the enchantments on it were simple, but sturdy, ensuring that they would be able to take at least one good hit from a Legendary, so long as they didn’t burn more than a full Step of mana in one attack.

“I can feel you staring at me.” Ezekiel continued to look over his armor, before finally taking the steps to put it on. The additional enchantment to make it fit ensured that the process was an easy one. “I know you’re not happy about this, but how else was this going to go? No one else can actually sneak past the cult’s defenses like I can.”

Riley had been silently watching Ezekiel. Having no other duties at the moment, she had apparently decided that Ezekiel needed to be looked after. He assumed it was because she thought that he was likely to do something stupid otherwise.

‘She’s not wrong, if those are really her thoughts.’ Shine silently teased Ezekiel as he turned to face Riley directly.

He decided to ignore the sassy voice in his head for the moment and address the issue that his girlfriend apparently had with him.

Moving forward, he wrapped his arms around Riley, resting his head on top of hers.

“... I’m acting differently, aren’t I.” They both knew the question was rhetorical.

“If you already know this, then why don’t you stop it already?” Riley didn’t understand how Ezekiel could be so self-aware, but also so stupid at the same time.

“Because I’m angry, and tired, and the old me wasn’t getting anything done.” Ezekiel replied. “Not fast enough to matter at least.”

Riley remained silent. As much as she hated it, Ezekiel’s words weren’t entirely wrong. The fact of the matter was that acting in a passive manner, or simply responding to the cult’s actions, wasn’t enough to actually take them down.

So long as the cult existed, Ezekiel could never truly rest. Not unless he could reach the peaks of Legendary, or higher. Anything less would mean he remained a target. Worse yet, even if he gained that strength, the cult would still go after the ones he cared about.

“After this is over, we’ll take a break. I promise.” Ezekiel wasn’t lying when he said this, even though a part of him felt guilty as he did.

“What about your dad?”

Ezekiel closed his eyes and tensed up but didn’t reply for a few seconds.

“The Kindled family will die, just as the cult will... But I know my dad wouldn’t want me to destroy myself in the process.” Ezekiel pulled back to look Riley in the eyes. He knew that she could see the rage that he was holding back. Her flames being so similar in nature to the emotions he was feeling right now. “I will also need to learn more about them, and plan things out before moving forward. Some downtime will be a great opportunity to do so.”

Riley sighed, and Ezekiel knew that the situation between them was going to be one of worrying about each other for some time yet. But it seemed to him like she accepted things for now.

“I’ll be back soon. Please stay safe.” Ezekiel smiled when Riley nodded at him.

Kissing the top of her head, Ezekiel gave Riley one more hug, before making his way out of the tent. Given their current location, he hoped to take out one of the cult bases before the end of the day.

It would be tight, and he would have to hurry, but he knew he could do it.

----------



Beyond the torch light emanating from the sconces along the walls there was little to no light being used as Ezekiel infiltrated the cult’s second closest base. This was the location that the cultists and Guild members from the base that Ezekiel and the other had hit earlier had fled to.

‘Is it just me, or are things really quiet?’ Shine observed as they and Ezekiel moved through the cult’s base. Their Shroud was holding up well, and Ezekiel still had a few minutes before he lost hold of his breath. ‘I mean, we noticed the Guild Leaders that fled from before, but other than those two, who look worse for wear, it seems like the cult hasn’t done anything to support this base more than usual.’

‘They probably can’t afford to. There are just too many battle lines that they need to cover.’ Ezekiel and Shine made their way to the lowest floor of the main building. From their previous experience, they knew that this was likely the only place where the hidden tunnel would be. ‘For now, we need to worry about getting the weapons, and either setting them off, or retreating as soon as possible.’

Pulling a fist back, Ezekiel punched a hole into the ground, and released a shockwave of force at the same time. A shockwave passed through the entire building, and the stone supports collapsed, bringing the building down on top of Ezekiel in just a few seconds.

Forming a barrier around himself, he didn’t have to worry about being crushed, but he knew that it would only be a few seconds before the Cavern Hunter they had stationed here attacked him.

At which point Ezekiel would have no choice but to run, because fighting a Cavern Mage while underground was basically suicide.

Fortunately, Ezekiel saw another reinforced box just a few feet away from him. Just beneath where he was standing.

‘Should we set it off?’ Ezekiel knew what he wanted to do but felt that Shine should also have a chance to share their opinion.

‘Of course.’ Shine’s reply made Ezekiel smile.

This time around, the sense of danger was almost nonexistent, so Ezekiel assumed that meant that the weapons were not armed at this point. So, carefully opening the box, he saw that there were actually three spherical weapons inside.

‘Huh, I guess we’ll be able to make the cult die faster than I expected.’ Shrouded once more, Ezekiel took out one of the explosives just as the rocks around him started shaking.

Pushing the button on the weapon, Ezekiel dropped it just as a hole opened in the ground next to him. But he didn’t remain to see what was about to happen. Instead, he and Shine ‘Jumped’ away before the weapon even hit the ground.

Materializing a couple kilometers away, Ezekiel and Shine surrounded themselves in several layers of Void Panes. Just in time for a shockwave to send them flying like a pinball through the forest.

It took a while for Ezekiel to recover, but when he did, he saw a slightly smaller crater than the one from before. The use of only one weapon had yielded a much smaller explosion. But from what he could tell, the whole of the base had still been destroyed.

Seeing the destruction, and the charred remains of the cult and Guild members’ bodies, Ezekiel felt a minor sense of guilt. But the fact that this was what the cult had wanted to do to him and his allies killed all thoughts of remorse.

‘... Let’s move on. We’ll try to get more of the explosives to use in the other conflicts moving forward.’ Ezekiel turned, ready to move on to the third base he needed to hit.

The tables were turning, and the cult would be cleared from the Fjorya sooner or later.

----------



Over the next few days, the cult forces and Guilds of Tarquessa suffered immensely as Ezekiel used his unique magic to break into different bases and camps. Stealing the weapons provided by the cult and setting off enough of them to leave destruction in his wake.

The maps would need to be redrawn, as the number of overturned areas filled with ripped up and destroyed terrain were numerous.

The only cultists spared were those that were lodging in the villages and towns that existed along the official roads that crossed the Fjorya. It was unfortunate, but it was simply impossible for him to take out the cult forces that were hiding within these areas.

The innocents present were enough of a deterrent to keep Ezekiel away. He wasn’t so lost in his quest that he would forsake the morals and beliefs that his parents instilled in him.

‘We should return to the mountain. The guardian birds will be back soon. Most of the cult has also been cleared out from this area. We need to figure out how to redirect the different forces fighting in the Fjorya.’ Shine spoke up one morning after Ezekiel finished packing up his concealed tent.

Pausing for a moment, Ezekiel thought about it for a second. Hidden in a tree were three separate boxes, each one with three explosives in them.

After experimenting with them, Ezekiel had figured out how to set a timer on them, so it would be possible to have the guardian birds drop them on other locations. Which would help in clearing up the battle fronts in different areas.

He’d also figured out how to make them and was shocked to discover the sheer cost that each explosive required. The cult must’ve been clearing out any and every treasury they had access to in order to make these bombs.

‘You might be right... I’m kind of tired too. I’d rather not go through what we did on Morncrest.’ Stretching, Ezekiel realized that he hadn’t had a proper sleep in a few days. He’d already gone above and beyond the required number of bases he needed to hit.

By this point, the Feathered Peaks were essentially out of danger. So, it wouldn’t be out of the question for him to find out how he could help the other forces in the Fjorya fight off the cult.

Grabbing the three boxes from the tree, Ezekiel began making his way to the closest checkpoint to return to the Feathered Peaks tribe.

----------



It was the dead of night when Ezekiel returned to the Feathered Peaks tribe, and there was an eerie silence as he made his way to the central meeting chamber. The place where the guardian birds would hold council with the tribe’s elders.

He didn’t run into anyone on his way to the chamber, which he was thankful for, but the looks he saw on several Hunters he saw patrolling from a distance made him think that some bad news had arrived while he was gone.

Seeing his mother and Riley waiting outside the meeting chamber, he approached with caution.

“Hey... Is everything okay?” He quietly asked when he finally got their attention.

They both shook their heads. Neither looked like they were in a good mood. Even with the news that must’ve spread about his own efforts.

“We just got word from the central tribes. Nearly four tribes have been wiped out. Evidence acquired by the guardian birds scouting has shown that it was likely the same explosives that we discovered were the cause.” Evelyn explained. “Fortunately, word got to the western tribes, and they took a number of risks to ensure that the explosives couldn’t make it into their own villages.”

Ezekiel clenched his fist in anger. Just when he thought that things were turning around for them, they seemed to get worse once more.

“Luckily, it seems like word has gotten to the Empire and the Church of Ten regarding the new weapon. Additional sanctions have been put into place, and the cult is now, officially, limited to operating purely within the territory of Tarquessa. With the Church of Ten outlawing all Cult of Light members within their own territories.” Evelyn provided some good news, but it seemed like these sanctions weren’t enough, else the conflict in Tarquessa would be over by now. “Unfortunately, the Fjorya tribes aren't a united world faction, nor do they have any Church of Ten presence within the territory.”

“I see... the fact that we’ve been using the cult’s own weapon against them is also something they probably aren’t happy about.” Ezekiel looked back at the three boxes he had brought with him. “So, where are we when it comes to the war?”

Neither Riley nor Evelyn answered, instead, they just looked at the doors to the central chambers.

For a second, Ezekiel, lost in his own thoughts, imagined himself bringing the explosives he had left and setting them off inside the headquarters for the Cult of Light in Tarquessa.

But the sheer number of innocent citizens that would die was too much for him to consider it for long.

‘Let’s just wait for Invera and the rest. They probably have a plan.’ Shine’s voice helped Ezekiel center himself, and he took some calming breaths before taking a seat on the stacked boxes. ‘Either way, I don't think we’ll be in the Fjorya for much longer.’

Given the sheer amount of conflicts taking place around the mountains, their presence would be of great aid, but they had things they needed to do. Things outside the territory of the Fjorya.

‘I think you might be right. But we still need to figure out where we’ll go from here first. To the Archipelago, or to the Morathi Alliance.’ Ezekiel’s tone became much darker as he thought of going straight to the Alliance.

Before Shine could reply, the doors opened up, and Ezekiel saw a number of beings within. Nearly a dozen Legendary Hunters had gathered, alongside all the Feathered Peaks elders, and elders from other tribes.

Above them all, perched upon pillars that overlooked the entire room, were Invera, Spina, Callrond, Feynari, and Morty.

Seeing Ezekiel had returned, a few faces seemed happy with his presence, while others were judging, and there was an unknown glint in other’s eyes that made him feel uncomfortable.

“You are here. Good. Now, we can plan for the end of this conflict.”

Invera’s voice was hard, and harsh. There was a sense of finality and certainty as she spoke of the end of the conflicts with the cult.

Even as a chill ran down Ezekiel’s spine, he couldn’t help but grin at the Mythical bird’s words.

            

    
        CH 197 (Book 5 Ch 5): The Final Battles Pt.1

    
    
    
    
                There had been a flurry of activity in the Feathered Peaks, as the final battle zones were being decided. Since the amount of land that the tribes still controlled had shrunk, there were now enough Hunters to push back directly, rather than perform delaying and sabotage actions.

This did not include Ezekiel’s offensive using the bombs created by the cult. As he had nearly single-handedly taken out the cult forces operating within the eastern mountains of the Fjorya.

With that in mind, it was decided that the largest bases still in control of the cult would be his next targets. But Ezekiel wasn’t going to be stealing more bombs this time.

He would simply be dropping off the armed explosives he had on hand, to destroy the lead and rear bases while Invera and a few of the Legendary Hunters took down the forces that were still in the central mountain ranges.

At which point they would pick up the remaining Legendaries that had managed to escape the now destroyed villages and towns that the cult had laid waste to.

It was estimated that their number would increase the eastern Tribe’s forces by at least a third, if not more. This was after the Legendary Hunters that hadn’t gathered at the Feathered Peaks had joined the temporary army that was being put together for this final push.

From there, they would meet up with the western tribes after making their way through to them in a few weeks. Given the aid of the guardian Spirits of the various mountain peaks, their travel speed would also be greatly reduced.

However, since the cult had also consolidated their forces, and spread them out so as to not be taken out by the explosives being used against them, Ezekiel would not be operating alone any more.

He found himself working with Riley and his mother once more, with Evelyn taking the lead this time. Since they also had to coordinate with other groups to pick off any stragglers.

Currently, the trio had broken off from the primary attacking force, and were making their way south, to begin their efforts against the Hunters that were still moving north from Tarquessa.

With the aid of Evelyn’s shadow travel, enhanced by Ezekiel’s Void mana, they were able to move at a much more rapid pace than normal. Something that wouldn’t be possible if they had greater numbers.

The fact that they could move as fast as a flying Spirit while remaining on the ground was also a plus, as it meant that the cult and Guild’s forces weren’t able to track them nearly as easily.

“We are reaching the area marked by the scouts. But I am not seeing any signs of Hunters having traveled through this area.” Evelyn’s voice echoed from the shadows that surrounded the group.

Neither Riley nor Ezekiel could actually see anything. So, they were utterly reliant on Evelyn to guide them at this point.

“That’s fine. If you can find a place with good enough cover for me to set up the concealment formation, I can do some additional scouting to find out where they are.” Given Ezekiel’s own stealth abilities, this was not a bad idea, so Evelyn swiftly found a large tree that they all figured had been home to a Spirit at one point, as it had an incredibly well dug out den beneath it that could fit all of them just fine.

Rising from the shadows, with three large boxes taking much longer than the three humans, Ezekiel realized that it was just hitting dusk now. So, he would be in an even more advantageous position when he went searching in a few minutes.

“Alright. I’ll get the formation set up first. Then I’ll be off.” Ezekiel started pulling objects and Artifacts from his Void Pouch.

“You find where they are, then you come back. No explosions until after we plan things out properly.” Evelyn gave Ezekiel a glare as she spoke. Not completely trusting his judgment at the moment.

Flinching at the reminder, and the warning tone in his mother’s voice, Ezekiel nodded and finished putting together the formation.

“I’m off. I promise I’ll be back in a couple of hours at the latest. Regardless of what I do or don’t find.” With that said, Ezekiel disappeared, fully Shrouded as he left the area.

----------



It didn’t take too long before Ezekiel found the base, though it was in a difficult place to find had they continued to move via shadows. Stuck within a large artificial crevasse, the base was not like the usual ones made by the cult.

There were no buildings that had been constructed, and the base seemed to be made of tunnels carved into the sides of the small canyon. This, mixed with the defensive formations, meant that the base was one of the more solid and well protected places the cult had built in the Fjorya.

“... I don’t suppose you managed to see what kind of formations they had in place?” Evelyn asked once Ezekiel had finished his initial reconnaissance. They were all stuffed into the large den that had been discovered previously.

“Not this time. It looked like the formations were built into the cliff sides themselves.” Ezekiel had seen a few mystical objects that were used in defensive formations, but nothing definitive. “They almost definitely have sensory enchantments that would find you if you got too close. Worse yet, Shine and I won’t be able to just ‘Jump’ in there this time either, since we need to know where we’re going. The formation on the base prevented me from sensing the mana of any Hunters or Spirits that I could’ve used as a reference. So, as much as I hate to say it, I’m not getting inside.”

Evelyn and Riley both grimaced at the thought of Ezekiel going in alone again. Unfortunately, that was still one of their best methods when it came to attacking cult bases.

“That means that things will be harder than we thought.” Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose in thought. “Why did they need to start working smarter now, of all times?”

“Not necessarily. I could just drop the bomb at their front door. It won’t be as destructive, but it’ll destroy enough of the area that the cult will need to retreat from the area.” Ezekiel figured that this was the next best option. “We’ll still need to kill what stragglers we can, but I don’t think we’ll be too outnumbered when we do.”

Evelyn sighed as Riley began looking through her Void Pouch. It wasn’t an ideal plan by any means. But it was the best they had.

‘I don’t think this will go as smoothly as you are making it seem.’ Shine muttered in the back of Ezekiel’s head. ‘Do we have any contingencies? What if they call for reinforcements?’

‘No, we don’t. But I wouldn't worry about reinforcements. Not even the cult has the numbers to reinforce these bases after the losses they’ve suffered so far. Regardless, we’ll just run if things don’t look good. Even if we need to overpower a ‘Jump’ spell again.’

Ezekiel subconsciously clenched his hands at the thought of running once more. But he consoled himself with the fact that he would be fighting fairly soon.

----------



Given the time constraints, Ezekiel wasn’t able to wait until the middle of the night like usual before making his infiltration. So, it was decided that they would strike that morning.

Standing directly in front of the front door, Ezekiel activated the explosive he had brought with him. The rest had been stored in the den he and the others had stayed in the night before.

With that done, Ezekiel ‘Jumped’ away, throwing up barriers like he had gotten used to doing.

A second later, Ezekiel was thrown by the force of the explosion once more. The blinding light and force of the blast wave weren’t enough to disorientate him anymore. But it was still an annoyance as it took him a minute to get back to the destroyed base.

The crevasse where the base entrance was located was now a broken pit. Shattered stone and bits of glass littered the area. A couple dozen Hunters, who had survived in the depths of the base, beneath the defensive formations that had absorbed most of the blast, were also making their way out.

“Time to work.” Ezekiel muttered to himself. Shine started vibrating in his hand, a sense of excitement passing through their bond.

Refraining from using too much of their mana, Ezekiel relied mostly on his physical abilities to take out most of the Adepts and below as they fled the area. He only managed to cut down half of them before a Legendary Hunter covered in Cavern Spirit Armor appeared to stop him.

Grunting in shock, Ezekiel found himself flying backward as the ground exploded beneath him. A large stone spike lanced up at him. Striking him in the chest, but not breaking through his Spirit Armor.

Looking at the Hunter who had just attacked him, Ezekiel wasn’t shocked to see that their armor was somewhat damaged.

The Hunter in question had a stylized lizard motif on his armor. He wielded two large axes, and it was obvious that it was enchanted due to the glowing lines running up and down the length of the ankle and along the sides of the head.

The Cavern Hunter touched down on the ground after floating in the air for a moment.

For a second, the two stared off. Neither one was moving to attack.

“So... You’re the cult’s Anathema? You don’t look like much. Especially if--”

Ezekiel broke the standoff first. Rushing forward in a burst of purely physical speed and dodged the blades of light that sprouted from the ground where he was standing.

Bringing Shine down hard toward the Cavern Hunter, Ezekiel felt the ground beneath them crack from the force of the blow. His physical strength was enhanced a moment before impact, to ensure maximum force with minimal mana expenditure.

He briefly saw a flash of fire in the distance, as Riley must’ve begun cleaning up the Hunters he had missed. But he didn’t think about it for long, as the Cavern Hunter roared in anger before pushing Ezekiel back.

The tunnel he had sensed the Cavern Hunter making through his mana suddenly opened, and the reinforced earth revealed another Legendary that took to the skies in an instant. A Radiant Hunter that Ezekiel knew was going to be trouble.

The symbol of the Cult of Light emblazoned on a sash he wore over his Spirit Armor ensured it.

Forcing himself to stop from rushing in, Ezekiel let out an angry growl. The image of an actual cultist Legendary, and not just a Guild leader allied with them, was nearly enough to set him off.

“Anathema... I didn’t expect you to be here, during the final push to wipe out these Spirit worshiping savages.” The cultist spat on the ground after he mentioned the Fjorya tribes. “But I guess that heathens must gather together, like rats scrounging for scraps. Only to flee in all directions, aimless, when the cat comes prowling for blood.”

Ezekiel snorted at the attempt to mock and intimidate him. The fact that the cultist had a tiger motif on his Spirit Armor made it even funnier, as it was clear to Ezekiel that he was referring to himself in this metaphor.

Warily, Ezekiel eyed the two Hunters. From what he could sense, this Radiant Legendary was at the peak of Tier four. But his mana felt strange. Like there was the presence of two Hunters, rather than just the one.

That’s when he realized this was a feeling similar to what he sensed from Riley, back when he had purged her body of the foreign Radiant mana that was forced into her soul.

Ezekiel smirked as he thought of how to piss this cultist off.

“Big talk from a man too pathetic to reach Legendary on his own. Tell me, how did it feel, to know that your power is worthless, and that you are nothing more than a pitiful charity case?” Ezekiel’s words made the cultist shake with rage, but he didn’t lash out just yet. “Can you even think by yourself anymore? Or do you need your broken Lord to do it for you?”

While not the best insult, Ezekiel knew that saying anything negative about the Radiant Lord the Cult of Light worshiped was enough to get a response from them.

“You take that back!” A flash of light nearly blinded Ezekiel, but he reflexively dodged out of the way as a halberd glowing with golden Radiance cut through his previous position.

Swinging his own weapon up to block the ax coming at him from the side, Shine sparkled with void mana as they transferred the forced of the blow, through Ezekiel’s body, and out his leg, adding the energy to his own, and exiting into the side of the Radiant cultist.

‘Crack’

The golden Spirit Armor nearly crumpled under the combined force of Ezekiel and the Cavern Hunter. But was swiftly mended by his mana.

Though not before a small spurt of blood had stained it, as the cutting spell Ezekiel had added to his kick put a small hole in the cultist’s side.

A second later, Ezekiel and Shine disengaged from the two enemy Hunters. Putting some space between them, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder why his mother was taking so long to support him.

Glancing around the area, he realized that the flames in the distance hadn’t died down at all either. Meaning that Riley was still fighting. Which was worrisome, as she should’ve been able to clean up a group of Adepts and lower within a few seconds.

A sudden plume of smoke and fire told him that things were not going well over there.

Focusing more intently, Ezekiel nearly failed to block a blow to his chest from the cultist. But he cleanly dodged the attack from the Cavern Hunter that followed.

“What’s wrong, Anathema? Waiting for something? Are you, perhaps, confused as to why your support isn’t here?” the cultist taunted Ezekiel with a sneer practically oozing through his helmet.

“That’s enough. We shouldn’t be telling him what we know while we’re fighting.” The Cavern Hunter held a hand up to stop the cultist. But the Radiant Hunter wasn’t listening.

“It won’t matter at this point. It’s not like he’ll live to spread the word.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow beneath his armor. A sense of dread was beginning to grow in. Both from his danger sense, as the situation seemed to be turning to favor his enemies, and one that was more an assumption than anything else.

“You have a spy...” Ezekiel trailed off, not wanting to believe his own words. “You made plans for if we attacked your bases with any more of your bombs. So, there’s definitely at least one more Legendary that’s fighting with the stragglers. Maybe even two...”

The cultist threw his head back and laughed. A shield of gold sprang up between them as Ezekiel sent a Void Cutter at the man. The invisible blade made a small crack in the shield but didn’t otherwise do anything.

“No... no spies. The heathens in these mountains are too far gone. Too lost in the madness that is their false guardians to accept any deals with us.” The cultist’s words eased some of the worry in Ezekiel’s mind, but not enough. The cult’s current planning was far more advanced than what they had used before, after all.

“We simply hired a couple of strategists from the Kindled family. They were more than happy to support us when we told them we would be hunting down you and your family.” Ezekiel started seeing red in the corners of his eyes as he listened to the cultist. It wasn’t from the fire. “The Com-Slates you created were an even greater help, as we got immediate responses to our inquiries regarding your actions.”

“I was quite surprised, to be honest.” The man continued on, ignoring the trembling in Ezekiel’s hands. “To find out just what they did to the traitorous donor that helped you spawn was enough to make me shiver in fear and disgust. Then, I remembered that that man was a traitor twice over. One that our Lord had marked for--”

Burning his mana at a greater rate than before, Ezekiel felt space itself snap around him, leaving black, star-filled, cracks in his wake as he overpowered a ‘Jump’ and appeared in front of the cultist.

The force of this ‘Jump’ was enough to create a sonic boom greater than that Ezekiel had ever witnessed, both in this world, and his old one, in conjunction with the other effects. Forcing the Cavern Hunter to cover his face as he was shoved backward.

The cultist was less fortunate and found himself taking a reinforced sword to the shoulder. Where it dug in several inches. Blood was spilled, and bones were broken, as the cultist’s arm now hung limply to the side. Utterly useless unless a Life Mage managed to get to him within a few hours. Even with the minor healing ability that Radiant magic had.

A clattering was heard a moment later as the halberd he held in that hand was dropped to the ground. Blood fell from the arm and stained the blade.

“Aaaahhhhgggggg!” The cultist screamed in pain and anger, as he registered what happened a couple of seconds after.

Using his other arm, he formed a dagger of light and thrust it toward Ezekiel’s side. But he was too slow, since Ezekiel had already pulled his sword free and backed away a second sooner.

“You filthy wretch!” the cultist screamed as he moved to attack.

Moving to evade, Ezekiel found himself knocked down from the force of the ax that got him in the back. He spun in the air to reorientate himself and managed to narrowly evade the Radiant cultist’s attack. This time it was a sword that was swung at him.

Ezekiel barely cared about this, however, as all he could see was red. The cultist could’ve only been talking about his father when he was being taunted earlier. But his dad wouldn’t have sold him or his family out for any reason.

He was certain that, even if he had been tortured for the full time that he’d been a captive, his father wouldn’t have betrayed them by telling the Kindled family, or the cult, any ideas regarding what Ezekiel would do in this situation.

But he also knew that his father knew him best out of all the people not currently protected by the Church, or currently with him in the Fjorya.

The only possibility was that his father had been corrupted by the Cult of Light’s so-called blessings. Brainwashed into giving them what they wanted.

“I’m going to kill you.” Ezekiel’s voice was raspy, his mana reflected his emotions and affected his appearance as an aura of opalescent light seemed to surround him.

‘Ezekiel! Snap out of it! You can’t let your anger get the better of you! You’re better than this. Fight properly, or you’ll just--’

Shine’s voice abruptly cut off as Ezekiel threw himself forward once more. Death to his enemies, was the only thing he cared about.

-----------



Not far from the battle between Ezekiel and the other two Legendaries, Riley and Evelyn were just finishing up their own part of the mission, in that they had cleared up the remaining stragglers.

The body of a Legendary Life Hunter laid on the ground. Cut to ribbons and burnt to a crisp in several areas. Her strength had caused a few problems for the Obscure and Flame Hunter pair, but not enough to save her.

“Is that everyone?” Riley asked with a sigh as she looked over at Evelyn, who was retracting her shadow from the fallen Life Hunter.

“Yes. Like I said before. I finished off the stragglers you missed when this woman showed her full power.” Walking over to the corpse, Evelyn picked up the necklace that was around the dead woman’s neck. “It scares me just how many Artifacts the cult can now make. Worse, I can fully understand why the Church of Ten kept so many things secret from the world.”

Riley nodded in agreement, having seen the concealment abilities of the amulet on the necklace firsthand. She idly rubbed her side through her armor. A series of wooden roots had nearly dug through to her flesh after a pod of seeds had grown and exploded next to her.

The sticky fluid inside had caused her some difficulty in burning off the seeds away, and the stickiness had prevented her from simply wiping them off.

Given the disparity in skills, Riley wouldn’t have survived her encounter with the Legendary Life Hunter if she had been fighting alone.

A loud scream in the distance made both of them turn. Their eyes wide as they gazed into the distance. A flash of light glinting as Radiant constructs were used in quick succession.

“We need to move. Ezekiel’s fighting more than one Legendary.” Evelyn was already moving and had sunk into her shadow to stay unseen. She knew that Riley would be able to fly much faster than she could carry the two of them in her shadow.

Taking to the skies, Riley used one of the concepts Ezekiel had taught her to use her flame to fly faster. This allowed her to arrive at the scene of the battle even faster than Evelyn had thought she would.

Only to arrive at a scene that made her stomach churn with panic. Even as she rushed forward with a flaming spear in her hand.

-----------



The clash of steel, and the shattering of glass echoed through the area where Ezekiel was still fighting the Cavern Hunter and Radiant cultist. A back-and-forth battle had been going on for a while now, with Ezekiel mostly tanking or deflecting his enemies' attacks.

Retreating for a moment, Ezekiel charged forward again, this time, his form blurred as he flew forward. The Radiant and Cavern Legendaries were ready, however, and they easily deflected the strikes that Ezekiel threw at them.

No large spells had been used yet. With only constructs of varying sizes and shapes being used with any regularity. The Cavern Hunter had refrained so as to keep a trump card should an opening show itself, while the cultist was focusing most of his mana on not bleeding out.

At one point, the Cavern Hunter had paused and looked away when he had a second to breathe, as if to consider leaving, but he flinched a moment, and was forced to reenter the fight.

Had he been clear headed, Ezekiel would’ve realized that the Cavern Hunter had suffered the effects of a contract reinforcing itself on his soul.

The sheer intensity of the battle was making sweat drip down both the Guild leader and the cultist. But that was purely from the physical exertion that Ezekiel was placing on them.

His enhanced physique was granting him a great advantage here, as he wasn’t using any spells in an overt manner. Shine did glow every now and then, however, which indicated that they were using spells where Ezekiel did not.

“You damned Anathema! Why can’t you just die already?!” the Legendary cultist had much less mana than before now, with Ezekiel’s berserker fighting causing him to make and discard more constructs as shields and deflectors than offensive weapons.

“Perhaps we should pull back. We don’t know if his support will arrive soon.” The Cavern Hunter said as he swung his ax, only to divert the direction of his swing, causing Ezekiel to overextend, as he had missed his target.

A kick to the side sent him crashing into the rubble of the broken base. But a moment later he was flying back out. Swing Shine once more and releasing a series of Void cuts and stabs.

Not all of which the Cavern Mage could avoid.

“Erg!” Grunting in pain, the Cavern Hunter held a hand to his stomach. He pulled it away to see a red stain on his hand. The hole in his chest plate failed to repair itself.

While not too deep, the bleeding was unlikely to stop anytime soon.

“We need to go!” The Guild leader yelled.

“Not yet! The Anathema must die, and by your contract, you will help me see it done!” Now fully enraged, the cultist stopped holding back his spells.

A pair of massive halberds made of light formed beside him, and they became nothing more than glowing lines of light as he swung them around at a reckless abandon.

Ezekiel threw up several barriers, blocking the first few strikes, but he was forced to run as the spell was too much for him. His eyes started to clear up as the exhaustion finally started to affect him.

So far, the only reason he hadn’t been forced to release his Spirit Armor was because he hadn’t done more than to ‘Jumps’ this entire battle. That, and most of his fighting had been reliant on his body, not his mana, so far.

‘Ezekiel! Can you hear me?’ Shine’s voice finally cut through the fog that had come over Ezekiel’s mind.

‘Shine... What...?’ For a second, Ezekiel didn’t realize that he hadn’t heard Shine speaking to him. Clarity had returned, but it hadn’t been as if he was black out angry. Just running high on the emotions, and now he was running out of fuel.

‘Finally! Listen, I don’t know what just happened, but we’re running out of mana. I think the Cavern Hunter is too, since his armor isn’t repairing itself, but that cultist can probably still go strong for a while longer.’ Shine helped Ezekiel understand the situation he had been ignoring in favor of hitting things. ‘I have an idea, but it’ll be difficult to do. We’ll need to ‘Jump’.’

Zekiel was breathing heavier at this point. Even his superior physique was finally running out of energy. But he could tell that Shine was confident in their plan.

‘Let’s do it... I’m in no state to disagree anyway.’ Ezekiel mentally sighed and jumped back again to avoid another barrage of rapid speed light constructs.

By this point the Cavern Legendary had backed off. But Ezekiel couldn’t blame him. At this point, friendly fire was almost guaranteed to happen if he got involved.

Suddenly, Ezekiel reared back, as if he was about to swing his sword in a horizontal slash. Shine visibly sparkled with mana as they prepared their spell. Whipping his arms around, Ezekiel swung.

Seeing this, the cultist moved his constructs to surround him entirely, to prevent any sort of attacks from hitting him. But nothing happened.

Warily opening his arms, the cultist sees nothing in front of him, but a thump and the clattering of steel behind and below him causes him to turn around in a flash.

His ally, the Cavern Hunter who had been focused on staying out of the way, was lying on the ground. He was bisected at the waist, while Ezekiel stood in the air where he had been flying a moment earlier. The Void Hunter’s body was heaving from how heavily he was breathing.

“Oh... how sad. It looks like your broken Lord couldn’t stop me from killing your partner. Truly pathetic, isn’t it?” Ezekiel taunted, causing the cultist to scream once more. This time even louder as he summoned dozens of Radiant constructs and began flailing them about.

The light in the area flashed more times than Ezekiel could count, but he wasn’t worried.

Dropping to the ground, Ezekiel kept out of the raging cultist’s range.

This only lasted for a few seconds, however, as Ezekiel could feel his mana slowly draining as he reinforced his body to move faster than he could naturally.

All the while, the cultist, stuck in his madness induced rage, fought even more recklessly than Ezekiel had just a minute before.

This exchange between the two Legendaries didn’t go on for long, however, as just a few seconds after it had begun, the sound of shattered glass echoed through the area.

Even as Ezekiel finally lost energy and slipped on a loose rock. His eyes started to close from exhaustion. Even as Shine called out to him again. Channeling just enough mana for one final spell.

As for the cultist, he had retracted the mana he and his Spirit used to form their Spirit Armor. Allowing him to create one last construct, a sword, that he raised above his head, intent on bringing it down on Ezekiel. Stumbling forward, even as his strength left him.

Blood pooled to the side as the magic holding his nearly amputated arm was finally released. There was no way he would live with this much blood loss now.

This gruesome scene came to an end, however, when a flaming spear pierced through the cultist’s head. While a wave of fire incinerated the feline Spirit that had just reformed, only to fade into mote of golden light.

Looking at his savior, Ezekiel gave Riley a wry smile.

“What took you so long?”

            

    
        CH 198 (Book 5 Ch 6): The Final Battles Pt.2

    
    
    
    
                After taking down the cult’s Legendaries, the trio returned to the den they had concealed. Evelyn had taken the time to ensure that they weren’t being followed, while Riley carried Ezekiel.

Upon returning to their base, Ezekiel was fed some potions that Welt had provided before they left. The moment he drank the glowing green liquid, Ezekiel felt his body warm up as he felt the magic in the potion flow through his veins.

“Remind me to thank Elder Welt when we return to the peaks,” Ezekiel muttered. “It’s a shame that they didn’t have any Legendary Life Hunters. It would certainly make this job much easier.”

Riley sighed at Ezekiel’s indifference to his injuries, but still smiled and nodded. Ezekiel smiled back, happy that his attitude had somewhat lightened the mood. He then helped Riley pull off his armor so she could wrap him up in some of the enchanted bandages.

For the most part, Ezekiel knew that he wasn’t that injured, and was mostly just fatigued, and suffering from a lot of muscle strain. But given they would be moving out as soon as they had regained their full mana, it was better to get back into top shape as soon as possible.

After she finished wrapping him up, Riley sat next to Ezekiel, holding Celia in her lap. The two soon fell into a meditative state, their Spirits staying aware to keep watch.

Several minutes later, a figure rose from the shadows. Evelyn looked at her son and Riley meditating together, smirking at the sight. Though she frowned as she looked at the black and blue skin from where Ezekiel had strained his body too far.

The bandages covered most of it, but there were still some parts of his body that were open to the world. A soft glow from the wrappings showed that Ezekiel’s skin was returning to its normal color, however, and they would be able to head out without any extra delays.

Sitting down across from the other two, Evelyn dispersed her Spirit armor, and Reya snuck out of the den, intent on doing a more active patrol as she slunk into a shadow. The Obscure Spirit would keep an eye out for anyone that got too close.

As she fell into her own meditative state, Evelyn gave Ezekiel and Riley one last look. A chill seemed to pass over her as she slumped forward, just a little bit.

For a moment, nothing seemed wrong, but then a tear slowly trailed down her cheek.

“We’ll get you back. Just stay strong,” Evelyn whispered to herself in the silent den.

Shine and Celia were aware of this but made no moves to reply or otherwise react.

Their focus was on the surroundings, and their partners.

Quietly, the three Hunters recovered themselves as best they could. The second base would be hit within the next two days. So, they needed to be ready, as there was no way that the next place that they hit wouldn’t be ready for them.

----------



The second base was set up far differently than the first. From what they could see, the cult had created this one for the purpose of acting as a medical center. It was obvious that there were an abundant amount of Life Mages and Hunters present, since there was an artificial forest that had been grown on the rocky mountain side.

Roots and branches created both an artificial flooring, and the walls that surrounded it. They also twisted and grew into shapes denoting Runic Enchantments that were providing additional defenses.

A part of Ezekiel was in awe at the ingenuity of the humans and Spirits that had created this structure. While another part was somewhat regretful that they were going to be attacking what was, essentially, a hospital.

Until Ezekiel saw a group of carriages passing into the base. Each one covered in the cult’s symbol and filled to the brim with reinforced cages that held injured Spirits within them.

At that point, the only thing he felt was rage, and any regret at what they were about to do faded away. Instead, he reveled in the thought of taking out this center for the cult.

“I thought that the cult had stopped their poaching operations for the time being.” Ezekiel glared at the wagons and carts that carried Tier one and two Spirits. “How the hell do they have the numbers to keep this shit up?”

Evelyn and Riley were also glaring, as were Reya and Celia. In the back of his mind, Ezekiel also knew that Shine was less than pleased.

For a second, Ezekiel was happy that Shine was so unique, as it meant that they would never be going through this kind of thing. Though, he did wonder if it would be possible for Void Spirits to be born in the future at some point.

‘A thought for later.’ Ezekiel turned his attention to his mother, who still hadn’t replied.

“This is likely one of the last batches of Spirits that they can afford to move out,” Evelyn said. “We might be able to use this. From what I can tell, it seems like there’s a larger number of Spirits than there are Guild members and cultists. So, it might be possible that we can get the Spirits to fight with us.”

Ezekiel held his chin in thought. “That should be possible, but we’d need nearly three times the Spirits than there are humans. Are we sure that’s the case?”

“It’s not like we wouldn’t be attacking them anyways. We’ll just plan how to do this without the Spirits, and if it turns out they can help, then all the better, right?” Riley’s words were true enough. Do we know if the Spirits will be stored within the base either? Cause if they are, then that means we won’t be able to use the bombs.”

Unfortunately, Riley was right. Using the bombs when there were Wild Spirits within the base would not bode well for them when they returned to the Feathered Peaks.

After a few more minutes of observing the situation, however, it was apparent that the Spirits were not going to be remaining at the base for long. It seemed that the carriages and wagons were only making a short resupply and were headed out again in less than an hour.

They would be well outside the range of the cult’s base by the time the trio attacked later tonight.

In this situation, the presence of the Spirits was just a fortunate surprise, not a necessity for them to begin their attack. It would be best for them to right off the Spirits as a non-issue for now. Though they would move to rescue them later if they had the chance.

“Well, let's get ready. Given the time, we’ll be able to attack them tonight. That will make things easier for me at least. Are both of you ready as well?” Evelyn turned to Riley and Ezekiel.

“Ready enough. Though, I have a feeling that we’ll need a clear road to retreat this time.” Ezekiel held a hand over his heart, a familiar feeling of dread filling him up as he looked at the building in the distance. “I have a bad feeling about this one. We might need to use more than one bomb this time.”

Riley and Evelyn both grimaced at the thought, but trusted Ezekiel’s judgment enough to not dispute him on this. His danger sense had proven itself correct more often than not by now.

With grim thoughts in their minds, the trio retreated in order to wait until nightfall.

In just a couple of hours, they would attack.

----------



Ezekiel had quickly realized that the cult was growing used to his usual tactics.

When he had struck at cult bases and camps in Tarquessa, there wasn’t enough information regarding what he had done in order to make a defense against it.

After hitting bases in the Fjorya, however, the cult obviously realized that he was truly a threat now, since he had fully reached the Legendary Tier. Hence, the changes that had been made apparent in the previous and current cult buildings he was destroying.

‘It’s both a shame, and a relief.’ Ezekiel conveyed to Shine as he made his way to the edge of the cult base’s territory. Roots and leaves on the ground writhed and twisted along the ground.

‘How is it a relief?’ Shine didn’t have the same feelings for the situation as Ezekiel. They would much rather be able to just steamroll over all of their enemies, and not have to worry about it.

‘It means that we are not invincible, and there is room for us to grow,’ Ezekiel explained. ‘I know that it’s not helpful in this situation, but knowing that it’s possible for others to match, and restrict us, means that it’s possible for us to have equals. Which means that we won’t be alone as we grow stronger.’

Shine remained silent as they thought about Ezekiel’s words.

‘Not that I would ever be alone. I’ve got you stuck inside my head, after all.’

Ezekiel smiled beneath his Shroud, palming the two bombs he had taken from the boxes he left behind in the makeshift camp his group had set up hours before.

‘You ready?’ Channeling his mana into the bombs, he knew that the countdown had begun.

‘Let’s do it.’ Shine focused their own mana, locating a couple of different areas in the base. Their senses were only partially restricted by the formations surrounding the base.

During their scouting earlier, Ezekiel and his party had been unable to do much besides figure out the exact size of the base, since it was completely overgrown, as well as closed off from the sides, and the sky. This meant that, unless he wanted to do a blind ‘Jump’ Ezekiel wouldn’t be able to get inside.

This would be easier to do than with the last base, since he didn’t risk ‘Jumping’ into a rock. But it still wasn’t something he wanted to do.

The fact that the floor was made of roots and leaves also meant that his Shroud wouldn’t conceal him when he walked through the base. He would be able to use his anti-gravity to avoid it, but that would expend a large amount of mana that he would need in order to fight any survivors.

Something he fully expected to have to do, since the dangerous feeling in his gut was still present. Even with the use of two of the bombs, rather than just the one.

‘Send them’

Shine immediately followed Ezekiel’s order, and ‘Jumped’ the two bombs into the base.

For a second, Ezekiel was happy that things had gone according to plan, but a second later, his danger sense went off ten times stronger than before. It was so strong that he nearly fell to his knees and lost his concentration holding his Shroud up.

Even though he had a couple of seconds, Ezekiel immediately ‘Jumped’ directly to the meeting point where Riley and Evelyn were waiting for the explosion to pass. His sudden arrival nearly made the two ladies shriek in fright as he appeared out of nowhere.

“Ezekiel! What--?” Riley lowered her flaming spear as she stepped forward to check on Ezekiel.

But lunged towards them instead. Reaching forward, he tackled both his mother and Riley to the ground, only to merge his mana with Shine’s, and perform another ‘Jump’.

This took them nearly five times further out from the cult’s building than they were before, and nearly drained Ezekiel of half his remaining mana.

But as the bombs went off in the base, it was obvious that the cult had something else within the base. Either more bombs that Ezekiel wasn’t aware of, or something else that was equally, if not even more, volatile than the explosives Ezekiel had dropped off.

The resulting explosion completely destroyed the base, even with the defensive formations absorbing a large amount of the blast.

If not for the fact that they were dozens of kilometers away, rather than the distance they were before, it was highly likely that they would’ve been hit by the blast. For now, they were simply sent away at a ridiculous speed. All while Ezekiel held up a barrier that sent them flying like a baseball into the distance. Rather than try to ride out the force that was bearing down on them.

He ended up expending the rest of his mana when they finally touched down, well over a few peaks away from the explosion.

This was the force of a Tier five spell, at the least. Meaning that there was something inside the base that they had been unaware of. Something that Ezekiel had a sneaking suspicion he had seen before or was at least aware of.

For now, however, he had to deal with the fact that he and Shine were now both out of mana, and they were now incredibly out of the way from their intended route. While they still had several more bases that they needed to strike in order to take out the cult’s rear support.

“... I don’t think that the explosives are an option anymore...” Ezekiel was quiet as he was helped to his feet after dropping to the ground when his barrier finally broke. “Not if they’re going to have results like that.”

The light had swiftly faded into the darkness of the night, but even so, with it being a clear night, the moon cast enough light to show the massive smokestack that was rising into the sky.

“Agreed. We need to figure out what that was and ensure that the cult can’t do that to us.” Evelyn stared into the distance. Her voice trembled as she realized just how much trouble the world was about to experience. “Change of plans. We return to the Feathered Peaks, and we request intervention from the Prime Guild and the Church of Ten. We need to ensure that these tools aren’t used in human controlled lands again.”

Subjecting himself to being carried, Ezekiel didn’t complain as his Spirit Armor finally faded, and his mother threw him over her shoulder like a sack.

Celia took form beside Riley, whose Spirit Armor also faded. The little dragon Spirit grew to her largest size, and the Hunters all jumped on the Flame Spirit’s back.

As they took to the air, they only hoped that they weren’t too late to take action and receive aid from an actual Tier five force.

----------



The sudden changes to the situation were met with outrage and disgust.

Previously, the bombs the cult had created were only on the absolute upper ends of the Legendary Tier, with the possibility of touching at the bottom of the Mythic Tier. Though that was really pushing it.

Had the original bombs been set off within the Feathered Peaks, then that would destroy the majority of the living space that had been developed by the tribe. Entire villages would’ve been wiped out, but if they evacuated, the could return and rebuild.

Now, it was revealed that the entire mountain ran the risk of being destroyed. At least, the entirety of the territory that the tribe controlled would disappear.

This could not be allowed.

“Ezekiel,” Elder Welt called out. “I don’t suppose you have any insights as to why this happened. You said you figured out how the bombs worked last time you were here, didn’t you?”

Ezekiel sighed, having been put on the spot as an assortment of Legendaries looked at him.

They were all currently inside one of the Fjorya tribes’ forward bases. A staging point for the final battle against the cult. So, it was somewhat more crowded than it was when they had met at the Feathered Peaks.

That was without the Legendary Birds taking up space, as they and other Legendary Spirits had gone out to rally the Wild Spirits in order to bolster their forces.

As well as to check out the area that had been destroyed by the altered bombs. News was already getting back to them from the Legendary birds that had gone out to check. But they were staying away from now, in order to keep an eye on the cult’s movements.

“I might...” Ezekiel looked around the room. “It would help if the Invera was here to corroborate, but I’m sure you’re all aware of what the cult used, in conjunction with their cannons, when they took down the Spirit Haven several months ago, right?”

The assembled Hunters and Mages all nodded in confirmation. So, Ezekiel continued.

“Well, I think that the cult had another one of the things that they used to create that pseudo-Mythical being. It was caught up in the explosion, and acted as a catalyst, along with several more explosives within the base.”

“Could it be possible that there were only additional explosives that got caught in the blast?” Narrik, who had been silent for the most part, finally spoke up. There was a wary and almost fearful look on his face.

As a member of the Feathered Peaks tribe, he was well aware of what Invera had been forced to fight at the Spirit Haven. The thought of having another abomination appear in the battles to come was terrifying.

“There would need to be at least a dozen more explosives in the base in order for that sort of effect to occur.” Ezekiel shook his head. “Given the expense of the materials and process needed to create them, there’s no way they would risk such a large cache remaining in a single base. I’m sure you’re all aware, but it has long since been confirmed that the cult, and the Guilds, don’t keep more than three bombs in a single base.”

Several Hunters scowled. Specifically, those that had lost their homes in the central areas of the Fjorya. They had been the ones that had been on the receiving end of the cult’s explosives.

“Then we’ll definitely need to inform the Church of Ten. Perhaps they’ll even be able to get the Prime Guild’s Mythics to step in.” Elder Rosen addressed the room. “I know that no one here wants to have even more outsiders interfering in our affairs. But I don’t think we can afford to do that anymore. Perhaps it’s time we allow the Church of Ten to set up a cathedral in the Fjorya.”

There were even more reluctant looks that passed through the room at that suggestion, but no one spoke up in protest.

“Given our current proximity, I might be able to reach out to the Cathedral in Gates. I have several friends there that could expedite the process of involving a Mythic on our side. Though, I may need to make a few things first.” Ezekiel drew the attention of the room once more. “If possible, I’d also like an escort from the Feathered Peaks, simply due to my familiarity with them, so that they can convey the interests of the various tribes.”

Some of the representatives of the other tribes looked like they wanted to interject, but a sudden cry from the sky reverberated through the room.

The Legendary birds were back, and it seemed like things had gone for the worse during the time they’d been gone.

The noise they had made more closely resembled a strangled shriek, rather than a clear and proud bird cry.

----------



Rushing outside, Ezekiel saw the four Legendary birds nearly crash to the ground in front of the center that had been set up for the Legendary Hunters to plan and hold their meetings.

All of them had injuries that were seeped with Radiant magic. Glowing gold veins seemed to burn through their bodies as the light energy ate away at them.

The only one that seemed mostly okay was Callrond, and even he was still suffering from several physical injuries. Feynari was the worst off, however, as she was nearly fading away. Though she wasn’t missing any limbs this time.

“Shit! Radiant Mages, c’mon, we need to extract that foreign mana, now!” Ezekiel rushed forward to Callrond who was closest to him, Shine glowed brightly with opalescent light, and they both began emanating an aura of ‘Nothingness’ that they ‘Willed’ to only effect the foreign Radiant Magic.

Snapping out of their shock, the few Radiant Mages in the area all rushed forward, placing their hands on the bird Spirits in order to interact with, and hopefully remove, the Radiant energy that was burning through the Legendary Spirits.

“Be careful not to touch it directly! This mana is peak Legendary! Perhaps even Pseudo Mythic!”

Having been the first on the scene, Ezekiel had nearly gotten blasted with the Radiant mana that he was trying to disperse. For the most part, it was working fine, but he felt a pressure on his mind as the remnant ‘Will’ of the being that this mana had come from still lingered.

The rest of the Mages were wary to approach when they heard that, but the Radiant Mages, and some of the Life Mages, all continued to work. Though, they were much more cautious than before.

A few cried out in pain as they suffered searing burns when they pushed too far in trying to remove the remnant mana. The ‘Will’ within it didn’t spread, however, so they were safe from being corrupted. They’d just have to spend time recovering later.

Finally, after several minutes of work, Callrond seemed to regain awareness. Turning to Ezekiel, the Radiant Spirit spoke.

“Prepare for battle. They are coming. A full push. Invera is dealing with another abomination.” Callrond’s voice was clear, even though he was still in pain. “Be wary. We don’t know what weapons they currently have.”

Callrond tried to climb back to his feet but fell to the side before he could fully rise. Ezekiel caught him, and helped the large bird move to lay beside his sister. After ensuring that Callrond was purged of all the foreign mana, he moved to begin working on Feynari.

“Elder Welt, Elder Rosen.” The two elders focused on Ezekiel, the other Legendaries had already begun scrambling to get ready for battle. “I’ll stay here until the guardian birds are purged of the foreign mana. But I don’t think I should participate in the final battle. Not yet, and not directly.”

The two elders looked like they were going to dispute Ezekiel’s decision, but Evelyn placed a hand on both their shoulders.

“The cult wants me, so it’d be best if I wasn’t here, and they weren’t tempted to use another one of their false ascension artifacts just to kill me,” Ezekiel explained. “So, instead, I’m going to go to Gates, and I need one of you two to come with me.”

Ezekiel finished purging the mana from Feynari, allowing the Mages that were working on her to begin healing her properly. He moved over to Morty, who was further away, but more badly injured than Spina.

“We’ll be taking a few of the remaining bombs with us, as proof, and hopefully we’ll be able to get the higher powers involved. Before things can go too far, or another Mythic level explosion happens, and destroys all the life that exists on the mountain.”

Rosen and Welt shared a look before nodding as they stepped away. Ezekiel continued to purge the Legendary birds, and when he was finished, he saw that Welt had remained. It seemed like he and Rosen had decided that Welt would represent the Fjorya when they went to the Church of Ten.

Climbing onto Celia’s back once more, Ezekiel, Riley, Evelyn, and Welt, all gave one last look toward the Fjorya’s forces. Each one of the hoped that the Fjorya’s forces would be able to hold out until they returned. Hopefully with the help of a Mythic Hunter or two.

----------



At the base of the mountain, surrounding the remaining forces of the eastern tribes of the Fjorya, dozens of Legendary Hunters, from an assortment of Guilds, as well as the cult, were assembled.

Several peaks away, a Lightning storm had appeared, and flashes of light seemed to cut through the sky. A cacophony or animalistic roars would be heard, slowly growing quieter as the Mythical bird was forced to move further and further away from the battle grounds.

“You’re certain that your pets will be able to hold off that damned bird?” A Legendary Hunter garbed in their Spirit Armor, with a sash depicting a pair of crossed pickaxes across his chest. “We’ll not succeed if she comes back before wiping out their usual forces.”

A Glacial Hunter wearing a sash with the Cult of Light’s symbol on it replied.

“It’s fine. While the plan to use three is no longer possible, two will be enough to hold her back. With a low chance of killing her as well. We’re somewhat fortunate she found out about us, or else we’d never have been able to catch her off guard. With our blessed ones fresh and ready for battle.” The Legendary Cultist turned back from the Mythical beings fighting far away. She focused on the mountain in front of her. “It is unfortunate that the majority of our explosive munitions have already been used. The two that we have left won’t be enough at this point.”

A small box was located not far behind the Legendaries. It was identical to the ones that Ezekiel had found the bombs he had stolen hidden within.

“It’s better this way.” A deep and rumbling voice called out. “Better to kill your enemies in a proper battle, than with an indiscriminate tool. Shows your own powers’ worth.”

Several other Hunters glared at the man, who was garbed in gray Spirit Armor, but none spoke out. Even the cultists looked wary to speak out against this man. A man who emanated the aura of a peak Tier four Hunter.

“... If you say so. But I would rather we simply get the job done.” The Glacial cultist muttered. “It’s not like you’ll magically break through to Tier five from this battle, after all.”

“Hmph! Battle is the best way to grow the soul. You would know that if you hadn’t sold your own.” The powerful Legendary said. “Now shut up and get ready. It is time to attack.”

Without another word, the Legendary Hunter strode off. The others looked away and headed off to their own forces.

The battle was about to begin, and it was time to finish this war.
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                Ezekiel worked in conjunction with Riley, creating a windshield that kept the Mages on Celia’s back from flying off. Shaping the barriers that he made from his Void Panes was difficult, but the forces that he was dealing with weren’t so powerful as to break or require their upkeep. This meant he was able to keep the group safe for the entirety of the trip.

“Is there anything you can tell us about the Scholars we are about to meet?” Welt asked after a few minutes of flying. Given their speed and the distance involved, it was likely that they would arrive at the city of Gates within a half an hour. Though, Celia would be exhausted, and it was possible that Riley would need to supplement the Spirit’s mana with her own.

“... For the most part, the Scholars I’m friends with will be happy to help us. George and Fiana are old friends from the Archipelago. They’ll probably lend what help they can without any expectation of a reward.” Ezekiel explained as he reminded himself of the friends he had separated from in Gates. “Marc might be more reluctant. I’m fairly certain he was only interested in pursuing Fiana. While Cinder might still be an apprentice. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if she wasn’t.”

Welt and Evelyn looked a bit worried and frowned in thought. While they were hopeful prior to their departure, what they were hearing now was a different story. Ezekiel could understand their concern, as nothing he had said so far was very helpful, considering the situation.

“The one that would really be helpful is Grand Scholar Kris. She’s an Obscure Mage who used to be a Mythic Hunter.” Evelyn let out a gasp, while Welt just swallowed the spit he nearly choked up.

“Kris Meryl! The Lady of Blackthorns! That Kris?” Welt’s eye’s grew even wider as Evelyn made her exclamation.

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow, assuming that that was the nickname that Grand Scholar Kris had acquired during her time as a Hunter.

“I think so. I’ve never heard of any of her nicknames before, but I don’t think there’s ever been more than one Obscure Mythic Hunter before, besides that one Spirit in the history books I read at Sanafalls.” It had been a passing interest at the time. One that Ezekiel had delved into during his free time to learn more about the Archipelago.

Finding out that there were several lost islands that had, apparently, come under the protection and control of Mythic Spirits had been surprising. He had hoped to visit it, when he had learned about it, but had given up on that when he found out that the maps to said islands were lost during the Age of Despair.

Ezekiel’s words stunned the older Legendaries. While Riley didn’t look nearly as surprised.

Though, Ezekiel figured that that was because she had lived in Gates for a few months when they had first come up from Tarquessa the previous year. With that in mind, Riley likely had a better idea of what Kris was likely to do when they arrived.

“Any thoughts?” Ezekiel turned to Riley. “I’m assuming that, since you were the last one there, the Grand Scholar would’ve said a few things before you made your way to Tollren.”

Riley remained silent, though she did close her eyes in thought.

“Nothing specific stands out. But... I think she was making progress with those theories you gave her.” Riley looked lost in thought as she focused on what she could remember. “I was recovering at that time. My soul was being treated nearly daily by Life Mages and others who had some form or healer training. Mostly Glacial Mages, for their soothing mana properties.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. Knowing that there was a limit to how much he, George, and Marc, could’ve helped at that time. However, the fact that Kris was still so invested in his theories for Legendary breakthrough was a surprise.

It was a topic that also drew Evelyn and Welt’s attention, as they finished processing the fact that they were going to meet one of their heroes.

“You’ve discovered the secret to Legendary breakthroughs?” Welt exclaimed in shock.

Ezekiel didn’t understand why this was coming as a surprise to the man. Since he knew that Narrik and Rena had both used his methods to break through.

But when he thought about it, Ezekiel realized that he hadn’t provided the means of solitary breakthrough. He had only supplied the different elemental ‘Understandings’ he knew from his past life’s scientific knowledge.

Given the Spirits were more in tune with their respective elements, it made sense to him that their Spirits achieved their ‘Understanding’ more quickly, and in the process, allowed their Hunters to use them as a hand hold to pull themselves up. Piggybacking on the ‘Understanding’ of their Spirit, like the normal means of breaking through.

As such, it was likely that the tribes he had shared his knowledge with didn’t know that, so long as a Mage’s soul was strong enough, they would be able to ingrain the understanding necessary for reaching Tier four, without a Spirit.

“Yes. I guess I didn’t include that in the books I gave you regarding my observations of elemental effects and aspects.” Ezekiel looked at Welt, who was much more interested in what was being said. “To keep things simple, so long as a human’s soul has crossed the threshold of Tier four, it is possible for them to gain the ‘Understanding’ necessary for breaking through. But, unlike with Spirits, who can do this subconsciously, a Mage needs to actively comprehend their ‘Understanding’.”

“And since Mages have never bothered to ‘Understand’ their elements beyond the basic spells and constructs, they never consolidated their ‘Understanding’ or simply relied on their Spirits innate advancement.” Welt seemed lost in thought.

Ezekiel realized that the man’s position as his tribe's leading healer, the closest thing they had to a Scholar, was well earned.

Allowing the man to think, and come to his own conclusions, Ezekiel faced forward once more.

Given how well Welt was taking the information regarding his Theories, he hoped that Kris and the other Scholars he had left behind in Gates were making their own progress.

“... Ezekiel.” Evelyn’s voice cut through his thoughts. “I just remembered; the Empire still wants us due to their deal with the Kindled Clan. How are we going to get into the city?”

Ezekiel had already thought about this, and wasn’t too worried, but he knew that his mother’s concern was warranted. Luckily, he already had a plan made based on the last time he had been here.

“The city will have wanted posters for us, but the Church of Ten will not be advocating them.” Ezekiel explained as he remembered the different times he’d been in the Cathedrals in the past. “Gates in particular won’t, because of Kris, and the things I’ve done for her, and what she needs from me.”

Evelyn still looked worried but would trust Ezekiel’s judgment for now.

“The Church is not subservient to the Empire, after all. It is a worldwide faction that is not reliant on any one other faction.” Ezekiel smirked as he thought of the conflict between the Church and the cult.

If only he could get the Church’s support against the Empire, then everything would be perfect.

“Besides,” Ezekiel continued, “we’re not going to be speaking to any guards, or even setting foot anywhere in the city besides the Cathedral.”

Evelyn and Riley just looked confused, while Welt continued to ponder over Ezekiel’s revelation.

All while Ezekiel just smiled. Happy that his advancement to Legendary would allow him to go through with what he had planned.

----------



“This is not what I had expected when you said you had a plan!” Riley whispered as she stepped out of Evelyn’s shadow.

The group had touched down well outside of the city’s walls and had made their closer via Evelyn’s shadow travel. Only for Ezekiel to explain that they were going to simply be ‘Jumping’ into the city. With their mana combined, doing so should be easy enough for Shine and Ezekiel.

It was also the only means they had of bypassing the sensory and defensive formations that were engraved onto the walls. Not even his mother’s shadows would be able to cross the boundary of the walls without tripping an alarm.

Fortunately, Void Magic still didn’t have any formations designed to stop it yet. Though, a Cavern Mage might still sense their feet depending on where they landed. But Ezekiel knew where he’d be ‘Jumping’ to. So, that shouldn’t be an issue at this time.

Garbed in their Spirit Armor, and masked as well, to conceal themselves, Ezekiel just smirked at his girlfriend. The rest were also covered in cloaks that would hide their armor.

Welt felt that his was unnecessary, but it was best that his presence was concealed, just in case word did get out that they were there. His place with them would make him a target later on, after all.

Even more of one that he was already.

“Alright, everyone, gather close. I’ll need to focus and will do my best to keep things safe. But this will be very disorientating.” Holding his arms outward, Ezekiel waited for the others to touch him.

Firmly gripping his arms, the others readied themselves. Riley and Evelyn were cautious, as were their Spirits, but weren’t too scared.

Welt, on the other hand, was very different, and was grasping Ezekiel like his life depended on it. If it wasn’t for his enhanced physique, Ezekiel might’ve flinched back or grimaced at the feeling.

“Deep breath.” Everyone inhaled.

The next thing they knew, landed in the middle of a cobblestone alleyway. Completely cut off from the main roads, and unseen by everyone but the rats that scurried away upon their arrival.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad.” Ezekiel straightened up, stretching his back before looking at his group. “Alright, let’s--”

“Hurk!” Before they could move, Welt threw himself at a wall. Bracing himself with his hands, he emptied his stomach onto the ground.

With a grimace, Ezekiel looked at Riley and his mom. Both looked pale and sickly. Obviously uncomfortable as they both bent at the waist. Not as sick as Welt, as neither of them puked, but still uncomfortable.

Spreading out his senses, Ezekiel saw that Reya and Celia were stumbling around. Trying to regain their balance as they dealt with their issues from the ‘Jump’.

No one was around, however, and even thought it was still light out, it was clear that no-one used this alley for anything. It was just a place for the nearby buildings to store trash and for rain to drain into the sewers without flooding the streets.

“We’ll take a minute. The Cathedral isn’t far from here. So, we should be able to get there quickly.” Ezekiel moved over to Welt and rubbed the elderly man’s back.

A part of him wondered why the ‘Jump’ was so bad this time. Was it the distance? The enchantments on the wall? Perhaps the number of people, or Welt’s age, was playing a factor. Maybe even the fact that Welt wasn’t bonded to a Spirit.

These thoughts and more passed through Ezekiel’s mind. But he didn’t linger on them, as he and Shine kept an eye out for any approaching people.

Finally, it seemed like the group had recovered enough to move.

Heading out from the alley, the quartet looked like a simple group of merchants making their way through the city. Be it for business, or pleasure, their presence didn’t draw any strange looks from any of the residents.

Though Ezekiel did pick up the pace when he noticed a Spirit following after them.

“Let’s move faster. I want to get this done fast.” Ezekiel used telekinesis and Void Panes to alter the sound of his voice, just enough to throw off any who might be looking for him.

The others noticed this and hurried up. Knowing that Ezekiel wouldn’t have taken such a measure without a good reason.

As they reached the final road before the gates of the Church, Ezekiel grabbed a token from his Void Pouch. At the same time, Reya merged with a shadow they had passed under, and was keeping a lookout. Something that Ezekiel was grateful for.

When he and his family had left Tollren, they had made sure to take all their belongings with them. Including the letters that he had received from his Scholar friends here in Gates.

They weren’t anything special and wouldn’t do anything to grant him access any faster than any others, but they would act as proof when he asked one of the Cathedral guards to alert Fiana or the others inside.

Stopping in front of the gate, Ezekiel spoke briefly with the guard, and did as he intended. Another guard sent a message via a series of patterns on a Com-Slate. Something that Ezekiel saw was only somewhat more advanced than the ones he’d seen the Church using before. But not as good as the ones from the cult.

‘We’ll have to fix that at some point.’ Ezekiel mentally noted. Shine just sent back a feeling of reassurance and support.

Before anyone could arrive, however, Ezekiel and Evelyn both twitched beneath their cloaks and shared a look. The had both sensed the approach of a group garbed in armor. It seemed like their appearance wasn’t as concealed as they had expected.

“Zeke!” A female voice called out from inside the Cathedral grounds. “Well, I can’t say I expected to see you again so soon. What with what happened to your family. Now, come on in. I think Grand Scholar Kris wants to speak with you.”

Turning back to the gates of the Cathedral, Ezekiel saw a familiar girl with brown hair approaching while waving. It was Cinder, who had apparently made some progress in the past year and a bit. Since, Ezekiel could sense that she was at least a little bit stronger than before. Though, not quite Tier three just yet.

“Cinder! Good to see you. I’m happy to hear that the Grand Scholar wants to speak with me. That works well with the reasons I am here.” Ezekiel and his party crossed the threshold into the Cathedral, going past the gates and getting out of sight quickly.

At the same time, Ezekiel could tell that the group that was seemingly tailing them had broken off. Diverting their course to another direction.

He couldn’t tell if that was their original purpose, or a change in plans when he and his party entered the Cathedral. Either way, he would be keeping an eye out when they left.

----------



While Ezekiel and the others were making their way inside of the Cathedral, things were turning into an open conflict as the cult forces clashed with the residents of the Fjorya.

The assembled tribes had gathered all of their fighters and weren’t letting up as they pushed back against the cult. No ground was given as the terrain was torn up from a multitude of elemental attacks. The sky flashed with different lights and bursts of flame. Ice rained down on the fighters below, and new forests grew and died at an astonishing rate.

The chaos was even greater than the events that had taken place in Harkem a year ago. The only difference being that it was a much less organized defense. With multiple fighting groups getting in each other's way.

The different tribes didn’t know how each other fought, so it was difficult to coordinate. Had they been given any additional time, they might have been able to organize themselves more efficiently.

The cult was having a similar issue, however, since they were working with a number of Guilds that hadn’t worked together for the most part. There was also a caution ingrained in the Guild members that wasn’t there for most of the cultists.

The lack of fervent faith in the so-called Radiant Lord meant that they didn’t want to simply throw their lives away in their attempts to win.

Needless to say, there were a number of close calls when it came to the leaders of the respective sides of the conflict.

“Guild Leader! Send your men to support the left side now!” One Legendary cultist screamed at a man that was nearby.

“If we do that, then the center will fall! Where are your men! Why aren’t they fighting on that side?” The man replied.

“Our forces charged forward! These animals cannot be allowed to live! If you’re not going to fight with us, then why are you here?” The cultist ducked beneath a swing from a Hunter with no distinguishing garments besides her Spirit Armor.

An ice blue ax split the air, before flying off and creating a crater in the earth as the cultist knocked it out of the attacking tribes woman's hand. A kick to the face followed, and the woman was sent flying backward. Only to be caught by her ally.

“If you think that that’s enough then you’re wrong!” the Glacier Hunter screamed before charging back into the fight. “Leave out mountains or perish before your false Ancient!”

“You dare--!” the cultist tried to scream but was cut off as another Hunter struck him from the side. A spear had been thrown, and he hadn’t been focusing on his surroundings.

As reeled from the blow, the two Hunters from before reached him, just in time to break off as a Guild Leader let out an explosion of Lightning that filled the immediate area. It somewhat shocked the cultist but didn’t do anything overly debilitating.

Scenes like this were commonplace in this battle, with smaller conflicts happening below, where the Adepts and lower Tier Hunters and Mages were fighting for their lives, while also avoiding the effects of the Legendaries fighting above.

“Burn!” a large, muscular, half naked man screamed as steam wafted off his torso. “Burn and ask the Ancients for forgiveness after death!”

In contrast to the man’s large physique, a small red mouse was perched in his hair, spewing fire at anybody that got too close to him. More than a few unfortunate Apprentices and Tier one Mages had already melted under his fire.

“Get back here you dolt!” A bright green tree branch wrapped around the man’s waist and pulled him back toward Fjorya’s fighting line. Right as a series of lightning bolts, each enough to kill him, struck the earth in rapid succession.

“Hahaha! Thank you small one!” The tribal Flame Hunter said as he climbed to his feet and patted a small man wearing a green clock made out of glowing leaves on the shoulder.

“Pay attention! There’s more coming! Can you even fight anymore?” The smaller man’s questions were well warranted, as the Flame Hunter had been charging forward and clearing enemy lines for a while now. Using spells that weren’t exactly weak.

A wall of roots and branches spread out and blocked a barrage of icicles.

“Now that you mention it, perhaps we should pull back for now.” The larger man threw the smaller one over his shoulder and ran back towards one of the fortified structures nearby.

All the while the smaller man called out complaints about how the other man’s tribe had no sense of decorum or respect for boundaries. Though he made no attempt to break free, knowing he was being brought to safety.

----------



Not far away from the major battles occurring between the two small armies, a conversation regarding the battle was taking place.

“This is not going as I had thought it would. The heathens are far less pathetic than we were led to believe.” A man garbed in golden armor stated as he watched the battle from the rear lines.

He was one of the Legendary cultists that was more or less in charge of the cult’s forces. Next to him was the Legendary Tempest Hunter who had spoken out against the cult’s tactics not long ago.

The Glacial cultist that the Guild Leader had been arguing with was nowhere to be seen. He had gone out to battle the Fjorya’s Hunters some time ago, but the two that remained had lost sight of him not long after the fight had begun.

“That’s not our fault. Not a single Guild, except the ones that are basically disbanded now, from all the dead members, told you that this battle would be easy.” The Tempest Guild Leader frowned as he watched the battle. “I remember several Guild Leaders telling you that there was a reason that we do not attack the Fjorya’s tribes. It wasn’t just because of the tribal Spirit guardians.”

“Hmm... perhaps... was it because of those strange Artifacts?” the cult leader asked. “I still think we should’ve tried to gain more of them.”

In the distance, one of the few common features between all the tribesmen fighting, each one had a glowing Artifact on their person. Ones that didn’t have any Runic markings for Enchantments.

“And I told you that it would be pointless. Only Legendary Spirits are known to make them. You have to capture one that could make them and get the secrets from them directly.” The Guild leader explained. “We’re just lucky that most of the guardian Spirits are still regrouping in the western mountains. If we were fighting all the remaining tribes, we probably wouldn’t be holding out as well as we are.”

“Hmph, just because your Guilds were unable to do their jobs in the western mountains, doesn’t mean that we won’t win this. We wiped out all the forces in the central mountains, after all.”

The Guild leader just took a deep breath and stayed silent. The cult had been far more overbearing since they had officially taken over Tarquessa. Though, he couldn’t deny their efforts, nor their power.

If not for the ongoing rebellion in Tarquessa, behind the scenes, of course, the cult would’ve been able to bring forth their full forces. Rather than leaving behind a large number to ensure that they didn’t lose their grip on any of the cities they currently controlled.

Their position might be on top for now, but it was still far from stable.

Stepping forward, the Tempest Hunter moved to enter the battle himself.

“And what do you think you’re doing? You were instructed to remain behind until the tides were in our favor, in order to mop up the remains.”

The Guild leader said nothing, and simply flew forward. Leaving a fuming cultist behind him, only for the man to calm down, and smirk maliciously as he simply turned around.

“Fine. Then I guess you’ll just have to risk getting caught in the blast.”

Before him, a box with the last remaining explosives laid open on a stone dais.

----------



On the opposite side of the battle, several cultists had managed to reach the rear line for the Fjorya’s forces. Through sheer determination, and total disregard for their lives, nearly a dozen Hunters at Tier’s two and three had begun attacking the elders that were watching over the battle.

“Die you wretched--”

The cultists didn’t get without fifty feet of the assembled elders, over half of which were Legendary Mages who had been Hunters and had fought alongside their tribes’ guardians.

“How long do you think we’ll be able to hold out for?” One of the white-haired men, this one with a streak of pale red in his hair, yanked the blade he had thrown, into the skull of one of the cultists, back into his hand. “We have yet to see them deploy their not-so-secret weapon yet.”

Grim looks seemed to be the theme as the rest of the elders retrieved their own weapons or recalled the mana that had been used to cast their spells or constructs.

“There have been no significant shifts in how the battle is going. So, it is unlikely that the cult will use their remaining weapons anytime soon. If they even have any.” Another elder, this time a woman with white and black hair, spoke out.

“They would’ve opened with that, if they still had those bombs.” A hunched over woman with barely visible golden strands in her white hair said.

“Not necessarily. Not if they wanted to have us all gathered together first.” another elder said.

“Guessing at this will get us nowhere for now. All we need to do is make sure that the battles are as spread out as possible. That will ensure that they can’t wipe us out in one blow.” Elder Rosen declared as the other elders turned to him. “We also have someone going to get help, so we just have to hold out until they return, which should be only a few hours from now. Besides, I am more worried about that.”

Elder Rosen turned from the battle and looked into the distance. A great storm was brewing, one that covered several mountains, but was distinctly contained within a circular boundary.

Invera was fighting something, and she hadn’t already won.

Before anyone could say anything, more cultists screamed as they got within striking range.

“My worries can wait. We need to finish these idiots and see how we can help. Hopefully, none of our Hunters are stupid enough to waste their mana needlessly.” Rosen returned his attention to the battle, kicking off and sliding along a frozen trail of ground as he cut down the charging cultists.

Seeing the change in his fighting style, the other elder realized that they were wasting mana with their constructs and withdrew their Artifacts and other weapons.

With disgruntled sighs, and complaints of being too old, the most experienced fighting in this conflict fought once more.
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                Getting through to see Grand Scholar Kris was simpler than Ezekiel had expected, but not as smooth as he had hoped. Yes, they got in without a small army breathing down their necks, but he just knew that there would be noble funded Guilds gunning for them the moment they left.

To say nothing of the possibility of their being Inquisition members within the city, if the report Reya gave when she returned was anything to go by.

The presence of people wearing Kindled Clan symbols was even more of a red flag for him.

“I’m somewhat glad you remembered the name I gave you when we first met,” Ezekiel said. “It’s not the best disguise, but it’ll work better than using my actual name in this instance.”

“If you say so. I still somewhat wish you could’ve gone to a different city, though,” Cinder replied with a frown on her face. “You don’t know just how much trouble the three of us have been going through, being known friends of yours. I expect the Church will have a liaison on its doorsteps within the hour.”

Ezekiel couldn’t hold back a wince at the thought. He knew that, after the empire made a deal with the Kindled Clan and their allies, his family were basically wanted criminals at this point, but he had hoped that the friends he hadn’t seen in over a year hadn’t suffered too much.

Behind them, Riley, Evelyn, and Welt remained quiet. Having apparently chosen to simply listen in for now.

“... How’re the others, if you don’t mind me asking?”

It had been around three months since he had officially cut contact with his scholarly friends. Given it would be difficult to send letters whilst in the middle of the Fjorya’s wilderness.

Rather than respond to his inquiry, Cinder just smiled, and remained quiet as they walked on.

After a few minutes of listening to their own footsteps, the group arrived at a room in the central area of the Cathedral’s territory. An ornate door frame covered in obsidian carvings, designed to look like entangling vines covered in thorns, surrounded the closed opening.

As the door opened, Ezekiel’s senses extended inside. He had expected the presence of the peak Legendary Obscure mana he remembered from speaking with Grand Scholar Kris last year.

But the presence of a first Step Legendary Flame Mage, as well as a first Step Legendary Life Mage, were both a shocking surprise. Especially with how familiar their mana felt to both his and Shine’s senses.

“Well, well, well... If it isn’t the young man who keeps throwing the world into chaos,” Kris’ elderly voice rasped with a laugh as she welcomed Ezekiel and his party into the room. “It seems like you’re in trouble, once again. But I guess I owe you a bit of help, given you’re the reason we have two new Legendary Mages in our numbers.”

Ezekiel just entered the room, staring at Fiana and George. Who, last he saw, were not yet at the peak of Adept, let alone ready to cross the threshold into Legendary.

He didn’t need to turn around to know that Cinder was smirking at him.

Really, he just felt glad that his two friends and colleagues were smiling at him, as he knew that at least some of his worries were gone.

Though, a darker part of his mind told him that it just meant he had less to distract him from the other things he was worrying about.

“So, tell me, what brings you allies and this tribe elder to my office today?”

Kris’ voice snapped Ezekiel out of his temporary stupor. The Grand Scholar’s voice lost its jovialness and had become much more grim as she directly addressed him.

Settling himself into the chair directly in front of Kris’ desk, he was immediately reminded of the times he’d been summoned to the offices of Scholars in the past.

Mentally shaking his head free of those memories, Ezekiel readied himself to tell the tale of what had been going on so far. He heard the others take a seat on a couch, knowing that this might take a few minutes.

----------



A frozen ax clashed with a steel blade covered in sparks of lightning. The sound of thunder echoed over the battlefield, accompanied by the clinking sound of shattered ice as elements clashed.

But the victor in this conflict was obvious as steel shards fell to the ground.

“Urk!”

Narrik’s weapon cut through his opponent’s Spirit Armor. Blood splattered across the ground, and the opposing Lightning Hunter, garbed in the symbol of the Cult of Light, fell to the ground, his armor fading into motes of violet light.

Ripping his ax out of the fallen cultist, several icicles were revealed. They extended from the edge of the ax to the point they would have pierced through the cultist’s heart.

Gasping for breath, Narrik looked around. He had come to this area with a team of Adepts. They had faced off against a team of Hunters and Mages from the cult. His group had been outnumbered, but were better armed, as they had Spirit blessed Artifacts.

Ultimately the result was the death of everyone but Narrik.

The crunch of boots on snow alerted him to another enemy. Spinning around with his ax raised high, he forced himself to stop mid-swing as he faced his sister.

“Rena... how are things on your side?” Narrik asked as he lowered his ax.

The Tempest Hunter was silent as she looked around at the dead bodies. Her posture was slouched, and a tired sigh escaped her lips.

“They are doing alright. But I lost my team. Same as you, it seems.” She shifted the body of one of the cultists. Rolling him over with her foot. “I guess this is what Father and Elder Welt were always talking about. When everything is said and done, only Myths and Legends are left behind.”

Narrik remained silent, though the slight tilting of his head indicated that he agreed with his sister’s words. A part of him felt regret at the loss of those that had followed him. But another, larger, part of him was simply happy that he had reached the Legendary Tier.

Though, the body of the dead Legendary cultist dulled the small amount of joy he had tried to hold on to.

“C’mon. We’ve been called back to regroup. I’m sure you’re tired at this point too.” Rena put a hand on Narrik’s back. Pushing him forward a bit to get him going.

“How long will we have?” Narrik knew that there wouldn’t be enough time to rest for long. Their temporary bases would let them last for a little while, but the regular barrage, and fear of the bombs the cult still had, would prevent them from truly regaining their energy.

“Longer than you might expect. It seems like the guardians have contacted some of the Spirit Rulers whose territories were destroyed by the cult during the war in the central peaks.” Rena and Narrik took to the sky, turning into streaks as they flew towards their side of the battle. “That will grant us a slight reprieve, but not enough for things to turn around in any meaningful way.”

Narrik knew that Rena was just venting. In truth, none of them wanted to put the cult into a corner. There was no doubt in the elder’s minds that the cult would rather die, and take out everyone else at the same time, than lose.

The only hope they had was that either Invera won her fight, or Ezekiel and Elder Welt had managed to gain the support of the Church. Though, that would have its own issues.

Either way, win or lose, the siblings both knew that today would be the last day of this war.

----------

Silence reigned as Ezekiel stared across the desk at Grand Scholar Kris.

Between them, the open box with the remaining bombs created by the cultists sat. An invisible weight pressed down on everyone in the room. Even Fiana and George, who had originally been smiling, looked wary as their eyes bounced between Ezekiel, Kris, and the box.

Reaching forward, Kris gently closed the box.

“You shall have our support, but there must be a concession granted to the Church in order to do this quickly.” Kris raised her hand to stop Welt from speaking up. The difference in their level, even amongst the same Tier, was enough to make him pause. “The fact that the Church of Ten is already at war with the cult, though not openly, is the only reason a deal is even possible at this point. Regardless of our position, we cannot allow ourselves to be weakened by helping you.”

Welt slumped into his seat. He knew that the Grand Scholar was right, but that didn’t mean he liked the fact that believed that he would be losing out in whatever deal was made.

A part of Ezekiel wanted to speak up and assist in the negotiations. But he knew that he was simply the middleman in this situation. He had no say in either parties’ negotiations.

“What are your demands?” Welt asked in a defeated tone.

“A Cathedral.” Kris was completely monotone as she looked at Welt without a single emotion on her face. “Specifically, we wish to become a stable presence within the Fjorya. Officially, we will have a place of study and worship for the Ten Ancients. One that will not be driven out by the tribes, or the guardian Spirits.”

“I suppose you want us to be the ones to build it, enchant it, and have members of our tribes join it to serve you and provide our secrets as well?” Welt sounded frustrated and lost. He knew that he had no choice but to agree with the Church’s demands, but he also knew that this wasn’t the worst thing they could ask for.

“No. We’ll build the Cathedral and enchant it. We won’t force anyone to join and give up your tribes’ different secrets.” Welt’s head shot up in shock. “We just want a place where we will be able to put the Cathedral, where our Scholars will be able to set up shop, and won’t be driven out, where our laws are the only laws that will matter. Is that agreeable?”

Welt was silent as he looked at the Grand Scholar in open mouthed wonder.

“... That’s it?... I... Yes! Certainly! I can grant you a place in my own tribe for such a thing. I’m certain our guardians won’t even dispute it, since you support, and are supported by, their greatest ally.” Welt nodded at Ezekiel. “Does that mean you can help us now?”

Grand Scholar Kris smiled in dark amusement, and Ezekiel felt a chill run down his spine.

While she was no longer a Mythical being, it was obvious that she would be able to take down each and every Legendary being in the room with her.

Even Shine could only agree with Ezekiel, who wasn’t certain that they would be able to escape from the old woman in front of him.

“First, read and sign this, with the knowledge that we will also be your enemies, should you back out of this deal after you do.”

Welt grabbed the contract that Kris had pulled out and placed in front of him. Glancing over it, his face turned pale, and Ezekiel nearly leaned over to take a look. But held back, knowing that it was none of his business.

Closing his eyes, Welt muttered a prayer for forgiveness to the guardian birds, before signing the contract. The magical bindings snapped into place, but Ezekiel knew that it would be Welt who suffered if the deal was not fulfilled.

“Fantastic. Now, given the seriousness of the situation, the Exalted Hunter, Wolken Sanyew, will accompany you all to the Fjorya to take down the cult.” Kris’ grin was far too toothy for Ezekiel’s comfort.

“What!?” Ezekiel was not the only one to make an outburst at the Grand Scholar’s statement.

Though, that was not much of a surprise. Wolken Sanyew was the current Leader of the Prime Guild. The only Mythic Hunter currently tied to the Guilds. With all the others being tied to different political factions. Mostly based in Quintessa, as the more violent and powerful Cruor Broods maintained territory on the eastern side of the Desolate Lands.

Wolken’s name did not come up that often. Ezekiel had only read about it once before when he was studying the different players in the world as a child. The Mythic Hunter was well known for not taking sides in conflicts, even for contracts, unless the Cruor were involved.

Not only that, but with him leaving his Guild alone, there was the possibility that someone would move in and attempt to take over his power base while he was away.

“I thought that Wolken never left the eastern side of the continent. The Empire also doesn’t like Mythics that aren’t under their control being nearby. How can he afford to come here?” Evelyn asked.

“Simply put, Wolken is no longer the only Mythic in the Prime Guild. One of the Vice-Leaders recently broke through.” Kris gestured to the door, leading the group out of her office as she pocketed the contract Welt had signed. “Usually, this wouldn’t be enough, but that brat owes me a few favors. He was actually on his way here when you four arrived. Let’s go greet him. He should be arriving soon.”

The group hustled down the corridors of the Cathedral, and made their way to an open area, where several tents and tables had been set up with snacks atop them. Scholars were mingling, and some of the Cathedral’s guards were enjoying the food that had been laid out.

The area no longer looked like the testing grounds of the more volatile experiments that could not be done indoors.

“Why was Wolken summoned? You couldn’t have known that we would be coming here to ask for aid...” Welt asked as they settled in with the others.

“To be honest, we asked Wolken to come here to help us clean up the Fjorya for when your tribes ultimately failed to push back the cult.” Kris said with a shrug. Welt just looked confused, and a bit upset at the doubt being placed on him and his people.

“Don’t look at me like that. You and yours might have a Mythic Spirit protecting you, but that doesn’t mean much when the cult can create false Mythics to fight her off.” Kris took a bit of sausage from the table. “Perhaps you would’ve pushed them back this time, but who's to say you would push them back again in a couple of years? Once the cult finished consolidating their power in Tarquessa.”

Welt looked away. Ezekiel pitied the man, as he knew that the cult was just too powerful. Their place in Tarquessa granted them resources that already put them on par with the Fjorya. With the resources from the other cult bases throughout the world, as well as the new secrets gained from the Church of Ten’s Cathedrals.

“Don’t look so down. It’s not as if your tribes are going to be wiped out, after all. They’ll just have to share a little bit. But this is a good thing.” Kris patted the elder Life Mage on the back. “The Church of Ten shares its Artifacts with its allies, after all. We won’t even be asking for your Spirit Artifacts in exchange.”

Welt remained silent, but once more, Ezekiel knew that the elder couldn’t disagree.

Before anything else could be said, a gust of wind blew through the area. It was so strong that the tents nearly flew into the air.

“It’s about time you got here! Hurry up and take these six to the Fjorya south of here. Those damned cultists are mucking about with weapons of mass destruction again.” Kris suddenly called out, much to everyone else's confusion.

Everyone else but Ezekiel, whose gaze had turned toward a shoulder length, silver haired, middle aged looking gentleman, who had a silver winged snake Spirit wrapped around his shoulders.

“Rude.”

The gathered Scholars and Guards immediately fell silent. For Ezekiel, he felt like the air had been sucked out of his lungs. A tightness grasped his chest, and the world went quiet. He could tell that he was not the only one who felt this.

A sense of panic suddenly consumed Ezekiel.

‘That’s enough!’ Shine, who wasn’t affected by this sensation, suddenly flooded Ezekiel’s body with mana, forcing their own Understanding of ‘Nothingness’ into Ezekiel.

A moment later, Ezekiel took a deep breath, and fell to his knees, gasping for air.

Like a spell being broken, everyone else in the field did the same a moment later.

Two boots filled Ezekiel’s vision as he stared at the ground on his hands and knees.

With an exertion of effort, he looked up, and the face of the middle-aged man, the man who could only have been Wolken, stood in front of him.

“Impressive.”

The moment Wolken spoke, Ezekiel found himself, and his party, inside Kris’ office once more. Almost like he had ‘Jumped’, but he could tell that he had actually traveled the distance covered, rather than warped space to simply move from one place to another.

“Now, perhaps you can tell me what, exactly, I am here to do.”

Kris just scoffed, before explaining the situation. All the other Legendaries in the room sat in silence. Waiting for their betters to finish and hoping that there wouldn’t be any unexpected difficulties.

----------



An unsettling calm had come over the destroyed mountains where the Fjorya tribes faced off against the Cult of Light. A brief lull in the fighting. One that was tense as both sides wondered what would happen. Who would restart the battle first? Would the cult simply use their last remaining bombs? Perhaps Invera’s battle would end soon, and the victors of that battle would turn the tide.

A sudden barrage of light constructs, arrows numbering in the hundreds, flew towards one of the Fjorya’s fortifications. Someone screamed, the pained voice echoed across the otherwise silent landscape. A roar was let loose, and a group of Hunters charged, letting loose their own elemental attacks as they did.

The earth rumbled as Hunters who were resting began their battle once more. Those that were nearly out of mana moved to the walls of whatever fortifications they resided in.

They would not be able to strike out offensively at this time, but they could at least ensure that no enemies got too close. Artifacts, blessed by the guardian Spirits, lit up as the ‘Will’ of their tribe’s guardians flowed through them.

Barriers and defensive constructs were brought forth as more and more elemental missiles were sent forward. The clang of steel and magic constructs rang out once more. Quieter than before, but also much fiercer.

The number of Adepts had been lowered a significant amount. So, it was mostly Legendaries that fought. Many were already injured, but it was clear that none were simply going to give up. Not this time.

Those that remained had already retreated at least once before. It was unlikely that they would survive again at this point.

There were no more Adepts to black the lines while they ran.

“Die!” a cultist screamed as she threw a wind covered dagger at Narrik’s open back.

If not for his training with his sister, he would’ve failed to duck and roll out of the way.

The cultist tried to get out of the way, but the two were both on the ground at this point. Too tired to expend energy flying, so she failed to move her foot from the small puddle of water she stood in fast enough.

With a backward wave of his hand, Narrik froze the poodle, causing the cultist to trip up and fail to block a flaming sword that cut through her stomach. Smoke escaped her lips as her armor faded away. Her insides became charred and crispy, while her chest collapsed inwards upon impact with the ground.

Sparing a moment to wave in thanks at the man who had killed the Tempest cultist, Narrik began moving to another battle while the Flame Hunter moved to a different one.

Rena was locked in battle with a Lightning Hunter from a Guild and was beginning to lose ground. While she had slightly more mana left, it was clear that the Guild member was more experienced, and their speed was simply too much for her to deal with.

Suddenly, the ground froze, and both the Lightning Hunter and Rena were brought to the ground as they lost their footing. But Rena recovered first, rolling out of the way like she was used to doing, while the Lightning Hunter was a beat slower, taking a few icicles to their side. Though they weren’t strong enough to pierce his armor.

A wind covered blade shot through the air, cracking the armor and causing the Guild member to roll away. Directly under the ax Narrik was swinging down.

Seeing that the area was somewhat clear, Narrik rushed over to his sister, pulling her off the ground, and began moving back to their fortifications. Regardless of the fact that it was under siege.

“Stop! We can’t go back that way,” Rena gasped out as she steadied herself.

“We also can’t stay on the field any longer. We need to move.” Narrik began pulling his sister again. He stopped when something the cultist’s were doing caught his eye.

“Fly! Fly now!”

The siblings took to the air, the usually negligible mana use was not great enough for them to feel every drop expended. Worse yet, from their heightened viewpoint, they could see what the cult was planning.

The two sides of the conflict had spread out, and it was clear that a larger portion of Fjorya Hunters was gathered around a small portion of cultists and Guild members.

Exactly the kind of situation the cult would deploy one of their bombs to change the tides.

Rena nearly flew toward the area, wanting to get a warning out before it was too late. But Narrik held her back, striking the back of her head with the back of his ax. Rena’s limp body started to fall, and her Spirit separated from her, baring her fangs at Narrik.

None of this mattered to the Glacial Hunter, however, as he simply grabbed the both of them and began flying even faster in the opposite direction of the unfortunate group.

Dozens of Legendary Hunters from all around the Fjorya had gathered in one area. All unwittingly chasing individual Hunters and cultists that were running in a futile attempt to escape their pursuers.

Taking a chance to look back, now significantly further from the scene, Narrik saw a horrifying sight. A small glowing sphere was headed directly at the gathered Hunters.

His heart nearly stopped, because he could tell that the Hunters in that area were too close together. Separated by tens of meters of distance, but still too close together.

Even he, who was now over a kilometer away, wasn’t sure that he would be able to escape unscathed. Especially with his sister’s limp body held in his arms.

Seeing a large boulder lying on the ground, Narrik dove. He touched down just as the bomb launched by the cult reached the end of its timed ignition.

Crouched behind the massive rock, Narrik felt the world shake, and a bright flash of light filled his eyes. It nearly blinded him, even though his eyes were closed. A ringing filled his ears as the soundwave passed over him. It wasn’t until several seconds had passed that he dared to move.

There was silence in the aftermath. But it was strange. Narrik could vividly remember what had happened when he’d watched that first explosion that Ezekiel had set off. This was different. There was light, and sound, but something was missing.

“... Force. There wasn’t any force.” Narrik nearly ran as he moved around the boulder to see the results of the bomb. Finally realizing what the problem was.

For as bright and loud as it had been, there had been surprisingly little force behind the explosion. Given how close they were, he had feared that the boulder they were hidden behind might’ve moved from the pressure that would’ve been pressed against it.

But there was nothing.

Stepping out from behind the large rock, Narrik could see why.

An enormous dome of spiraling wind had covered the group of Hunters on the ground. While a bowl of equaling fast spinning wind sat atop of it. The remnants of the explosion had long since been blown away, so rapid was the twisting tempest.

“That is enough!”

A deep and rumbling voice rolled over the area, and the sound of panicked magic being cast on the cult’s side of the battle briefly filled Narrik’s ears. Only to be drowned out as all the air suddenly stopped moving. Even Narrik wasn’t spared and found himself drowning on land.

Everything then felt heavy, and all the Hunters and Spirits on the battlefield that were still standing suddenly fell to the ground face first.

Narrik’s last conscious thought before blacking out was that he hoped that this powerful figure that had deflected the cult’s bomb was there to help them, and that they hadn’t poked a sleeping dragon searching for blood.
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                The wind whipped by as Ezekiel and the others flew through the sky. All of them were seated on the back of Wolken’s massive Spirit. Not that they would notice flesh shearing winds, given the zone of dead air that surrounded them.

They had just finished their discussion with the Grand Scholar and Wolken. It had taken some time, as Wolken had wanted to confirm everything that was being said. So, he had questioned Welt and Ezekiel extensively before finally agreeing to do anything.

There had also been a delay due to Wolken wanting to question Fiana and George about their ascension to Tier four without being bonded to any Spirits.

Ezekiel had been shocked to learn that they had volunteered themselves as test subjects. Meaning that they weren’t officially Grans Scholars, which was fair. The hadn’t gotten nearly the number of merits to their name compared to most Grand Scholars. Nor had they undergone the loss of what was essentially a part of their soul.

Thus, the two, along with several others, had been force fed mana crystals of varying types to get them to the peak of Tier three, before they underwent extensive studies pertaining to the nature of their elements. Eventually gaining the necessary level of Understanding needed to progress.

“Brat.” Wolken drew Ezekiel’s attention as they flew forward. “Stop thinking about things that don’t matter right now. We have a war to end. You can worry about those Scholars later. Though, I doubt that you’ll be able to afford to.”

Everyone on the massive, winged snake was silent. They had been told beforehand not to speak unless spoken to. None of them wanted to test a Mythic Hunter’s patience.

“Understood. Hunter Wolken. I shall focus properly.” A bead of sweat ran down Ezekiel’s brow.

“Exalt. Mythic Hunters are called Exalts.”

Ezekiel’s brow rose in confusion. He had been under the impression that the title of Exalt was unique to the Empire. A title of nobility that only Mythics could obtain.

“The Empire is not the only major power in this world. Though it is the one with the most Mythical Hunters for any single faction. But the title of Exalt was not created by the Empire. So, use it properly going forward.” Wolken’s tone left no room for back-talk or questioning. “Get ready, we are here.”

It was mostly clear out, though it was getting closer to sunset. But there was one large cloud that Exalt Wolken stopped above. Mostly hidden from those below, Ezekiel wondered if the cloud was necessary.

Unnoticed to all until now, they had been rising higher and higher, and they were now so far up that Ezekiel couldn’t actually see the battle being waged below. Not without greatly enhancing his vision with his mana.

It looked like the majority of the Hunters and Mages had been whittled down. It had gotten to the point where the battles were secluded to small areas, with mostly Legendaries fighting. Those at the lower Tiers no longer mattered in the long run.

A part of Ezekiel had wondered how they had managed to hold on for so long. As it seemed impossible for so many Mages and Hunters to have fought for so long and not fallen due to a lack of mana.

“It seems like we made good time. The battle hasn’t been lost yet,” Wolken muttered in thought, and Ezekiel could tell from the man’s focus that he was easily able to observe the entire battlefield at once.

Suddenly, a small bright dot flashed for half a second. It caught Ezekiel’s attention and made his blood run cold as a very dull sense of danger passed through him. So brief and so light, he almost thought he had imagined it.

But he knew he couldn’t take any chances.

“There! That flash of light in the large group! It’s one of the bombs!”

Ezekiel hadn’t even finished speaking when he felt the ground drop out from under him. The Spirit he was standing on disappeared, and for half a moment he saw Wolken donned in silver feather serpent motif armor.

The next second, Ezekiel felt somewhat lightheaded as the thin air was difficult to breathe.

“Spirits dammit!” The Legendaries, previously carried by Wolken’s Spirit, began falling, though none of them panicked. It wouldn’t be impossible for them to catch themselves in the air before hitting the ground.

Except for Welt, but one of them could catch the elderly Mage easily enough.

‘You’d think that a man as old and experienced as him would be a bit more polite. Especially since he was going on about rudeness and such earlier,’ Shine muttered, much to Ezekiel’s amusement.

‘It’s fine. Better for him to focus on what’s going on, and work to stop it, than to hold himself back for pointless courtesies.’ Ezekiel tried to find where Exalt Wolken had gone, but realized there was no point. It would be better to work on safely descending.

Donning their own Spirit Armor, Ezekiel, Evelyn, and Riley descended at a decent pace. Ezekiel also moved to catch Welt and was careful not to let him get injured by the change in air pressure.

They hadn’t even gotten a hundred feet before a blinding flash of light filled their vision. Ezekiel nearly dropped Welt in shock but caught his grip and kept a firm hold.

The quartet braced themselves for the oncoming sound and shockwave, knowing they were close enough to be affected, but nothing happened.

Cautiously looking down, Ezekiel saw that the area below them was covered in a massive typhoon. One that was molded into a dome with a bowl on top of it. The remnants of the explosion were rapidly fading away in the deadly winds. Though no one was actually hurt.

“That is enough!” Exalt Wolken’s voice rumbled through the region.

The next moment, they felt like the air stopped moving entirely. The typhoon suddenly disappeared. Followed by a weight pushing down on all of them.

They dropped nearly a thousand feet before managing to catch themselves, and even then, it was a strain for them to stay in the air.

“I take it back. It’d be nice if he could be a bit more polite.” Ezekiel whispered as he released his ‘Nothingness’ to ease up the pressure pushing down on him.

He vaguely felt something similar happening around him with his mother and Riley. Shadows danced in the corner of his vision, and a surprisingly gentle blue flame emanated heat that Ezekiel could feel through his armor.

“Let’s get down there. The sooner we set foot on the ground, the sooner this shit gets wrapped up.” Ezekiel picked up his speed, falling to the ground in a controlled descent.

A couple minutes later, the group had settled down on the ground.

In the distance, Wolken held up a hand, and several struggling cultists and Guild Leaders appeared to be choking.

Rather than make way toward them, Ezekiel and his group headed to the Fjorya’s fortifications.

They didn’t care what happened to the cult and knew that Wolken had no love for them.

It was unlikely that the cultists that remained would last much longer.

----------



When the group arrived at the makeshift fortifications, Ezekiel realized that everyone had been knocked out. Both the Fjorya forces, and the cultists and Guild members. Leaving them with no one to contact regarding the situation.

Looking around, he also saw that the defenses covering the small structures were also destroyed due to Wolken’s actions.

“Let’s split up. Welt, you go to where the other elders likely are, and let them know what happened on our end.” Ezekiel gestured to the central base on the Fjorya forces’ side of the field. “Riley, mom, are either of you willing to come with me to finish things?”

Ezekiel hadn’t intended it, but his voice turned grim as he addressed his mother and Riley. But, given what he intended on doing, that wasn’t much of a surprise.

He needn’t have worried, however, as it seemed like neither of them were as against his intended actions as he expected. Though they did look tired.

“I’ll go. If there are any troubles on Welt’s end, Missus Luminance would be more effective in keeping him safe.”

Evelyn nodded in agreement, while Welt just looked exasperated at the care that they showed him.

“I’m not an invalid you know.”

The three Hunters ignored Welt’s complaints and broke off. Evelyn and Welt swiftly made their way to the main base, while Riley and Ezekiel headed back into the various battlefields.

Upon reaching their first conflict sight, Ezekiel and Riley unceremoniously stabbed the unconscious Guild members and cultists. Immediately executing their bonded Spirits, a moment later, to ensure that the soul shock didn’t awaken them, and create a fight.

“You don’t have to do this.” Ezekiel didn’t look at Riley as he spoke. Focusing entirely on deadening his emotions for this work.

“Neither do you. It’s not like anyone would fight with a Mythic Hunter in our midst.” Riley pierced another cultist's head with her spear. “But I guess that’s not really a guarantee. Especially since they want you dead more than they want to live at this point.”

Ezekiel sighed but didn’t move to stop. As the pair rapidly moved through the region, it was obvious that there weren’t that many Guild members and cultists left. The vast majority had already died.

“It seems like the Adepts and below didn’t manage to survive.” Ezekiel observed as they came across their seventh battlefield. “The Legendaries must’ve been unable to cover any retreats besides their own.”

“The cult likely used their Adepts as cannon fodder. Though I wouldn’t have expected such a thing from the Guilds.” Riley cut through another Spirit as they moved.

Their efforts were going by faster and faster. No longer did they bother setting down to do the deed. It was easier to just fly at their top speed and swing their weapons.

This continued for nearly half an hour. None of the cultists or Guild members awoke, and their forces were entirely wiped out. Several kilometers of land were covered as Riley and Ezekiel did their work. Ensuring that there were no stragglers that would get away.

Upon returning to the main base for the Fjorya, Ezekiel noticed that Wolken had apparently been speaking with the other elders. His Spirit Armor was gone, while a shrunken winged serpent rested on his shoulder. The cultists he had captured were nowhere to be seen. But the bloody cloth tied to the Mythical Hunter’s belt gave Ezekiel an idea of what had happened.

“It seems like you both finished faster than expected.” Wolken didn’t look up when he addressed them. “Good. We just finished wrapping up our end. The Fjorya’s Hunters will awaken soon. The agreement has been settled, and the finalized area for the Cathedral will be determined soon.”

Ezekiel looked past Wolken at the terrified elders. Each one looked despondent, and it was apparent that not all of them were happy with the situation. But they knew that they weren’t going to get a better deal than this.

Clenching his hands in frustration, Ezekiel found a dark part of himself longing for such power. The power to force others to do as you wished, simply because there was nothing that they could do to oppose you. Nothing that mattered at least.

Such a power would certainly be enough to keep his family and other loved ones safe.

Wouldn’t it?

‘Ezekiel, focus.’ Shine’s hushed whisper cut through his mind and drew his attention back to the real world.

“Now that I have your attention,” Wolken’s voice was dry and bored, “perhaps we can move on to the next important matter I was brought here for. The Pseudo Mythics; they’re doing battle over there, correct?”

Wolken pointed in the direction of where the controlled storm was still brewing. Ezekiel didn’t know why the man had bothered asking but nodded all the same. As did the elders, who seemed to be restraining their joy at the thought of Wolken leaving them alone, even for a few minutes.

Wolken narrowed his eyes as he gazed at the twisting storm clouds that flashed with lightning.

Next to his head, his Spirit hissed in displeasure at whatever it was they were both seeing. But whatever they were saying to each other was obviously private.

After a few minutes of silent conversation, Wolken let out a sigh, before smiling viciously with a grin that stretched from ear to ear.

“It looks like this trip wasn’t the waste of time I feared it would be.” Wolek donned his Spirit Armor. A slight gust of wind ruffled everyone’s clothes. “Void Hunter. Blue Flame Girl. You’re both coming with me.”

Before either one of them could react, Ezekiel and Riley were both picked up by the scruff of their necks and found themselves flying away at Mach speeds. They barely managed to don their Spirit Armor before they were dropped to the ground, directly in front of a lightning bolt that crashed into the stone beneath their feet. Melted slag appeared a moment later.

Staring around themselves in awe, the two didn’t even notice when Wolken put up a barrier of wind that kept most of the lightning from striking them.

The thing they did notice was the silhouette of a six-winged raptor in the distance. Battling it out with a bi-pedal lizard made of golden light, and an eight limbed monkey made of red light and fire.

Invera was covered in massive cuts and burns, though her opponents were just as hurt.

Neither Ezekiel nor Riley could think of anything to help in this situation. They were too weak. Their souls vibrated at the force of the magic being thrown around.

Ezekiel wondered how the three figures could still be fighting, given the hours that it had been since the battle had begun. The cult must’ve improved whatever means they used to create their pseudo-Mythic abominations, because the two he had run into in the past would never have lasted this long without falling apart.

“So... that’s the Feathered Peaks’ guardian. Impressive. I’ve never seen a Wild Mythic Spirit before. Most died during the Age of Despair. Those that survived remain tucked away in their little holes, protecting caches of humans or Spirits, well away from the more civilized portions of the world.”

Wolken looked at the battle taking place with an intense focus as he examined the combatants.

“It looks like she’ll lose, though. The mana of two beings is just too much for her. Thought it is clear that she is the better fighter.”

Stretching his arms above his head, Wolken passed a hand by his waist. Two massive double-bladed daggers appeared in his hands. Summoned from his Void Pouch via his wind magic.

“Let’s give the old bird a hand.”

The next moment, Wolken disappeared from view, and a wall of wind pushed Ezekiel and Riley onto their asses from the force.

One of the figures attacking Invera was sent back, and the tide of battle turned for the last time.

----------



Invera was having a hard time and had been for the past several hours.

‘How did a simple scouting mission turn into this?’ she thought to herself as she avoided the claws of the spiny lizard monstrosity before her.

Originally, she hadn’t had many difficulties during the current conflict between the Fjorya and the cult. Even with the cult’s Guild allies aiding them. But the sheer breadth of the conflict was too much for her to deal with everything at once.

When she went to one area, the cult attacked a different one. If she made a move toward the cult bases, they sent messages ahead and cleared out.

She couldn’t even just move in and attack the cult in Tarquessa, since that would unite the rest of the human powers against the Fjorya. Giving the cult a legitimate reason for their attack.

‘It’s almost enough for me to regret aiding Ezekiel.’ The memory of his innovations, particularly the Com-Slates that had caused so many issues, passed through Invera’s mind.

A flash of light appeared as an electrical shield sprung up between herself and the monkey like abomination. The earth melted beneath its feet from the heat of its flames.

Two of her wings flashed forward, blasting the monkey with lightning, and forcing it backward. Only for the lizard to lash forward with its tail and create a large gash that ran down her chest. She reared back in pain, attempting to take to the sky, but was forced down when the monkey hammer punched her.

A pulse of lightning was released in all directions, tearing up the ground and sending the monkey and lizard both flying backward. Invera followed up by flapping her wings and sending herself forward to rake her talons down the lizard’s face.

She spun around as the lizard recoiled in pain, ready for the monkey’s follow-up attack.

It had raised its fists high and leapt into the air, ready to bring its fist down on Invera in an instant.

Before she could get a shield up, a silver figure slammed into the side of the abomination while it was still in the air. Red-gold blood spewed into the air as it was thrown sideways, where it landed on top of the lizard.

Floating in the air was a Hunter, with two silver wings and scaled armor. Winged serpent designs were engraved on the armor to depict the Spirit it was made from.

Invera paused, even as the monsters in front of her got back up. She could sense it clearly. This was a being that was stronger than her. A Mythic that was younger than her but had been at Tier five for far longer.

“Greetings, Exalt Invera. I saw you needed assistance. I’m not interrupting, am I?” The Hunter’s tone was almost mocking and was filled with a joyful bloodthirst that made Invera shiver. “My name is Wolken. I am a Mythic Hunter from the other side of the Desolate Lands. One of your tribe’s elders made a deal with the Church of Ten, and I am here to see it fulfilled.”

Having never seen this man before in her life, Invera didn’t immediately believe him. Though, she did not immediately right off his words, as it was obvious, he wasn’t tied to the cult. Else he wouldn’t have attacked their monsters as he had.

Suddenly, Wolken pointed his weapon into the distance. Following the point of the blade, Invera saw Ezekiel and Riley. Both were watching the battle in awe and were holding on as best they could while she and Wolken remained in the epicenter of the storm formed by their Mythic levels of mana.

“Let’s finish this first. Then we’ll talk.” Wolken then disappeared, and another cut appeared on the charging monkey.

A moment passed, and Invera looked like she was about to turn around and get Ezekiel and Riley out of the area. It was obvious to her that they were struggling with the pressure being exuded by the conflict. But the choice was taken from her, and she was forced to throw herself in the way of the lizard.

Only this time it wasn’t aiming for her.

“Anathema!”

The low, grave whisper that escaped the lizard’s mouth was enough for Wolken to turn his attention from where he was cutting up the monkey. But Invera was used to this by now and was able to capture the Radiant beast in her talons.

The monkey took advantage of Wolken’s distracted look, and dove toward the two Legendaries in the distance. It barely made it a kilometer toward them before it’s flames were seemingly doused, and Wolken appeared on its nose.

“You truly are a mindless beast.” A massive dagger slashed across the monkey’s eyes. It howled in rage and pain as it blindly swung at Wolken. Missing completely as the man had taken to the sky. “Your fight is with me! Focus on it!”

Much to Invera’s shock, it seemed like Wolken was upset that his opponent wasn’t taking him seriously. Something that she would’ve appreciated, had she not known that one of her charges was their target.

A roar from the abomination in her claws, alongside a beam of light that splashed against a hastily thrown up shield, made her focus once more.

“Oh, just die already!” Invera verbalized her cry this time around. She was sick and tired of this fight. Knowing that it would’ve ended a while ago, if they hadn’t teamed up against her.

Expending more mana than she would’ve usually used in this situation, lightning flashed and formed into a series of several thousand needle sharp quills. Their points all directed toward the lizard still being pinned down beneath her.

A flap of her wings took her into the air, and the quills that floated into the air struck the lizard, turning it into a massive, scaly, spiked, reverse porcupine. With each and every feather that had pierced it releasing a massive amount of electricity.

Enough to keep the thing from moving, as Invera built up an even larger charge. Its spasming body flapped uselessly on the ground. Invera flew above it, the patterns on her feathers glowed with power. Only to be released in one massive bolt when she opened her beak toward her enemy.

Shrieking in rage and pain, the Radiant abomination couldn’t move out of the way as its flesh was seared, and its bones shattered. It withstood Invera’s attack for five seconds. Long enough to have attacked Invera multiple times had Wolken not been there to distract the other beast.

When the lightning faded away, nothing remained beside a glass covered terrain where the lizard once was.

Looking to the side, Invera let out a sigh as she saw that Wolken hadn’t finished his opponent yet.

She wasn’t worried though, as the monkey was sent flying once more. A gust of wind shaped like a fist broke its nose as it slammed into the ground.

From what she could tell, Wolken was playing with his prey, much like a cat that taught its children how to hunt. The Hunter was so powerful that it was obvious that he outmatched the monstrosity in front of him.

“Oh? You’re already done.” Wolken sent out a blade of wind that cut off one of the monkey’s arms. “Given how new you are to being a Mythic, I honestly thought that it would take you longer. Especially with your defensive Specialization.”

Invera could practically hear the capitalization on that last word. The emphasis that Wolken seemed to subconsciously put on it was somewhat confusing, but she instinctively knew exactly what he was talking about.

Wolken turned back to the bleeding fire monkey, and seven pillars of wind pinned it down. The winds became razor sharp as blood filled the air like a mist as the monkey’s limbs were shredded into a mulch that splattered everywhere.

“I must thank you for tiring these pathetic creatures out. If you hadn’t, I might’ve had to exert some effort in order to make this one suffer.”

Invera could hear the sadistic grin that she just knew was spread across Wolken’s face. Even though the helmet on his armor kept it from being seen.

“However, enough is enough, and I have other things to do.”

The twisters faded away, but there were no longer any limbs for Wolken to pin. Instead, he raised both his daggers above his head.

Bringing them down too fast for even Invera to see, the monkey was suddenly split into four pieces. Cut through the chest where an x-shaped mark also split the land beneath it.

“Now then. Shall we return to your people, or shall we dance for ourselves?”

Invera could hear the taunting and hopeful tone in Wolken’s voice, but Invera knew that she was in no condition to fight. So, she shook her head, and mentally prayed to the Ancients that Wolken wouldn’t attack her.

“A shame. But this does mean that I’ll get to finish my job.”

Wolken’s voice became more subdued and bored as he realized that he wouldn’t get to keep fighting. Instead, he turned toward Ezekiel and Riley once more.

Both Mythics made their way toward the Legendaries waiting for them. One was uninterested in what would happen next, while the other was curious as to what would happen to her people.

----------



Standing on the rock that Wolken had left them on, Riley and Ezekiel had both been forced to expend a large chunk of their mana to keep themselves safe. Throwing up barriers and doing whatever they needed to in order to stop themselves from flying away.

“Amazing...” Ezekiel couldn’t help but stare in open eyed awe, even though the battle had ended. “So... that is the power needed to stand at the top of the world...”

He had been aware of a Mythic’s might before, obviously. Since, he had sparred with Exalt Harras, after all. But that had been when the Exalt was holding back a massive amount of power. Even the small portions of the fight Invera had a couple months ago paled in comparison to this brawl.

Beside him, Riley appeared much the same. Obviously, she would’ve felt somewhat helpless in the face of such overwhelming might. As well as with the knowledge that it was mostly Ezekiel whose barriers had kept them safe.

Her element just wasn’t focused on such abilities. Though neither was Invera’s, and yet she used shields multiple times during her fights.

‘Perhaps we can get her some more help from Spina and Invera both.’ Ezekiel pondered.

‘But that would mean that she couldn’t fight alongside you anymore. Do you really think she would accept that.?’ Shine’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s plans. He knew that they were right. No time was granted for any debate, however.

The next instant, Wolken and Invera were suddenly in front of them. With the previously massive thunderbird now much smaller. The cuts and burns now seemed less severe on her tiny body.

“Now then. Since this ordeal has been overcome, let’s finish things properly. Shall we?”

No one said anything in reply to Wolken’s words. Instead, the two Legendary Hunters, and one Mythical Spirit, just nodded in agreement.

            

    
        CH 202 (Book 5 Ch 10): Leaving the Fjorya

    
    
    
    
                The clean up after Ezekiel, Riley, and the Mythics returned was fast. With the cult and Guild forces dead, it meant that the Fjorya had free reign to take back their territory. Of course, there was still the issue with the backup forces that needed to be dealt with, but Wolken decided to go for a fly by. Leaving the assembled elders and Hunters to wait things out for the moment.

Invera volunteered to go with the Mythic Hunter, but was shot down, and told to stay here and wait, or else.

As indignant as she was, Invera knew that she didn’t really have any choice but to obey. Much to the shock of the assembled Fjorya tribes, who had all come to learn of Invera’s power since she had ascended to Tier five.

To see her so restrained, to the point of meekly agreeing to all of Wolken’s demands, made them all realize just how weak they were on the global scale.

They were nothing more than a school of fish within a large lake. Wolken was the shark lurking in the ocean just beyond the coast.

“So, that’s the current situation.” Welt looked tired as he finished explaining the agreement that he had made with the Church of Ten. The elders were already aware, but the Hunters that had been knocked out had to be informed as well. They were all now gathered in the large meeting chamber of their main base.

It didn’t extend to Wolken, who had made his own arrangements with the Church. But the man would remain, for at least a few weeks, to ensure that the Fjorya held up their end of the agreement.

“How dare you!” One of the Hunters from a different tribe slammed his hands on the large table. “You had no right to grant a request that affects the entirety of the Fjorya!”

Judging by the looks on the various Hunters’ faces, not everyone agreed with this man’s opinion. Not even the other Hunters and Mages from his own tribe. Something that he noticed right away.

“You can’t be serious! We’re not actually going to accept this, are we?”

The elder that stood behind the man let out a sigh and rubbed his head in frustration. It was obvious to most that the Fjorya didn’t have a choice anymore. An agreement was made, and if they didn’t follow through with it, that would mean that Wolken would have free reign to do as he wished.

Such things were an uncommon thing, but allowing the wronged party to retaliate as they wished was sometimes used in desperate situations. Though, only when an official contract was used, so that the party that reacted could do so without tarnishing their reputation.

The documents that held Welts magical imprint on them would act as proof, should any other parties decide to stick their noses into things.

“Technically speaking, all they’re asking for is a building, and a place where they can legally protect themselves from outside forces without external interference.” Everyone’s heads swiveled to look at Ezekiel. “They are not requiring you, or any tribes, to do anything that would take away from your own resources. Other than some space and being an eyesore. Maybe receiving individual requests at times. Your lives wouldn’t change. Not noticeably, at least.”

The room fell silent as the Hunters and Mages all thought about Ezekiel’s words. It was a frustrating situation, but they couldn’t deny that his words were true. The Church was only making a presence for themselves. Nothing required them to interact with the Church beyond letting them create a Cathedral, and man it with those that wished to join the Church.

“... The Feathered Peaks will create the area dedicated to the Church of Ten’s Cathedral.” Elder Rosen’s statement drew confused looks his way. “It was an elder of my tribe that made this agreement. It is only right that we be the ones that ensure that the Church’s territory is provided. That way, none of your tribes need to interact with them, outside of official gatherings or meetings where representatives of our tribe accompany them. As all guests would be.”

Rosen’s words seemed to settle most of the worries that the other tribes had. But many were still worried. Now that an answer to their main issue was provided, it almost seemed too good a deal to be true.

“Void Hunter!” an elder from yet another tribe called out. “You were once a member of this Church, correct? What do they gain from this? Why do they ask for a Cathedral to be made, knowing that they will not be welcome, and that we will not be sharing our secrets?”

Sensing the hostility in the man’s posture, Riley and Evelyn moved to stand with Ezekiel. Who only felt exasperated at the situation.

He took a moment to close his eyes and think about it. He wasn’t sure if his thoughts were right, but he also knew that what he thought was the truth might seem insulting. Lying wasn’t an option, though, since they would be able to tell quite easily.

‘I think the truth would be best. They’ve seen the might that the Church of Ten can bring about, if they need to.’ Shine was referencing Wolken, and the ties between him and the Church. ‘Might as well just tell them what the Church probably wants.’

Sighing in frustration, Ezekiel looked at the waiting parties before answering. Placing a hand on both his mother and Riley’s shoulders to calm them down.

“In truth, they want three things. One, to snub the noses of those cultist bastards.” Ezekiel’s words were met with smiles and nods at the thought of tweaking the cult’s noses.

“Second, beyond the Spirit blessed enchanting that your guardians can do, there’s not much that you can provide for them.” Several tribesmen scowled, but Ezekiel continued before they could speak. “That’s not an insult, by the way. But simply the truth. The differences between your people are just too great for them to need the things that you value, and vice versa. At least for now.”

The Fjorya natives seemed placated but confused by Ezekiel’s explanation.

“What do you mean, ‘at least for now?’” the same elder asked.

“That would be the third thing. I mean that they hope to eventually convert some of your tribesmen to the Church of Ten, mostly through trade, and knowledge from beyond the Fjorya. Leading you to no longer be against their presence and becoming more welcoming.” Several disgruntled looks settled on the faces of the tribesmen. “Which would lead you to trading your secrets willingly, interchange for the Church’s own.”

“We would never betray the guardian Spirits!” a younger Mage yelled.

His voice was joined by several others. But they fell quiet at the scathing glares from their elders. Though there was still some soft and furious murmuring spreading through the room.

‘They really have no idea, do they?’ Shine almost chuckled, but Ezekiel could tell that they were holding back. Most likely out of pity.

“It will likely be your guardian Spirits that they strike a deal with.”

The young Mage who yelled nearly snarled in outrage at Ezekiel’s claim.

“What could your Church possibly have that our guardians need?”

“The secrets to Tier five, for one thing.”

A heavy pressure pushed down on the room, and everybody suddenly remembered that Invera was in the room. Perched on a shelf and covered in bandages to aid in her recovery.

Needless to say, the once heated emotions were immediately cooled. Though it was obvious that there were many who wanted to ask more questions. Luckily for them, Invera was willing to explain.

“The memories of Ezekiel’s encounter with Mythic Lightning Hunter to the north allowed me to break through to the Mythic Tier.” Invera hopped onto the table to face the naysayers directly. “Not only that, but the Church of Ten has recently acquired the means by which a Mage can reach Tier four, without the need for a bonded Spirit. If I’m not wrong, a couple of them will be coming to operate out of this new Cathedral. Now, tell me, Adept Mage, what would you trade for that information?”

Dead silence was all that answered her. The Mage in question was open mouthed as he silently gaped like a fish. Unable to answer, but everybody knew that such information was something that many would be willing to sell out for.

This was information that Ezekiel had given Invera when she had privately asked him what had happened, before this meeting had started, but after Wolken’s temporary departure.

“The Feathered Peaks will host the Church of Ten’s Cathedral. Others may come and go as they wish, but no more of this topic will be discussed.” Invera glared at the tribal Hunters and Mages. Few had the guts to lock eyes with her. “Now, get ready, the other Mythic is almost here.”

Ezekiel wasn’t sure just how close Wolken was, but he was amazed at just how fast he had apparently finished his work. The cult and Guilds' reinforcements were in entirely different regions of the Fjorya. It had only been an hour, but apparently, that was more than enough time for a Mythic to wipe out, or at least force back, Legendary forces and below.

Stepping out of the room with the rest of the Hunters from the Fjorya, Ezekiel, Evelyn, and Riley all moved off to the side. Separating themselves from the Fjorya, as they knew that any discussions and work pertaining to the Fjorya’s politics and dealings with the Church did not involve them.

They were merely guests in these mountains, and it wouldn’t be long before they left.

Although, where they would be going was still up for debate.

----------



Having wrapped up the conflict with the cult, the Fjorya began working with Wolken to hammer out the details that would be passed onto the Church of Ten at a later date. For the moment, this meant that Ezekiel and his group had little to do.

Thus, over the next few days, they started working on their own plans for what they would be doing next. As well as getting reacquainted with Wendy and Ellen. To ensure that they were aware of the situation and had a say in what was going to happen.

While they were still relatively young, Ezekiel knew full well that he and his friends had been through far more when they were the twin’s age.

He and Riley, in particular, had been through a significant number of life-threatening circumstances. While Ezekiel had no desire to see his sisters go through such things, he knew that it was already too late, and it was better to get them prepared, than to keep them away.

“Bigger movements! Your element is meant to be seen, unless specific spells are used to hide your actions. Even then, your offense and defense will be visible. Work with that when you’re fighting. Blinding others is something that you can easily do to those at the same or lower Tier!” Ezekiel shouted instructions and information at Ellen as she charged forward. Suddenly, the axes she was waving around flashed with light that nearly made Ezekiel flinch. “Good! That would’ve stunned any Apprentice, and maybe even an unprepared Adept.”

Waving Shine to intercept Ellen’s attack, he locked weapons with his sister for a brief moment, before knocking her back. Ellen flew through the air, rolling to a stop as Ezekiel leapt forward. Only to have to twist out of the way of an angry golden owl.

Given he wasn’t wearing his Spirit Armor, there was an infinitesimally small, but still present possibility that Kare might be able to damage him if she attacked something like his eyes.

Kare then let out a strobe light effect from her eyes, causing Ezekiel to feel a pressure on his soul. The mental abilities of the Radiant Spirit weren’t nearly enough to do much to him, but he felt that they would be enough to at least make an Adept flinch. So, he did, and Ellen took the opportunity to get herself out of the way while Ezekiel half-heartedly swung at Kare, knocking the little owl out of the air.

Ellen screamed in outrage at seeing her Spirit be injured like that.

“Not bad, but you do not need to get up close and personal when using such attacks.” Ezekiel stepped out of the way of his sister’s thrown ax. “It would’ve been better if you had aimed for my eyes with a laser, I would’ve had to defend my eyes more directly, giving you an opening due to making a blind spot on myself. At which point, you, Kare, would’ve had time to get out of range, and you, Ellen, would’ve had a chance at connecting with that throw.”

Ezekiel thought that his advice was somewhat helpful. It was clear and had provided possible solutions to the issues that he had pointed out.

A second ax was thrown at his face for the trouble. So, he decided that he would pause the fight and lowered Shine to his side.

Sighing, Ezekiel allowed himself to relax, ever so slightly, and looked up at where his viewers were watching him spar with his sister. All while keeping Ellen and Kare in the corner of his vision.

Up on a roof not far from the sparring grounds, Callrond and Feynari were watching their daughter and niece. Originally, Ezekiel had worried that the golden bird was upset at him for training his sister and her Spirit. Especially when Callrond was a Legendary Radiant Spirit that could teach them magic.

Apparently, since Callrond knew nothing of fighting alongside a bonded Mage, he was curious as to what Ezekiel was going to teach. Same as Feynari. So, the twin Spirits decided to simply stay at a distance and be silent. They would speak up when Ezekiel was finished.

“Rah!”

Ezekiel stepped back to avoid the ax construct that Ellen tried to bring down on his head. Given his natural durability, it would’ve scraped and bruised him at worst, but he knew he couldn’t give too much of a handicap.

Only through adversity would his sister’s soul grow stronger, after all.

So, before she could recover, he kicked her in the stomach, sending her reeling, and making her gag as she tried to hold down her lunch.

Followed by a sword holding backhand that knocked Kare into Ellen. Bringing her to the ground once more.

“Alright. I think that’s enough for battle practice.” Ezekiel put Shine into their sheath. “Come on, we’ll meditate for a bit, regain your strength, and then practice your spell work. Okay?”

Ellen didn’t reply at first, but as Ezekiel held out a hand to help her, she took it without complaint after catching her breath. A frustrated and helpless look in her eyes as Ezekiel saw her holding back tears. A sense of guilt began gnawing at him.

“I know I’m not a Radiant user like dad, but I’m sure that I’ll be able to help you develop your spells.” Ezekiel pulled her to her feet. Bending down to pick up Kare as well. Who hopped over to Ellen’s shoulder. “If not, then I can at least act as a test dummy while Callrond instructs you.”

He looked over his shoulder at the Legendary chords watching them and received a nod in return. Which made him relax for a little bit.

‘They won’t be able to help when we leave. At this rate, Wendy will get much further along, and that might not be a good thing in the long run.’ Shine silently pointed out to Ezekiel. ‘Are we certain that bringing them with us to wherever we’re going is a good idea? Perhaps we can get them to Sanafalls, before heading west and entering the Morathi Alliance by sea?’

As much as Ezekiel wanted to agree with Shine, he knew that leaving them behind was completely different from keeping them from the front lines. Especially when they were planning on getting his father back from the Kindled family.

Warren had been captured for too long for Ezekiel’s tastes. So, it only made sense to him that they would begin making efforts to rescue him. Efforts that Ellen and Wendy would demand that they be a part of.

But as Shine mentioned Sanafalls, that gave Ezekiel an idea.

‘Perhaps we can take them on a few expeditions in the Archipelago. That way they can see how dangerous this will be for them.’ Ezekiel replied. ‘Of course, that’s assuming we can even get down there, what with the fact that cults control the ports in Tarquessa.’

Shine had no rebuttal for that and remained silent as Ezekiel fell into a meditative state alongside his sister. Both allowed the mana around them to slowly accumulate inside them, recovering their reserves for later.

For now, Ezekiel would hold back on his thoughts about their immediate plans.

The Church was sending some officials to start the construction of the Cathedral, which would take a couple months to complete.

Hopefully, Kris, George, and Fiana would all be there, and he would be able to get some advice from an outside perspective. They would also have news that neither he, nor his mother, were privy to, due to their isolation in the Fjorya.

Hopefully, their stalled plans would fall into place once they got more information. Then they could finally figure out where exactly they could go. Since both Tarquessa, the Willowbrush Empire, and the ocean were cut off from them.

----------



Ezekiel and his group sat silently as they waited for the Grand Scholar to arrive with Wolken. It hadn’t been more than a couple of days since the members of the Church of Ten had arrived. Construction had started right away, and the foundation had already been laid out.

For the most part, the continuing meetings and talks had become a great annoyance, and the family was growing impatient. Especially Ellen and Wendy, who were tired of being trained into the ground by Ezekiel and their mother.

This time around, the twins were also included in the meeting, as it would be something that determined their future too. Given they were fifteen years old at this point, they were more than old enough by this world’s standards to make that choice.

A knock on the door drew the attention of the five human occupants and their Spirits.

“Apologies for the delay. Given how quickly things have been progressing, we seem to have taken a bit too much of a leap when it comes to the construction efforts.” Kris entered the room in front of Wolken, who was followed by Fiana and George.

Ezekiel knew that they had come along with the Churches forces but hadn’t gotten a chance to speak with them. He was also aware that Marc and Cinder were here but hadn't gotten a chance to speak with them either.

Now, I believe that you were hoping for some updates regarding yours and the world’s situation, correct?”

Ezekiel and Evelyn nodded, while Riley and the twins just stayed silent. Though it was obvious that Wendy and Ellen were nervous and were moments away from saying something.

A hand on their shoulders from Riley kept them silent.

“That is, indeed, correct. Specifically, we were hoping that we might be able to make use of the Church of Ten’s network to get to the Morathi Alliance in a safe and swift manner.” Evelyn stood from her seat and moved to help Kris sit down after seeing that Wolken wasn’t doing anything.

Kris nodded in thanks, and Evelyn returned to her spot, while Fiana and George took their own seats next to Kris.

“Unfortunately, in this situation, getting help from the Church as a whole will be difficult.” The Grand Scholar proceeded to take several documents that Fiana removed from her Void Pouch and laid them out across the table.

Ezekiel felt his blood run cold at what he saw drawn and written on the papers in front of him.

They were wanted posters that depicted his, his mother’s, the twins, and Riley’s faces. Each one had a bounty written beneath them and were all stamped with the official mark of the Emperor of the Willowbrush Empire. Which would already be bad enough, but things were worse when he saw the mark next to it.

A gold seal depicting a man with his arms out accompanied the Emperor’s sigil. An altered symbol of the Church of Ten. One that was used for their publicly known official documents.

This was undisputed proof that the Cult had infiltrated the Empire and ensured that it was now just as dangerous for them as a kingdom as Tarquessa.

“How can this be!? The Emperor is an idiot, that’s well known, but how the hell have the Exalts allowed this to happen? “Ezekiel’s outraged yell made the twins rear back, while Riley leaned forward to get a better look.

Her eyes widened in shock at the familiar seal. Evelyn was no better off.

“The Exalts are only there to ensure that the Emperor doesn't do anything that could endanger the Empire, and to ensure that the Empire itself remains safe from external forces.” Kris clasped her hands in front of her face. “In this situation, the cult had made no overt or threatening moves toward the Empire. Regardless of the so-called ‘rumors’ that the Emperor is writing off. It doesn’t help that most, if not all, of the upper echelons of the Empire have been converted to the Cult of Light. It’s actually gotten so bad that the Church has begun removing and relocating the more important documents and secrets kept within the Cathedrals spread throughout the Empire.”

Ezekiel started seeing red. The thought that the cult could have gotten so far ingrained into the Empire was infuriating. It solidified the idea in his mind that the nobles of the Empire were the least deserving of life at the moment.

“At this point, it has been successfully argued that the removal of the cult would, in fact, be detrimental to the Empire’s well-being. So, the Exalts have been forced to let them continue operating.”

“But what about all the actions they took against the Empire? The cult was directly responsible for the uprising in Harkem ten years ago. As well as causing unrest and working against the Exalt, and the Empire, when the Cruor invaded last year.”

“Oaths were sworn, and the cult has been cleared of all prior crimes after paying reparations for their actions.”

“Reparations that the cult no-doubt took from Tarquessa after conquering it.”

Kris and Ezekiel’s back and forth statements were growing louder. Neither was happy with the situation, and it was obvious that Ezekiel was on the verge of lashing out. Rising from his seat, he was about to let Kris have a piece of his mind.

“Sit down.”

Ezekiel felt a force push down on his shoulders as Wolken spoke. His voice was dull and quiet, but still deep, and rumbled with power.

The moment he found himself in his chair once more, Ezekiel realized that he had been slowly releasing more and more mana as he spoke. Clarity returned to him like a splash of ice water poured onto his head. He immediately realized that he had crossed a line.

Worse yet, he saw his sisters gasping for breath where they were hunched over the table.

But no one else said anything. Neither Riley nor his mother were calm. Both were just as outraged as Ezekiel. Though, Evelyn did move to comfort his sisters.

“If this is what’s been happening, then what the hell can we do?” Ezekiel hated the way his voice nearly cracked from the sudden helplessness he was feeling. “Our entire family is wanted in two major world factions, and my father has been taken, and is being tortured and turned by the cult as we speak!”

Kris' eyes changed from the hardened and emotionless gaze she held when she spoke about the cult in the Empire. Her demeanor became gentler as she took in Ezekiel’s feelings regarding the situation.

“Believe it or not, I do care about your situation, and I do wish that you didn’t have to go through this. You, in particular, deserve to be called a hero, and a pioneer.” Kris presented several more documents, this time from George. “Which is why, after your theories were proven by the Church, we have decided to throw our full support in keeping you safe. Including hiring a Mythical Hunter to get you far from the influence of the Empire and Tarquessa.”

The new forms Kris had provided were transcripts detailing the agreements made by the majority of the Churches. They noted the achievements and merits that Ezekiel had made. Including the study and determination of the factors necessary for reaching Tier four, without a Spirit.

However, the major focus of these documents was the contract, signed by Exalt Wolken, agreeing to take Ezekiel and his family to anywhere else in the world. Ensuring that they would have access and support from whatever Cathedral was in the area.

“We can’t do anything about your father right now,” Kris continued. “As it is, the Empire’s support for the Kindled family is making the Morathi Alliance a dangerous place, and it seems like war is once more on the horizon. Though, we can confirm a few things.”

Ezekiel and his family leaned in to listen.

“First, your father won’t be killed. He’s very important as a main branch family member. Especially as a Legendary Radiant Hunter.” This helped keep Ezekiel and Evelyn calm, but the worry was still there. “Second, the Kindled family has not handed his over to the cult and is unlikely to turn him into a weapon or a tool any time soon. We expect that you should have a year, maybe two, before things take a turn for the worse.”

Ezekiel saw his mother sag into her chair. Relief flooded through her as she nearly slumped over. He wanted to join her, but he knew that his father being alive meant that he would suffer all the longer.

They had already gotten confirmation from the Church that the Kindled family had extracted information from Warren not long ago, after all.

“With this information, my suggestion to you, for now, is to run. Find sanctuary in either the Archipelago or make your way to Quintessa. There, you need to get stronger, while we continue our own efforts against the cult in our own way.”

Ezekiel wanted to disagree. He wanted to say that he needed to go and rescue his father now. It was something he had determined when he first found out his father was taken.

But he also knew that taking on the Kindled family alone was a death wish. The only way they might have a chance at winning was if they could get aid from the Shrouded family.

“Fine.” Ezekiel turned to Evelyn, who had apparently made the decision for them. “We’ll accept the Church's protection, but no matter what happens, we will not be restricted from getting my husband back, when the opportunity presents itself.”

Turning to the twins, he saw that they were in no state to answer but seemed to agree with their mother.

“That’s fine. Now, if you are packed and ready, I would suggest leaving soon. Archipelago, or Quintessa. Where will you go?”

Originally, the family had wanted to get more information before taking their time to make the decision. But it was apparent that they needed to make a choice soon. Or else they might miss their ride with Wolken.

“Ezekiel, which would you suggest? I’ve never been to either, but you’ve at least been to the Archipelago.” Eelyn asked her son.

‘Going back to the Archipelago to see everybody would be nice. But there might be some bad blood due to how we left.’ Shine chimed in as Ezekiel thought about it. ‘We’d probably have to restart our power base no matter what.’

‘Agreed. But I don’t trust that the cult hasn’t infiltrated Quintessa. The Archipelago, at least, has a general distaste for outside forces, as well as an established hatred for the cult.’

Ezekiel focused on Wolken, the only person there that had come from Quintessa.

“Exalt Wolken,” Ezekiel decided to be direct, “Can you guarantee that the cult has no presence in Quintessa?”

Wolken smiled viciously. Amusement danced in his eyes.

“I was hoping you would ask that. Yes, the cult has been caught operating in Quintessa. But they’ve failed to get too much of a foothold. My Guild and I have ensured that. Alongside the Church of Ten, which operates primarily out of the only human controlled Temple of the Void.”

That was another thing that Ezekiel had to take into consideration. Quintessa had more possible opportunities that the Archipelago just didn’t.

Turning to his family, he saw that, even with this information, they were waiting for his decision. There was no chance that they could rescue Warren at this time, so a different path needed to be laid out.

“I’m sorry, but can you please leave us alone for a few minutes to discuss things privately?”

Kris nodded, and the Scholars and Wolken stepped outside.

Ezekiel turned to his family and Riley. He knew that the next few minutes were going to be tough.

----------



A week later, Ezekiel and Riley were seated on the back of Wolken’s Spirit. After a short discussion with his mother and sisters, they had decided to spit up.

Evelyn would take the twins and go to the Archipelago. Where the twins would be able to get more training, and develop their skills by working with the Church, and possibly with the Island Hoppers Guild. This would help them make progress toward the higher Tiers, where they would have the power to affect the outcome when they eventually met up to rescue their father.

Meanwhile, Ezekiel and Riley had made an agreement of their own with Wolken.

In exchange for making the stop over at Sanafalls, the two would officially join the Prime Guild. Where they would go to Quintessa and spend some time fighting on the front lines of the Desolate Lands, as well as making efforts to purge the cult directly.

“I hope the both of you are ready.” Wolken didn’t bother turning around as he addressed the two Hunters that now bore his Guild’s emblem. “You might’ve thought that things have been hard for you, given your experiences over the past year, but I assure you, things will get worse.”

Neither Riley nor Ezekiel looked concerned by Wolken’s words. If anything, Ezekiel felt excited. He would be getting a distraction from his failures, and additional training to boot.

“Will we get stronger?” Ezekiel asked.

“If you don’t, you’ll die.” Was Wolken’s reply.

Now, for most, Wolken’s words would be daunting, but Riley and Ezekiel had already been through so much, all they felt was their determination growing stronger. So, Ezekiel just smiled. Happy that he wouldn’t be growing stagnant as he continued his training. Shine seemed to share these sentiments, if the anticipation Ezekiel felt through their bond was any indication.

“Good.”

The rest of the journey was silent, with Ezekiel and Riley meditating, hoping to make even the smallest bit of progress before they landed.

The were going to need it.
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                The silence was deafening as the Lights of Radiance met once more. This time, there were no plans to discuss, no secrets to be told, nor warnings to be made. Merely the furious quiet emanated by Legends whose operations had been destroyed.

Countless resources had been invested, and wasted, in the Followers of Radiance’s plot to take over the Fjorya. Had they succeeded, it would’ve opened up an entire global region of raw materials that couldn’t be harvested while the tribes retained control.

“So... does anyone have an explanation for this? Anyone at all?” The Radiant Speaker’s voice was a soft whisper that hid a deep and chaotic fury. “Tell me... who is to blame for this outrageous failing!? Who is responsible for this complete, and utterly disastrous, annihilation of a quarter of our southern forces!?”

The other Lights remained silent. None of them were willing to become a target for the Speaker's anger. He was a man who seldom showed his emotions, beyond his fervent devotion to the Radiant Lord.

This display was utterly terrifying in its rarity. It meant that heads were going to roll. Worse yet, the meeting was different this time. As if there was an undercurrent that wasn’t present in past meetings.

“Someone say something, or else there will be hell to pay for each of you!”

Cautiously, Typhos leaned forward, and the Speaker’s attention swiveled toward him.

“I don’t believe that this is any of our fault.”

A weight settled on the shoulders of all the Lights of Radiance. Each one struggled under the pressure released by the Radiant Speaker. His aura shone blindingly through the communication Relic.

Pain seared through their minds as it seemed as though the sun lit up inside them. All-consuming rage echoed in their minds, and they all knew that they were no longer addressing the Speaker.

Their Lord had deigned to speak directly to them all.

“So, you believe that none of you are to blame? How might this be so?”

In place of the Speaker’s voice, there was a mellow tone that did not reflect the emotions emanated by the being that was communicating with them. It was terrifying in its contradiction. Like being hit by a snowball in the desert. You craved it more than anything, but its existence was fleeting, and you found yourself within the scorching heat moments later.

Only now you were even more thirsty and suffering all the greater due to the reminder of the relief you so dearly sought.

“We... we are merely mortals... The Anathema’s power... it is beyond our comprehension...” Typhos was clearly in distress. He had hoped that his words would have granted him time to explain, but not directly to his lord. “Even with the wretches we have captured, and forced to Tier one, we know little of the Void’s powers. We know not how he healed his crippling injuries, nor the full extent of his Legendary might. Even the thought of his Understanding is well beyond us.”

Upon finishing his explanation, Typhos fell silent, awaiting judgment. The other Lights waited with bated breath. Only flinching every now and then when their lord’s emotions changed. His thoughts well beyond their comprehension

Finally, their lord reacted.

“Aaarrrrgghh!!!”

Typhos howled in pain as his blood literally boiled, but he didn’t die. His flesh melted and charred but was healed a moment later. His hair ignited, and the smell of it burning filtered through all of the Light’s senses. Something that should’ve been impossible through the Relic they were using.

Then they realized that they were experiencing the scent through their souls. A terrifying awe filled them all, as they knew that this direct influence on their soul, without damaging it, was something that not even a Mythical being could easily do. Especially to so many people at once.

After a few moments, Typhos’ screams died down, and the Lights could see that he had healed from his punishment.

“Feel grateful that you are still alive. Your excuse was... satisfactory.” The Radiant Lord, or the wisp of consciousness that flowed into them through the Speaker, seemed to sigh. “But do not make the mistake of speaking out of turn like that again. Your failure is still yours. Do not forget that.”

Typhos nodded. His figure was slouched over the Relic he was seated at, and it was clear to the other Lights that he was barely holding on. Though, they all felt a sense of admiration at just how sturdy Typhos’ ‘will’ was.

The rage they felt lessened, not enough to remove the pressure pushing down on them, but enough that they could more easily breathe. Though, now there was a sense of guilt in them all. Born from the disappointment that filled the emptiness that was left when the rage retreated.

“I forget how pitiful, how weak, and how fragile you mortals truly are.”

None of the Lights felt a sense of indignation at their lord’s words. In the face of this awe-inspiring power, none of them could feel like they were anything else than what they were described as.

Suddenly, the presence of their lord faded away, and all that remained was the Radiant Speaker. He immediately gasped for breath. The strain of directly hosting such a powerful being’s ‘will’ for even a few seconds, was a tribulation in and of itself. Let alone for the minute or so that he just had.

“Do we know where the Anathema is going?” the Speaker asked after a few minutes of silence.

Peri shifted, and the rest of the Lights turned to the violet-colored silhouette.

“Given that he was reported as departing with Exalt Wolken, it is likely that he will be headed my way. To interfere with events happening in Quintessa.” Usually, Peri would be overjoyed at the opportunity to strike against the Anathema that plagued them all. But given the recent developments, she was no longer certain of the outcome of such a meeting. “Given the still... delicate, nature of my operations in this kingdom, I believe it prudent to ask for support. As much as I can get, since I will be up against a Myth. Two, since one of Wolken’s vice-Guild Leaders broke through a month or so ago.”

All but the Speaker and the Green Light flinched at the thought. Mythic Hunters were terrifying for completely different reasons than Legendaries. The latter could be outnumbered or outmatched, by a peer of the same Tier, if one was skilled enough. While it might have taken an army of Adepts to take one down, it was possible.

Stupidly costly, but it had happened before.

Mythics, on the other hand, could make a within their range Legendary pop, just by enforcing their ‘will’ and mana to crush their Spirit Armor, and the Hunter inside it.

Even now, none of the Lights knew what made a Mythic a Mythic, beyond their terrifying power.

“... I do not like this, but it seems like we have little choice in the matter.” The Speaker was grim as he folded his arms in front of him. “Endaria.”

For half a moment, the Lights looked confused. Not one of them recognized that name. But as the figure clad in green light stood up, their focus entirely directed at the Speaker, all the Lights were surprised. They had never heard the Green Light’s name before.

“Yes, Speaker!” Endaria seemed just as eager to fulfill the Speakers words as they were to rebuke the other Lights. Her entire demeanor changed from the disinterested Hunter they presented as, to something far more focused.

She also discarded an Artifact on her end of the communication Relic, as her previously neutral figure shifted to display her true figure.

“It seems like your duties at the Temple of our Radiant Lord will need to be put on hold. I cannot leave, and Peri is right. We will need a Mythic of our own to face off against Wolken and his Guild.”

Shock flooded each of the Lights. They had never known that they had a Myth amongst their number. Though, it did clear up a few questions they had regarding their green light. For instance, why they had been granted so much leeway in their behavior.

“You will need to be careful. While I have no doubt you could face off against Wolken on even grounds, to face him and his once vice, now fellow, Guild Leader would be too much, even for you.”

Flinching at the thought of facing off against two Mythic Hunters, Endaria nodded in agreement.

“I understand, but if I get the chance to kill the Anathema, I will take it, even if it means losing my life in the process. I’ll ignite my core itself if I have to.” The rest of the Lights wondered what she was talking about. They had never heard of the core she was referring to before.

“... Only do that if there is no other choice, and you can guarantee that the Anathema will die.” The Speaker’s voice lowered into a gravelly whisper. Pride filled him as he witnessed Endaria’s devotion. “I would not have one as devoted as you, destroy your soul itself, and never be able to join our Lord’s Kingdom of Light in death.”

Silence permeated the room at the Speaker’s words. The information flooding the other Lights of Radiance was mind blowing and held secrets pertaining to the Mythic realm. But was also terrifying, as the idea of a soul being damaged was known to them.

The thought of it being destroyed so thoroughly that nothing remained, even in death, was heart stopping. Such dedication was something that the other Lights weren’t sure they had.

“I will do what I must,” was all Endaria said.

“Then you will head to Quintessa the moment this meeting is over.”

Endaria sat back down. From there, the rest of the meeting seemed dull. Some plans were made regarding the Anathema, but nothing was finalized. Ideas were thrown out regarding his family, but were dismissed, since they didn’t know for certain where they were.

“What of the Anathema’s father? Do we know whether or not the Kindled family will be handing him over to us anytime soon?” Erkan asked after it was decided to write off Ezekiel’s mother and sisters for now. “Given his expertise in Radiant magic, it might be smart to convert him sooner, rather than later.”

The Lights all turned to Lana, who merely shook her head.

“Unless you wish to destroy all the good will and alliances we’ve made with the Kindled family and their subordinate clans, we’ll need to put such thoughts on hold.” Lana sounded tired as she addressed this issue. “It seems like the Kindled family wishes to keep Warren Luminance. One month of confinement and various punishments for each year he remained away. That’s twenty months they intend to keep him for. He’s being used as an example, and a donor, for the future generation of Kindled family’s main and subbranches.”

Looks of disgust formed on many of the Light’s faces. Such a treatment was barbaric by their standards. They all felt that Warren could be used in a far more effective way, and that this treatment was just a waste of time and resources.

“Leave it for now. We can return to the topic once we fully convert the Kindled family into fellow Followers of Radiance.” The thought that the Kindled family wouldn’t eventually be converted never even crossed his mind. “Moving on, how are things in the Empire?”

Erkan straightened up in his chair. Now it was his turn to be the center of attention.

“They are slowing down, unfortunately.” Erkan’s frustration was obvious to all. “While not directly going against the Emperor, the Willowbrush Exalts have expressed their disapproval of the Followers’ elevated authority in the Empire. Given they are the most powerful Hunters there, they each have quite the following. Ones that nearly match the following of the Emperor.”

Thoughts of simply forcing matters and progressing their lord’s plans had crossed Erkan’s mind a few times. In particular, plans that removed the Exalts from this world, thereby removing their obstructing presence. Of course, these thoughts only flitted through Erkan’s mind briefly.

They were suicidal, after all.

“Make it work, Erkan. With the loss of the Fjorya to the Heathen Church, we won’t be able to support another civil war. Especially if the Exalts determine that our side is detrimental to the Empire’s survival. If they can frame us as being detrimental to the Empire, that will mean that we will have three Mythical beings ripping out our presence, root and stem.”

The Speaker's words chilled Erkan to the core. He had already been on the receiving end of more than a few glares from the Exalts of the Empire.

“Understood.”

“Then, if that is all, I call this meeting to an end.”

With that dismissal, the Lights flickered off, one by one, until there was nothing but darkness within the strange zone that these meetings took place in.

Unseen and unheard by all, a harsh cacophony of whispers, growls, and hungry rumbling took place as pinpricks of light flicker in and out of existence.

“Soon, Eldramir. Soon.”

Darkness returned, and silence reigned once more.

----------



Within the more central regions of the Willowbrush Empire, a carriage with the emblem of the Cult of Light was traveling down the road. Around it was several smaller carts carrying several Hunters of Apprentice and Adept Tiers.

This group had left the city of Trillious a few days ago and was making its way toward the western border. Given the sheer distance required to travel, however, it was going to be a few more weeks before they reached their destination.

There were four individuals sitting within the carriage, and of those occupants one was a Legendary cultist, while two were Guild Leaders. Each of the Guild members wore the same symbol on their sashes. But they were acting subservient toward the cultist.

Finally, the fourth passenger was an overweight man dressed in much more opulent finery than the others. A noble sent by the Emperor to meet with their contacts in the Morathi Alliance. He was only an Adept and didn’t have a Spirit with him.

“It seems like our journey will be full of even roads, and clear skies.” The cultist in the carriage leaned back in his seat. “The news we will be bringing to the Kindled family will be a great step toward the betterment of the Empire.”

“I still fail to see the practicality of going there myself.” The nobleman muttered derisively.

“It shows our sincerity and ensures the authenticity of the message and gifts we carry.” The cultist looked at the center of the carriage, where a small chest was carefully set into the carriage itself. Several enchantments protected it from outside forces.

“So, you’re saying the Com-Slates you people made are completely pointless, is that it?” the nobleman mocked before scoffing and looking out the window. “Whatever. So, long as you remember who you serve, that is enough.”

The Guild Leaders both glared at the man, prideful as they were in the higher Tier of power.

It was incredibly insulting to them to have an Adept talk down to them like this. But there was nothing they could do, since their contracts ensured that they would protect this man.

The cultist’s smile also began to strain, but he knew that acting against this bratty man would do no good for himself and his mission. Not that he would have to worry about it for long. Not everyone was meant to return from this mission, after all.

Suddenly, the carriage slowed down, until it almost stopped entirely.

“Oh, what now!?” The noble let out a frustrated groan, but the three Legendaries in the room tensed up. There was nothing that should’ve caused them to slow down for any reason. Several outriders had been sent out earlier, and nothing had been reported back.

This did not bode well for them.

“Scout team, report your position and status.” One of the Guild Leaders took out a Com-Slate. This one was even more advanced than the ones that were being used in the Fjorya. A vibrating set of stones allowed for audio transmission.

But nothing responded. Usually, the scout teams would have replied within a few seconds of receiving a message. The silence indicated that the scouts could not reply. Either because they were caught up in something, or they weren’t alive to reply.

“Get ready. It seems like some rebellious forces are--”

A flash of light and a thunderous boom were the only warning that the group received before they donned their Spirit Armor. Receiving only minor injuries, the three Legendaries were none the worse for wear. The same could not be said about the nobleman.

Having become alert thanks to the strange circumstances, the Legendaries were somewhat ready for the explosion. But the Adept noble was not only unprepared, but also too weak to keep himself safe. Even with the support of the Guild Leaders in the transport.

Crispy chunks of meat and bone splattered across the road, and several other carts were destroyed in the process as large rhinoceros Radiant Spirit charged through them. It was only a Tier three Spirit, but it was covered head to toe in enchanted armor.

When such a figure moved at top speed, breaking the sound barrier, its sheer mass was almost enough to equal a Legendary Spell in might. Though, the fact that it stopped moving and fell over, unconscious, just a few dozen meters behind the caravan of Hunters escorting the noble and his package meant that it had used up all its usable mana in that attack.

Tumbling to the ground not far away, the chest was still pristine as the glowing Runes engraved on it shone brighter upon being struck.

“Damned Wild Spirits!” one of the Guild Leaders roared.

“That’s not a Wild Spirit.” the other called out. “It’s been equipped. Prepare for battle!”

The second Guild Leader’s observation was correct, and a number of holes opened up in the ground not far away. Hunters and Mages that were completely covered in concealing clothing streamed out and ran toward the caravan without a care for themselves as they started their offense.

However, the Hunters in the caravan weren’t worried, as they could tell that there were no Legendaries amongst their attackers.

They all felt that this would be easy picking, with their attackers merely getting a single lucky shot.

Even the Legendaries relaxed, a little bit, upon seeing this. Though they were somewhat surprised that they hadn’t caught on earlier. This group must’ve had more powerful Cavern Mages than expected. Since they should’ve been able to sense these attacker’s underground presence.

This attitude lasted until a massive stone spear burst from the ground and pierced through the body of the cultist floating in the sky. His Spirit Armor was like wet paper with how ineffective it was in protecting him.

“Exalt-”

Two more spires burst upward and stabbed through the Guild Leaders. The three Legendaries were then pulled from the sky and dragged into the ground. The earth swallowed them up and left no evidence of their presence.

A moment later, the unconcerned caravan fell into disarray, and was unable to properly mount a defense as they were thrown into battle.

----------



Completely covered from head to toe in form fitting enchanted armor, which was also covered by concealing robes and wrappings, Shari wove between combatants as she swung a hammer-pick in each hand. All while mounted on a pitch-black pig.

Shadows seemed to warp and weave around her, thanks to the help of clothing’s enchantments. All for the purpose of keeping her identity a secret, just in case there were any survivors that could report the battle afterwards.

Though, with their backer’s support, such a thing was highly unlikely. From what she had seen, the cult and the guilds hadn’t even managed to get a message sent via their Com-Slates before they attacked.

‘Hey, keep focus!’ An arrogant voice blasted through Shari’s head. Bonnie had sensed her lack of attention and wasn’t pleased. ‘We need to finish this before any bigger fish show up.’

‘Right! Sorry.’ Shari focused on the enemies before her once more. Swinging her hammer through the skull of an Apprentice level Hunter, while one of her allies took out their Spirit.

A sudden blow to her shoulder threw her from Bonnie’s back. But a quick release of mana softened the earth beneath her to absorb the impact.

Rolling to her feet, she crossed her hammers to block the overhead swing of a claymore.

A shift of her toes made the earth beneath her attacker rumble, and the man lost his footing. The burst of fire he tried to hit Shari with was diverted to the side as she swung the pick side of her hammers into his gut. But his armor was much tougher, and her attack didn’t get through.

“Rebellious traitors! How dare you act against the will of the Emperor!” The Flame Mage in front of her screamed in her face.

“The Emperor is not the Empire, and I know which one is more important.” Shari replied with a gravelly voice that vibrated from the enchanted color she wore.

Bonnie charged the Flame Mage from behind and managed to take out one of his knees. But the man was still much larger than Shari and was obviously more experienced.

Even with the intense training and meditation she had been through to just barely reach Tier three, Shari was barely a match for her opponent. A horizontal swing that launched her a few meters away was proof of that.

Letting out a grunt of pain, Shari kicked the ground and sent a reinforced stone caltrop into the eye of a Spirit that was bearing down on her. It yelped in pain and died to a burst of lightning as it tried to get away. She then covered herself in a stone blanket as a line of fire passed through her position.

Melted stone dripped down on her, as the stone wasn’t very thick, or reinforced.

Sparing a glance around her, Shari could tell that she and Bonnie wouldn’t be getting any assistance anytime soon. Worse yet, her efforts to harm her enemy had been unsuccessful so far. So, for the moment, her best plan was to play defense and wait until someone noticed her plight.

“You’re a deceptive little bitch, aren’t you.” The Flame Mage formed a set of four fire construct claymores that circled around him. “You’re no Obscure Hunter. Tell me, how did a rebel like you get such enchanted gear?”

Shari didn’t bother answering this time. She knew her cover as a Cavern Mage was blown the moment that she used it to affect the man’s footing earlier. Something she was specifically warned about doing before the attack occurred. Along with everyone else, for their own respective covers.

“Fine. We’ll just get the answers from you later!” With that said, the man charged forward, but failed to make it more than a few feet toward Shari before sinking into the ground.

Knowing that she couldn’t face this Mage in direct combat, Shari had released her mana into the ground, softening it and turning it into a muddy terrain that was hidden beneath a thin and crispy stone covering that broke the moment anyone stepped onto it.

A wrathful wave of fire flew toward Shari as the Mage screamed in rage. But he missed as she rolled out of the way. A second flex of her mana solidified the stone once more, and since the man had sunk up to his waist by this point, his ability to get himself out of the ground was incredibly weakened.

Though, that didn’t stop him from trying as Shari recovered to defend herself once more. This time from a quartet of flaming claymores that were swinging at her head.

“Squeeeeee!” Bonnie let out a war cry as she charged the sunken Flame Mage.

He grunted in exertion as he strained against Bonnie’s tusks. The weight of the pig Spirit increased as she grew in size. She wasn’t as large as the Rhino that had attacked earlier, but she was still heavy enough to cause the large man to feel some pressure.

Distracted by the large pig pushing down on him, the Flame Mage’s constructs flicked and chipped, but didn’t lose their form. So, Shari still wasn't able to do anything other than dodge and deflect them to the best of her ability.

Opening his mouth and letting loose a stream of fire into Bonnie's face, the Flame Mage found some relief as the Spirit recoiled and shrieked in pain.

“You bastard!” Shari yelled as she ducked beneath a claymore once more. The second one that followed it was harder to evade, and she took a cut to her arm that was immediately cauterized.

“Get down!”

Acting without thinking, Shari did as she was told, and a stream of water doused the flaming claymores. Allowing Shari to fall onto her rear in relief. A second later, two Adept Mages took over for Bonnie, and made quick work of the Flame Mage screamed in rage as a Light spear from another Mage went through his throat.

“You good?” the Glacier Mage asked Shari.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Are we done here?” Shari looked around the battlefield and saw that most of the other fights had wrapped up.

Bonnie trotted over, her face covered in soot, but barely noticeable due to the paint and dyes that had darkened her fur. The pair took a moment to catch their breath before joining in the efforts to clean up the area. A few minutes later and the area had no evidence that a battle had taken place here.

----------



On the other side of the Willowbrush Empire, within the Cathedral of Harkem, the Grand Scholars were meeting with a group of Legendaries that had just finished dealing with a conflict at the border of the Empire. The Cruor were gone, for now, but their territory was still greatly reduced, and they had to hold onto what they could, especially with the Umbral beasts that were still a problem.

But that was not the reason they were gathered this time. Instead, they were circled around a Com-Slate that had just finished conveying information regarding the attack that had occurred east of Trillious.

“That is all there is to report.” A voice that was somewhat echoey finished speaking. “No cult assets remain, and the gift has been confiscated for our use. We can try to use it to get support from the north, but that might be difficult due to their isolation policies.”

“That’s fine. The fact that we managed to confiscate that treasure is already a massive gain. Using it as a trade for our attempts at making allies will come later.” Harolt faced the rest of the room. “That will be all. Scatter to your respective rendezvous and lay low for the time being.”

“Yes lord.” Harolt winced at the term of address used but understood the need for secrecy.

The room descended into silence for a while as each of the occupants took a moment to think.

“It seems our efforts are not going to waste.” Naeri slumped into her chair. “Now, we just need to keep doing this, over, and over, and over again, until the Empire pushes out the cult.”

“Or until the Emperor learns better.” Garrad was only speaking his mind, but he knew how pointless his words were.

“Miracles are possible,” Naeri muttered. “But they shouldn’t be relied upon.”

“Enough.” Harolt shut down the argument before it could begin. “Does anyone else have any news?”

No one else in the room responded.

“Then we will continue with our duties until our sponsor is free to make another move. I shall keep you all posted on my part, but I need you all to keep an eye out for news. Especially regarding the situation in Quintessa.”

“Because of Ezekiel?” Garrad asked the question that everyone was thinking about.

“Especially because of Ezekiel. But also, because they might be our most powerful ally if things take a turn for the worse.”

Grimaces passed over the faces of all the Legendaries that herald this. None of them wanted to think about what losing would mean. But they had already decided to take the risk needed to purge the cult from the Empire.

As the others left the hidden room, Harolt sighed and looked toward a crystal ball in the corner.

Going over to it and pushing his mana into the orb, a sequence of runes suddenly appeared within. Each one glowed with a different level of intensity, and an oily color swirled around them. The same color as Ichor.

“There’s not much time left now.” Retracting his mana from the orb, Harolt waited until the light faded away before leaving as well. Thoughts pertaining to the genius Void Mage he’d known for years flooded his mind.

As well as hope that the portents left behind by the Ancients’ Relics wouldn’t be given the chance to come true.
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                Within a hidden structure near the borders of Quintessa, a gathering of Mages and Hunters was at hand. Several months had passed since Ezekiel and Riley had arrived and been admitted to the Prime Guild Officially. Their welcome was undisputed, since it was Wolken that sponsored them.

It was barely a week after they had settled in that they were thrown into the front lines of battle once more. But while it wasn’t anything new to them, the fact that they were being used in such a basic manner was confusing. Though Riley wasn’t able to do much else since she was still on the lower end of Legendary.

Things changed after the first few missions, as it seemed like Wolken and his fellow Mythic, who Ezekiel learned was named Strom, finally figured out how best to use him and Riley.

“Come now. We’ve only been at this for half an hour. You can’t tell me you’re too tired to continue already, are you?” Ezekiel tried to keep his voice level, but a teasing hint of mockery still bled through.

He was currently surrounded by several dozen Mages; each one wielded a sword in his direction. All were glaring as they didn’t even allow themselves to blink. The determination in their eyes was something that Ezekiel felt was admirable. But his focus was more on their weapons than on the wielders themselves.

To the side, Riley watched with a stoic glare. While she didn’t like the fact that Ezekiel was so obviously outnumbered, Ezekiel had assured her that there was no danger to his life.

“I’ll count to three, then begin the attack myself.” Ezekiel’s words seemed to shake the others out of their stupor.

Many of them were still tense, but it was obvious that they were uncomfortable with what they were doing. Many looked exhausted and sweat dripped down their faces as their hair matted to their heads. But even so, none of them moved.

“One... Two--”

“Raaahg!”

Ezekiel didn’t finish his count before he found himself under attack. At first it was just one person, whose attacks he deflected with ease. As if the other man was moving in slow motion. For a few seconds, he didn’t even need to use his mana. Then the rest attacked as well, and the sheer number of blades he was forced to fend off made him finally enhance his speed further than it already was.

‘They are moving more fluidly. They haven’t gotten in each other’s way yet.’ Shine observed as they were used to deflect another blade. ‘That’s an improvement from yesterday.’

‘Agreed. But that’s because they made a plan. Which is usually a good thing. But not this time.’ Ezekiel had noticed the same as Shine but had also seen the pattern that his assailants were falling into. They had obviously planned out how they would attack beforehand. Using an order of attack to dictate who would go first, and who would respond if blocked or dodged.

Not the worst idea, but given how outclassed they were, Ezekiel quickly caught on, and was able to interrupt their sequence by dodging a swing instead of blocking or deflecting, then flipping the woman who attacked over his back, and into the swing of another man making his own attempt at taking Ezekiel’s head. The resulting clang of metal on metal, and exhalation of air from getting hit, caused a pause in the battle that Ezekiel took advantage of.

Jumping several meters away, he got a look at all the people attacking him. They were truly on their last legs now, and the woman he had flipped was on the ground, while the man who hit her was fretting over her downed form.

“Hold!” Ezekiel’s command stopped the still standing Mages from rushing toward him. “That’s enough. That’s enough sparring practice. Walk a few laps to cool down, that means both of you as well.”

The man worrying about the woman on the floor glared at Ezekiel, likely expecting some pity for the woman on the ground. But Ezekiel gave none. He knew that such an injury wouldn’t even require a trip to the medical center.

“Now.” A hint of mana was released, and nearly floored the rest of the Mages from the intensity.

Helping the woman to her feet, the whole group started a light jog around the large room they were in. This jog petered out to a fast walk, and eventually turned into a slow pace as the group cooled down. Taking drinks from a table on one end of the room before continuing.

As he watched, Ezekiel felt Riley come over to him, likely finished with her observations, and ready to head out for her own training. Celia hung off her shoulders like a backpack.

“How are they doing?” she asked once she could tell Ezekiel had put up an isolating barrier.

“They are doing well. I can tell that they are having an easier time than I did, at least.” Ezekiel was gazing at the weapons held by the Mages. Looking for even the slightest change that might be visible steel weapons.

Particularly around the crystal dust spread out along the fuller and reaching down into the tang.

This strange add on to the weapon drew confusion from Ezekiel’s newest students at first. But after a while, they grew accustomed to it, and simply did as they were told.

“Do you think that there will be results in time for Wolken’s check in later this week?” Riley hadn’t noticed any changes. Not like Ezekiel had, but she wasn’t an enchanter, nor was she a prior Scholar.

“There are already results showing. Particularly in two... three... of them right now.” Ezekiel corrected himself upon further examining one of the blades.

Although it was slight. The amount of crystal dust that was embedded in the blade had seemingly faded, in three of the blades. Though it was noticeable unless you looked for it.

Riley smiled, content that Ezekiel was seeing results in his experiment. Especially since no one was getting hurt in the process. That had been one of her biggest worries when his current mission was brought up.

“Well, I’m glad I managed to catch you before I left.” Riley’s tone became a whisper, and she seemed to draw into herself. “We won’t be seeing each other for a while this next month, after all.”

“It’s not like you’re going into battle. Just seclusion training.” Ezekiel tried to lighten the mood, but he wasn’t looking forward to the next month either. “When you’re back, you’ll be stronger, so look forward to that, and I’ll see you soon enough.”

Riley suddenly embraced Ezekiel, sighing into his chest, she stood there for a minute or so before pulling back. Giving him a kiss, she smiled, her mood still down, but better than before.

“And when I get back, you won’t be the only Void Hunter, will you?” Riley looked out to the gathered Mages. Their mixed hair colors but matching black and white ringed eyes made her smile.

“You know it.” Ezekiel smiled and hugged her again.

Finally, they parted, and when Riley left the room, Ezekiel turned to address the Tier one Void Mages he was in charge of training.

“Alright then!” He called out to draw their attention. The group stopped their cool down walk to focus on him. “Everybody lined up like usual. We’ll be going through the motions for Void Slash, and Stab.”

Ezekiel’s words brought smiles to the tired Mage’s faces. While they had all been training for a while, with the support of the Prime Guild and the Church of Ten, these Mages were all family members of Guild members. So, they were all more interested in learning how to use their magic than anything else.

Examining each of the Mages as they used their blades to channel their mana, the crystal dust glowing briefly when they did, Ezekiel made sure to correct each and every mistake he noticed and made sure that nothing happened that could cause injuries to one another.

It wouldn’t do to have the potential of these Void Mages wasted after all.

Especially when they were well on their way to forming their own Spirits.

----------



Three days later, Ezekiel was reading a letter in his private office while waiting for Wolken to arrive for his inspection. The contents detailed the progress of the cathedral being constructed in the Fjorya. Its physical structure had been completed some time ago, but it was only recently that the defensive formations had been finished.

Ezekiel had been shocked to learn that the defenses being used were going to incorporate some of the ‘Blessings’ that the Guardian Spirits chose to contribute. But when he thought about Invera’s Understandings, and how they all related to defense, it made sense that she wanted to extend her protections. Especially when the Church was apparently aiding in the Fjorya’s recovery as a whole.

‘He’s here.’ Shine, who had been meditating in the corner of the room, their small avatar floating in the air as they did, began to lift into the air. Their sword body moved to reach Ezekiel and fitted into a belt on his waist. ‘Are you ready for this? We don’t know if the results we’ve been seeing will be anything that a Mythic will be able to notice.’

‘I’m sure we’ll be fine. The theories we’ve worked with have all proven mostly viable. Plus, there’s the fact that even the Mages are noticing something different by now.’ Ezekiel was thankful for Shine’s caution, but still had confidence in what they had achieved so far. ‘I’m pretty certain that Wolken’s advanced soul, and that of his Spirit will be enough to see what we have.’

Shine just hummed in neutrality. But didn’t otherwise dispute Ezekiel’s claim.

A few moments later, they arrived at the front of the facility that had been set up for their use.

The building itself was a bunker built into the base of the Prime Guild branch that was located in the city of Lolend. It was one of the primary launching points in the Guild’s quest to reclaim the rest of the Desolate Lands.

‘It’s still amazing just how different the front lines on this side of the Desolate Lands really are.’ Ezekiel looked up at the half clear and half darkened sky above. ‘Harkem didn’t get this bad until the Cruor set up those Spines.’

‘It somewhat makes sense though. After all, the Broods on this side of the Desolate Lands are much more numerous, and more capable of spreading out at a faster speed.’

Given that Quintessa was situated on the border of the Rot, Blood, and Swarm Broods, it was an unfortunate fact that this kingdom was in a much more precarious position than the Empire. Even with their much larger numbers.

Lolend, in particular, was based against the border of Rot territory. A place where Ezekiel and Riley would be particularly useful. As seen when they first arrived and took out several dens on their own.

The fact that each of the cities along its border were literal fortresses that were manned by no less than ten Tier four Guilds, and a branch of the Prime Guild, just showed how dangerous this side of the world really was.

Of course, things began to change once you got further from the border, same as in the Empire, but not by much. Not when most of the resources grown elsewhere were funneled into these fortress border cities.

It had been shocking for Ezekiel to learn that there were entire Guilds and towns that only accepted or trained Life Mages, purely for their ability to grow more crops to sustain the many citizens of this kingdom.

Finally, as Ezekiel finished ruminating over his knowledge of Quintessa, he arrived at where Wolken had just touched down. His massive, winged snake Spirit shrank down to curl around his neck.

“Ezekiel. You look well. I had thought the lack of fighting would have driven you insane by now.” The Exalt’s voice was bland and monotone, with a hint of disappointment, but not as rude as before.

Wolken had somewhat warmed up to Ezekiel and Riley during their journey, and after discovering just how useful they were in the fight against the Cruor. To the point that he was somewhat upset when the Church of Ten demanded that he delegate Ezekiel to a teaching position.

He acquiesced. Of course, but it was clearly something he was upset with.

“Come. Go over everything with me as we walk. I need a refresher of what you’re doing here.”

This surprised Ezekiel, because he was under the impression that Wolken was being informed of everything they were doing.

“Don’t give me that look. Do you think I have time to go over each and every detail that comes through the paperwork that passes by my desk?”

Sheepishly shaking his head, Ezekiel began guiding Wolken through the compound. Explaining what they had been doing while they walked.

----------



It had started when Ezekiel had gained access to the cathedral of Lolend. Wolken had used his authority to grant Ezekiel access. Something he could only do since he was a contracted Hunter tied to the Church. Technically illegal, but only because official Hunters were supposed to be neutral parties that were both gathering places for Hunters to grow stronger, and the first line of defense against the Cruor and Umbral Beasts.

This access was obtained after Ezekiel’s second mission and was granted in leu of his regular payment. When asked why he wanted this rather than money or mana crystals, Ezekiel explained that he had an idea that he wanted to work on, now that he had a deeper Understanding of his magic.

“I want to create another Void Spirit.”

Was all he said when the Scholars inquired into what he needed this information for.

To say the Scholars were shocked was an understatement, and the ones who heard immediately informed the Grand Scholars as soon as possible.

The next week was filled with Ezekiel going through multiple interviews relating to what exactly he knew that they didn’t, as well as a breakdown of how he intended to do this. While not common knowledge, the fact that a Remnant of the Void ripped out a piece of his soul to make Shine had been provided to the Grand Scholars of Sanafalls during his time there.

“How exactly did you get the idea for this again?” Wolken asked while they were walking through the facility. “I can’t imagine it was a spur of the moment thing.”

“No. It’s something that I’ve thought about a few times here and there. But nothing I put much focus on prior to now. Mostly because I didn’t truly have the strength of a Legendary being and had to focus on survival and recovery.”

Wolken nodded at Ezekiel’s words. “Smart. Those two things are some of the most important ones to focus on. Don’t forget that and start chasing stupid stuff like influence or authority. Power and survival are the most important. Everything else can be achieved later.”

“... Right... Well, during our time in the Fjorya, I got to know a lot of Spirits, and my own connection with Shine grew deeper. Then my Understanding of the Void, and his own ascension to Tier four, started giving me ideas.” At this point, Shine materialized their avatar. Wolken raised an eyebrow at Shine physical form. At the same time, a couple of Guild members stumbled or walked into walks at the sight. “It ties into how Shine is different from other Spirits. Not just in element, but composition.”

“Composition?”

By this point, they had moved far enough into the facility to be out of the more common areas. They were nearly to the Void Mage’s assigned spring chamber at this point.

“Yes. You see, every Spirit in the world is made of mana. Transformed mana that has taken on physical characteristics, but still mana.” Ezekiel could tell that his voice was growing more excited, but he didn’t really care at this point. “But, as you know, Void mana doesn’t exist in a physical form, unlike the other elements. Only its effects upon the world. Hence why Shine needs to retain a connection to a physical anchor. Either a metal tool, or my own body, though the latter is a strain that we avoid.”

“Why metal?” Wolken seemed genuinely curious. “Couldn’t a stone or wooden body work as well?”

“What happens when Void mana interacts with other elements? In a natural setting.” Ezekiel was quick to specify, since he knew that his own Void mana, when imbued with his Understandings, did things differently.

“Ah, I see.” Wolken rubbed his chin. “Metal is as close to inert, elementary, as most physical objects can be. Even if it originates from stone, it’s different enough to not be a natural emanator of mana. What about crystals? I think I read something about inert mana crystal remains being brought here.”

“Those were included in the weapon making process for the experiment.” Ezekiel explained, going into detail regarding the crystal dust used on the blades being wielded by the Void Mages under his tutelage. “From what I’ve been able to tell, there’s been some changes in a few of the weapons over the past month or so since we’ve started this training.”

Wolken’s eyes widened in thought at that bit of news. He hadn’t really expected much of this at first, but he could tell that Ezekiel was being entirely honest.

“Only a few?”

Ezekiel rubbed his head in thought. A look of shame crossed his face.

“It seems like my plan is harder to enact than expected. Only three of the twelve I’m focusing on have made any significant progress.”

“What do you consider ‘significant?’”

“... Well, from what I can tell, the spark of a soul is on the verge of forming.”

Wolken stopped in his tracks. This talk just became much more important, now that Ezekiel thought about what he just said, he realized that he might’ve just shaken the Exalt’s worldview.

“Did you just say that you created a soul?”

Ezekiel gulped nervously but nodded.

“Not entirely, but it should occur within the next week or so.”

“... Are there any Death Mages on this base?” Wolken knew there would be Life Mages, so he didn’t bother asking about them. They were also more skilled at physical bodies than spiritual ones.

“None that I’m aware of.”

Wolken could tell that Ezekiel was telling the truth.

“And you’re certain that these things are souls?”

“I guess you could call them pseudo-souls. We won’t know if they’re real until they form.”

“How did you do this, and could this be done with any other elements?”

Wolken and his spirit both gazed intensely at Ezekiel. The Spirit looked particularly focused as Ezekiel felt a chill run up and down his spine. It was like they were weighing his life against the potential results of his current plans.

“I, honestly, just started trying things out. I based my plan off what the Void Remnant did to me, without the soul ripping parts. By having several Void Mages channel their mana through swords that were specially made to do so, I hoped that they would imprint on them.” Ezekiel felt a bead of sweat running down his forehead. “Biven that all of a Mage’s mana is infused with their ‘will’, no matter how small, I thought that they could eventually build up this ‘will’ via regular use, and in the process, with the mana and ‘will’ as the resources, and the sword as the body, a new Spirit, a Void Spirit, would be born.”

Wolken stopped to think for a moment. His Spirit softly hissed into his ear. The silent conversation went on for several minutes while Ezekiel just stood in the corridor with the Exalt standing across from him. Finally, the two Mythics opened their eyes.

“You’re basing this off the ‘Blessings’ of the Guardian Spirits.” Wolken sounded certain of his guess, and Ezekiel couldn’t say anything to deny it. The man was right, after all.

Even if the new method of enchanting was still fresh, Ezekiel had been given direct tutelage from the only Mythic Wild Spirit that the Church had regular interaction with. Of course, his own progress with the method would be great.

“Yes. I’ve also started experimenting with making nascent Spirits on my own. With just me and Shine. But doing so might cause problems down the line when it comes to other people.”

“Any Spirit you form would be born of your ‘Will’ and might not respond and bond to others.”

Ezekiel nodded, somewhat impressed by the self-proclaimed ‘just a Hunter’s’ comprehension of the situation. Finally, the Mythic Hunter sighed in annoyance, and Ezekiel felt an invisible pressure fade from his neck. He hadn’t even noticed it until this point.

‘By the Ancients that man is scary.’ Shine muttered in fear as they realized that Ezekiel was on the verge of losing his head. ‘Let’s not piss him off. Ever. In any way at all.’

The veil of friendship had dropped, and Ezekiel was shocked back into reality. He had forgotten during his interactions with Wolken that the man was a monster who could kill this entire city by himself. No one could oppose him if he suddenly snapped.

“Has anyone told you that you’re a terrifying young man?” Wolken said with a wry grin.

‘I don’t want to hear that from a monster like you!’ Ezekiel mentally exclaimed, much to Shine’s agreement.

“A few times, sir. But I think it means a little bit more coming from you.” Ezekiel gave a shaky smile. “Besides, I’m just working with information that others had gathered before me. I can’t be considered the only contributor to this effort.”

“Hmm. So, why do you think that only a few Mages have made progress?” Wolken began walking once more.

“‘Willpower,’” Ezekiel said. “To keep things mostly under wraps, just in case the Church didn’t want this spread further than it already has, I haven’t actually told the Mages what they’re doing. The three in question are not only the best spellcasters, but also the best swordsmen, and woman.”

Ezekiel thought back to the woman he had flipped over his back three days ago. She hadn’t made such a mistake since and had finally managed to beat all but two others in the class.

Even then, it was only because they were able to tank most of her hits, due to their larger frames, that prevented her from winning. Otherwise, she was the most skilled at this point.

The other two that were close to forming a Void Spirit were one of the men she had lost to, and a man she had won against, but considering that man was recovering from mana backlash, such a thing was understandable, since he couldn’t currently use physical reinforcement. The thing Void Mages were known for before Ezekiel created spells for their element.

“These three have a level of focus that the others simply don’t. Their every spell is infused with just a hint of their ‘will’, which is a lot easier for me to sense as a Legendary Hunter. Especially now that I’m not crippled.” Ezekiel winced at the memory of all the things he was lacking in when he had first reached Legendary. “I figured that, after your inspection, I could inform them what their training was really for.”

Ever since he had recovered, and taken the time to actually examine himself, he had found a general improvement on all aspects of his being. Even in the growth of his soul, which had seen a starling improvement since entering the battle zone of the Mythics during the final battle in the Fjorya.

He would need to go into battle again to keep it up, but for now that could wait.

“If these Void Spirits rely on ‘will’ to be born, then a lack of it coming from their Mages would make sense as to why they aren’t forming.” Wolken came to a stop once more. This time because he and Ezekiel had reached their destination. “Well then, I guess it’s time for me to see if things have panned out the way you claim they have. In all honesty, I truly hope that they have.”

“I do too, sir. There’s only so much that I and Shine can examine. Even as the premiere Void users in the world.” Ezekiel stepped in line behind Wolken, waiting for the man to enter. His students had been told that their efforts would be inspected today, so they were already waiting. “I hope that your presence will be able to confirm my theories, as well as point out flaws that we failed to see. Your Spirit, in particular, would have an immense understanding of the formation of Spirits that out classes our own readings.”

Ezekiel nodded to the winged serpent coiled around Wolken’s neck. Given the Spirit’s age and Tier, it’s ability to reproduce was much higher than those at lower Tiers. It was already a known fact that it had several offspring with Wild spirits throughout Quintessa. Not unlike Callrond, in the Fjorya.

It had seemingly slumped down, uninterested in Ezekiel after its silent conversation with Wolken, but perked up again when Ezekiel addressed it.

Humming in contemplation, Wolken pushed open the doors to the sparring chamber. Ezekiel hot on his heels. Both wondering what the outcome of today's inspection would bring.

Hopeful that it would lead to yet another groundbreaking discovery. One that would further change the place of Void Mages in the world, even more than Ezekiel already had.

            

    
        CH 205 (Book 5 Ch 13): New Hunters

    
    
    
    
                After a quick introduction, filled with disbelief and confusion on the behalf of his students, Ezekiel quickly got to work instructing the gathered Void Mages, and had them demonstrate their current abilities to Wolken for review.

Starting out with a spar, during which he had to reprimand his students for failing to focus under Wolken’s observation. Needless to say, they smartened up when they realized that their failure today might mean consequences for all of them later.

“Together now! Fight like I showed you and try to land a hit!” Ezekiel called out, and immediately ducked under a lunge from one of the men he had mentioned to Wolken earlier.

The larger Mage was older than Ezekiel and had obviously been trained with a sword since maybe even an earlier age than Ezekiel had started. With that in mind, it was obvious that he would be one of the leaders in this group.

“Good! Just like that! Take every opening presented to you,” Ezekiel twisted his torso slightly, flipping Shine around to deflect one of the other Mage’s sword thrust, sending the man sprawling, “but be ready for it to be a trap!”

Three more Mages rushed him all at once, this time the woman he’d previously told Wolken about led the charge. Each of them was focusing their mana through their bodies. Reinforcing themselves to the point where they greatly surpassed even the strongest of mundane physiques.

Surrounding him on three sides, Ezekiel could tell that it would be difficult for him to get by without taking a hit. It’d be incredibly simple if he wasn’t holding back so much. Not allowing himself to surpass the physical abilities of the Mages he was sparring with.

‘Relax.’ Shine’s voice rang through his mind, and he relaxed his grip from where he had reflexively tensed up. ‘Even without magic, your body is stronger than anything they can bring to bear.’

Avoiding the first two strikes, Ezekiel blocked the third before he relaxed his stance, which forced his attacker to stumble forward to try to catch herself.

Suddenly, Ezekiel threw himself to the side, and a sword spun past his previous position, but no one was holding it. Looking toward the source, Ezekiel realized that it was one of the problem students. If there were three students that were close to forming a Spirit, if his theories were correct, then there were four, maybe five, that he believed would never form one.

The Mage who threw his sword, who placed his partner into harm's way, with no regard for its well-being, and no means of recovering it, was one of these failures.

But as much as he hated to admit it, this attack did provide an opening to allow the woman who had fallen to the ground to reflexively swing her sword at Ezekiel’s leg, too fast for him to avoid.

A loud thwack echoed through the room, as Ezekiel’s leg nearly buckled as he was struck behind the knee. For any other Legendary that wasn’t wearing their Spirit Armor, this would have been a very debilitating injury. One that would’ve left them open for an attack that would’ve led to their death if they failed to get away or recover fast enough.

“...Good job, Tama, make sure you keep utilizing such openings in the future.” Ezekiel looked around the room and saw that everyone had stopped moving.

This made sense, as it was the first time any of them had landed a clean hit like this.

A few of them looked worried, Tama, one of the top three, included. After she realized that her winning strike had only happened because of a thrown blade from elsewhere in the room.

“You, on the other hand, will do a hundred laps around the training area. You will continue until you finish, and you will not use your mana, or you will restart from scratch!”

Ezekiel pointed at the Mage who threw his sword. The man’s face turned pale, before going red in anger. But Ezekiel wasn’t going to let the man speak.

“The first rule I gave you all, and which I did not exempt you from in this match, was that you were to never lose hold of your weapons!” Ezekiel’s voice was a low roar as he let his mana exude pressure on the man. “In this situation, you had back up, but in the real world, if you lose your weapon, you lose your primary means of offense and defense. Our element doesn’t allow us to fight freely without a weapon like the others. Now go!”

The anger was still there, but now there was more worry and concern. A glance toward Wolken with hopeful eyes turned to dread when the Mythic glared at him.

“What are you looking at me for? I heard the rules before this match started, the only exception was that you were allowed to use mana to reinforce your bodies. All prior rules were in effect. Run. Now!”

A gust of wind pushed the man toward the edge of the training room. Where he begrudgingly began running, though didn’t bother hiding the glares that he shot Ezekiel and Wolken. Both of the stronger men ignored this, as they knew that the man would account to nothing thanks to his attitude.

“Alright! Next up is mana channeling! All of you get into your meditative positions and begin channeling your mana through your blades and back into your bodies. I really want you to push your heart and soul into this!” Ezekiel watched as the Void Mages lined up and sat on the ground, placing their pseudo-Void Spirit’s across their laps. “Remember, your ‘will’ is everything! Do not forget that this blade is your partner. There must be a bond between you that cannot be severed. Imagine that your blade is like Shine! It will follow you into battle and fight alongside you, just like a bonded Spirit!”

These were the words that he had said to his students multiple times. But there were only a few that bothered listening to him. The three that were currently leading the pack when it came to magic.

“Tama, Cory, Lumen!” The three best students perked up at their names. “This applies to all of you, but you three in particular, I want you to think of your dreams and goals while you do this. It will be hard, especially with everything else you need to do, but I think you can do this.”

The three looked at Ezekiel, confused as to why he was changing things up. But he could tell that they would try. Each of them had faith in his abilities and experience.

The others looked just as confused, but while Ezekiel had hopes that they would eventually succeed, it was only those specific three that he believed had a chance of forming their Spirits today.

“Begin.” Upon his command, the Mages, barring the one doing laps, began their meditation and mana channeling.

The room fell into silence, more so than usual, as Wolken approached and put up a sound barrier with his control of the air.

“I must say that, while my doubts are not dispelled, they are much less than before.” On his neck, Wolken’s Spirit nodded. “During the fight, I could tell that there was a lingering ‘will’ within most of their blades. More so in those three, and less so in those four.”

The man who was running laps was included in the latter. Something that Ezekiel was happy to see matched his own observations. Even if his disappointment in the four failures was something that ate away at the prideful feelings.

“I almost wonder what might’ve happened if I had told them about their true goals from the beginning.”

This had been one of the worries that had eaten away at Ezekiel’s confidence regarding this experiment.

“I don’t think it would’ve mattered. A Spirit cannot be born a slave. That is not what the Ancient Void made them for. If the writings are correct, then your words just now are not far off from what the Ancient said about the Spirits when first creating them.”

Ezekiel knew what Wolken spoke of. The words from the Ancient Void were that Spirits, once bonded, were to be lifelong partners that should always be held as dear and precious to their Mage.

The lack of innate care for their weapons, or the ulterior motives, had they been informed of the truth, would’ve tainted the creation of the Void Spirit, and something wrong might have come about.

“It won’t change things if it succeeds, then. The possible negativity involved in the ‘will’ of the Mage might cause the Spirit that is formed to be warped. Or otherwise not form at all.”

Wolken remained silent. So far, things had turned out well, and all of Ezekiel’s expectations had proven to be true, until this point. Now, it was time to see if the trees he had planted would bear fruit.

They could deal with the fallout afterward there was a success.

----------



Tara felt herself dive deep into her mindscape, opening up portions of her soul to her consciousness as she focused on channeling her ‘will’ and mana into the sword placed within her hands.

It was easy for her to visualize the way the mana flowed into, through, and out of her sword, returning to her own reserves, only slightly diminished. The loss was negligible, but the possibilities were not. Not when she knew where the mana went.

While she wouldn’t be able to claim she was as smart as Ezekiel, the man who had turned the world on its head multiple times, and revolutionized Void Magic in its entirety, she did think she was capable of connecting the dots. More so than her fellow Mages, at least.

Though she had to admit, Cory and Lumen outclassed her when it came to combat and book smarts, respectively.

‘I wonder if anyone else has figured it out?’

She imagined that someone else in the class likely had some idea, probably Lumen, who was the only other person who was better than her at using the spells Ezekiel had taught them. To the point where he had actually managed to figure out a couple more than she did. Having figured out Shroud, whereas the rest of them only knew Void Slash and Stab.

Tama mentally shook her head. Now was not the time for distractions. The amount of mana that had built up in her sword, that had remained there, rather than fade away, was reaching the cusp of Tier one Step one.

She had assumed she had figured out what Ezekiel had wanted from them a few weeks after the first bit of mana had finally remained within the sword. Binding itself via her ‘will’ after the first time she had truly attempted to put her soul into the sword.

The crystal dust she figured was drained, pure mana crystal remains were slowly shaping itself into something she recognized. Something that all humans and Spirits had. Though unique in its own way and developing differently from her own.

Spirit Pathways, the channels found within the soul that allowed mana to flow freely. The cornerstone of any Spirit or Mage’s ability to use magic.

When she had realized this, she had almost wanted to confront Ezekiel about this, and ask him why they hadn’t been told what they would be doing. They were basically making souls. Making Spirits, that would be bonded to them upon creation. Why weren’t they told beforehand?

Before she could ask, however, she looked at her fellow students. After really thinking about it, she realized that a part of her didn’t think that all of them were worthy of having a Spirit. Something that Ezekiel would certainly have figured out as well.

That’s when she realized that this was a test, to see who deserved to have a Spirit, and who did not. Since they were making Spirits of their own, there was no choosing procedure like what happened in the wilds with other elemental Spirits.

But at the same time, whether or not they bonded with a Spirit would rely entirely on themselves, and who they were as a person. 

‘A bonded Spirit is one with oneself. You must treat these blades as if they are a part of yourself. Never throw them away. Never leave them to rust. Your life is reliant on this blade, just as its life is reliant on you.’ Tama repeated some of the words that Ezekiel had said to them before.

She hadn’t understood them at first but had grown to comprehend their true meaning. If they could not treat their swords as if they were a bonded Spirit, without it being an actual Spirit, then they would never form the bond necessary for their Spirit to form.

Metaphorically taking a deep breath, Tama focused everything on the blade in her lap. On the pathways of mana that had formed during the countless times she had channeled mana through it.

Over and over and over again. A dozen times, a hundred times, a thousand times. She let her mana, and with it her soul and ‘will’ pass through the blade. The mana within it grew stronger and stronger, until it finally broke the threshold of Tier one Step one. 

For a moment, Tama held her breath, but nothing happened. She nearly began to panic but didn’t allow herself to lose focus. Thinking about everything that Ezekiel had told her before now. Searching for some sort of hint, a clue, a sign of what she was missing.

‘... Dreams and goals...’ she muttered the final words that Ezekiel had said to them before they had begun their meditation.

She continued to channel her mana, this time more intensely as her emotions began to flow as well. Memories of her past, the discrimination, the foolish children who bullied her, the parents that looked at her disappointedly, but never with hatred and anger, just pity.

All the times she had been left behind or left out because people assumed she was incapable due to her element. Always chasing, never catching up.

A desire she had long since crushed rose up within her. The desire to not be left behind. To not be told she can’t do something. To never be nothing but a failed follower again.

The desire to lead and be followed by others instead.

‘I wish to lead the charge!’

The words reverberated through her soul, resonating with the spiritual pathways flowing through the sword. A click, and a searing pain that quickly disappeared, as a piece of her soul, filled with her desires, bound itself to the blade.

A connection suddenly formed. Something had changed. No longer could she feel the pathways within the blade like she did before. It was like there was a doorway between them. But one that wasn’t locked. So, she opened it, and felt her soul become more complete than ever before.

‘Who are you? Who am I?’ 

A voice that wasn’t hers filled Tama’s consciousness. Demanding answers, but not unkindly.

Unseen by the outside world, her soul wept with joy. Her Spirit now alive and bonded to her in full.

The second Void Hunter was born.

----------



Compared to the other Void Mages training under Ezekiel, Cory knew that he was somewhat of an odd-man-out. He was nearly twice Ezekiel’s age and was the oldest of the group by at least a decade.

Given that he was also the only peak Tier one Void Mage as well, this made some sense, given he was the most experienced outside of Ezekiel. It was the only thing that kept him ahead of the pack, but even then, he still knew that Tama and Lumen were better than him in their own ways.

Born to a family of Guild members, with parents of opposing elements, it was always known that there would be a high risk that he would be a Void Mage. Much like Ezekiel, his parents didn’t care, nor did the Guild that his parents were a part of.

Growing up, he was trained and taught to eventually become a support member of his family’s Guild. At least, that was the plan, until their Guild was taken over by one of their rivals, whose Guild Leaders managed to break through to Legendary, and begin taking over the Guild that opposed them.

His was one of the Guilds that were silently removed on a number of jobs gone wrong. No proof was ever found, of course, so when he was just a teenager, he was forced to leave his hometown. His family? Buried in unmarked graves on a roadside somewhere.

Whenever he was asked about his life, Cory would always respond that his was the life of a novel protagonist. Only without the powers, and secrets that helped the hero overcome his shortcomings.

Not smart enough to join the Church, and with no more backing from his family, he was forced to do labor jobs for most of his life. Going on the odd mercenary mission every now and then and putting the sword skills he had learned as a child to good use.

As he got older, he found that, even without mana, he was strong and fast enough to survive a fight against weaker Tier one Mages. Hunters, not so much. 

It was a hard life, but it was better than the life of a Void Mage in the Empire. So, jobs were always available, even if he was never the first option, just the cheapest.

Things had changed, however, when a decade prior, methods for Void Mage Meditation were released by the Church of Ten. Methods that Cory was able to use to eventually reach the cusp of Tier one, and through odd jobs for the Church of Ten, finally gain access to a pure mana crystal to break through to become a Tier one Mages.

From there, he trained like mad, doing all he could to learn the spells that were made available by the Church, though he only understood Void Slash and Stab.

The dedication to his training and meditation panned out, however, and his own experiences got him to the peak of Tier one within a decade, without the additional use of a mana crystal. Something he only used for his breakthrough, nothing more.

This growth, and the magic he could now use, also led to his new faith in Ezekiel. Who, as far as Cory cared, was basically the chosen child of the Ancient Void. Not that he would ever say that. Ezekiel was, from everything he had seen, a calm and caring person, who didn’t like to be the center of attention.

This made sense, since most of the attention he had gotten came from those Cult of Light bastards. 

But it did mean that when Ezekiel gave him instructions, he followed them to the letter.

‘My sword and I are one. My sword is like my Spirit. My life is in the hands of the blade. The blade is cared for and given life by my hand. My bond with my blade is as deep as a bond with one's Spirit.’

This was the mantra Cory had made for himself. It was something he repeated over and over again while channeling his mana through his sword. Which he noticed got easier and easier the more he did it. From what he could tell, the amount of mana that had somehow remained in his blade, rather than fade away, had reached the first Step of Tier one a while ago.

He didn’t understand what this meant, but he knew that something had happened. Even if he didn’t understand what. Nothing seemed to change for him, however, so he just continued to do as he had been. Following Ezekiel’s orders and instructions.

Today, they had been given new instructions. 

‘Desires and goals.’

Cory had long since given up anything he could consider selfish desires, beyond that of learning Void magic, but that desire was fulfilled. Even now, he still learned more under Ezekiel’s tutelage.

Goals? He thought about helping Ezekiel and paying him back for all that he had done for both himself and the other Void Mages of the world. But Ezekiel didn’t need that.

‘The Void Mages of the world...’

The thought began to resonate within him. His emotions grew stronger as he thought about his life, the loss of his family, and the loss of his Guild.

He didn't want revenge. The Guild that had destroyed his own was hunted down not even a decade after he had been forced to leave his home. So, there was no point in that.

But as a wanderer that did odd jobs wherever he could, he hadn’t had a home since he lost his first one. He also knew that that was the case for many Void Mages around the world.

‘I want to build a home for the Void Mages around the World!’

Cory’s declaration was filled with emotions and ‘will’ as he channeled his mana. His heart and soul filling the blade he held across his lap. A tearing sensation filled him momentarily, like ripping out a nail, but it faded almost as soon as it appeared.

Something was there, in the place where his soul had seemingly torn. A gateway to the blade that was suddenly closed off to him. One that he knew he could pass through without issue.

Doing so, he felt a connection settle into place. He felt something embrace his soul, and a comfort, like being huddled under a blanket in front of a hearth in winter, filled him.

‘Greetings!’

A warm and welcoming voice filled Cory’s mind. For the first time since he was a child, he felt like he was home.

The third Void Hunter was born.

----------



Lumen couldn’t help but sigh as he found himself inside his soul once more. His consciousness displayed weariness, and a bone deep exhaustion filled him, even as he went through the motions that Ezekiel had instilled in them over the past few months.

‘Just a little bit more, and it’ll all be worth it.’

The exhaustion Lumen felt was from the treatment he received from the other trainees. The failures, at least. The ones who were able to beat him in physical combat but were so far behind in the magical side of things, that they still failed to outpace him in the non-existent rankings.

‘I wonder what you’ll be like...’

His musings stemmed from his understanding of what they were trying to do. Something that he knew Tama had figured out, but no one else had. Except for him, of course. Though he wondered about Cory at times. The man was quiet and knew more about the world than Lumen did.

As a Church of Ten Apprentice, Lumen had been doing quite well in his studies. Something that had had improved when he had finally broken through to Tier one, and eventually Step four. Placing him solidly in the middle when it came to advancement.

As a Void Mage that lived a fairly sheltered life, one that didn’t involve getting dragged into one of the Void Gangs, that were still more common than they should be, Lumen didn’t have many friends outside the Church. Even then, those folks were less friends, and more colleagues.

Originally, he had no desire to enter this training program. He knew full well that, even though he was a Void Mage, his physique was not so great, even compared to other types of Mages. So, undergoing training that included a great deal of combat practice wasn’t a consideration for him.

At least it hadn’t been. Up until the point when his mentor told him the true purpose of this training. A secret that only a select few Scholars were made aware of. Scholars that were particularly skilled in the creation of enchanted weapons and had a certain level of understanding when it came to Void magic.

Given his mentor was also his aunt, it was no surprise that he was given a sneak peek. Even if it did mean that his aunt was reprimanded and punished in several ways. It would be years before her budget got back to the level that it once was.

But still, Lumen gave his thanks, and promised to take jobs for his aunt at half price, so long as the intentions of this training panned out. Which he was happy to say, seemed to be going well.

Though, he did still have questions pertaining to why they weren’t told originally. But since he didn’t want to lose out on this possibility, he didn’t raise a fuss. He’d find out later, after he succeeded.

To have a Spirit of one’s own was the dream of many, after all. Lumen was no exception to this. Which was why, even though he wasn’t certain why it was necessary, he was as sincere and dedicated as possible when doing what Ezekiel told them to do.

It was hard, at first, but he got the hang of truly putting his soul into it when he channeled his mana. His innate desire to have a friend, not a tool, not a pet, but someone who he could rely on, and who could rely on him in turn, was something he honestly craved more than anything else.

‘Please... I want to meet you...’

Lumen had been channeling his mana for what felt like quite a while now. But even though the amount of mana had long since crossed the threshold of Tier one Step one, nothing had changed. His ‘will’ was infused into every mote of mana, and his soul lingered as the sword teetered on the edge of something greater. 

But nothing changed, and his mana was running out. Wisps broke off and faded into nothing as they were expended and failed to materialize in the physical world.

‘Why? Why won’t you form?’

There was a desperation in Lumen’s voice as he nearly started begging. He went over everything he could think of. Every word that Ezekiel had said to them. But no matter how much he desired it; his Spirit wouldn’t form.

‘... Is it because of what I want? Are my desires too small for them to take hold and manifest?’

He thought about it for a second and realized that that didn’t sound right. It was just a feeling in his gut, but he knew he was wrong. His desires were strong enough, it’s just that they weren’t right.

‘The Spirits are there to aid us. But only if they feel like we are a match for one another.’

It was something he read when he had been studying Spirits at the Church. Unless forced into it, something only those cultist bastards did, a Spirit only ever chose a Mage to bond with if there was some sort of resonance between them.

‘I see... I need a goal that you can help me with. My current goal won’t work, because it would be fulfilled the moment you were born. You would have no purpose past that point. Something you need, at least for now.’

It wasn’t something he had any proof for, but the more he thought about it, the more he felt certain he was correct. But what sort of goal did he have? What desire was as strong as his desire for a Spirit to bond with?

Thinking harder and faster than before, Lumen realized that he was almost out of time. Perhaps he could try again later, but he didn’t think that doing so would be as honest as doing it right now.

‘... Magic... I want to learn more magic!’ 

It was something that he hoped was enough but was also something he felt deeply about. Lumen was proud of very few things, but his skill in his spellcasting was something he loved. Something he wanted to grow, and discover more of, so that others could learn from him in the future. Just as he was learning from Ezekiel right now.

Apparently, this was just enough, because he felt something click into place, even as a searing pain filled him. A portion of his soul sheared off and settled into his blade. It merged with the nascent spirit pathways that had formed within it. A new soul born from the ‘will’, desires, mana, and soul of Lumen.

Cautiously prodding the newly formed connection with his Spirit, Lumen found his consciousness came into contact with another.

‘Hello. Can you tell me what’s going on?’

An inquisitive voice that sounded nervous, but still willing to speak up, filled Lumen’s mind, and for the first time in his life, the man felt like he had found a person just like him.

The fourth Void Hunter was born.

----------



It had been nearly half an hour since the group of Void Mages had begun their meditation. Little had happened during this time, but that didn’t mean that Ezekiel or Wolken slacked off when it came to their attention.

Meanwhile, in the background, the man that had broken Ezekiel’s rules was still running. Panting for breath as he barely kept moving forward. But he didn’t allow himself to stop. The hungry glare of a feathered serpent made sure he was properly motivated.

“He’s not gonna last much longer.” Wolken observed.

“He doesn’t need to. He can stop when he collapses, and start where he stopped when he recovers,” Ezekiel replied. “I only said that he needed to start from scratch if he used his mana. Not if he stopped for a break. So long as he continues, and doesn’t leave before he finishes, that’s fine.”

Wolken snorted in amusement at Ezekiel’s method of punishment. Though he could see the practicality in making a person punish themselves. It would mean that they would start thinking more in the future.

Suddenly, Wolken’s Spirit turned its head toward the meditating group. A frantic hissing sound filled Ezekiel and Wolken’s ears. The Mythic Hunter’s eyes widened in surprise.

Cautiously spreading out his senses, Ezekiel tried to find something that he hadn’t noticed before. But didn’t know exactly what he was looking for.

But just before his senses could cover his students in full, an opalescent light filled the room.

Within Tama’s hands was no longer a steel enchanted sword. Instead, a blade that greatly resembled Shine’s appearance filled her lap.

Ezekiel immediately threw up a barrier around the group, blocking all sound from entering, and caused Wolken to look at him in confusion. At least until the shocked yelp of fright and amazement filled the room. The two Hunters glared at the man who had stopped running. His outburst had the potential to disturb the meditating Mages. Something that might have caused them to awaken before they were ready. Which could have ruined the other’s chances of forming their Spirits.

“Sit down and stay quiet!” Ezekiel’s words floored the man who had been running. He nearly passed out from exhaustion and shock, but stayed awake, gazing wide eyed at the meditating Mages.

A second flash filled the room. Followed by a period of silence where Ezekiel and Woken watched the Mages for any more changes.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride as he watched Cory’s sword undergo the same transformation as Tama’s had.

Several minutes passed with no further changes. Wolken looked to Ezekiel again. They both knew that the meditating Mages would be running out of mana soon. Their channeling would expend most of it.

“Well, two out of three isn’t--”

A third flash filled the room. This time from Lumen.

Wolken sighed. “You’re an annoyingly intelligent man. You know that?”

Ezekiel just smiled widely. Happy that he had once again turned the world on its head.

Thoughts of the amount of paperwork and essays he would have to write, detailing the exact process and means used to achieve this feat never crossed his mind.

In addition, the sheer joy that filled the bond he had with Shine was more than enough to overcome it all.

No longer were they alone. No longer were they the only Void Hunter, and Spirit, in the world.

            

    
        CH 206 (Book 5 Ch 14): Repercussions and Next Steps

    
    
    
    
                Garbed in his Spirit Armor, Ezekiel deflected an invisible blade that was aimed at his throat. The enhanced protections he had were not put to the test as he fought in a semi-serious manner. Shine easily weathered the blow and suffered no damage to their blade.

Across from the pair, Cory stood in a crouched position. Sweat dripped from his face like a faucet, and his torso heaved with heavy breaths. Each gasp of air was an exertion of energy that was draining in and of itself.

“Very good! You’ve gotten used to your new power quite quickly. But what about Hearth? How is he handling things?” Ezekiel focused intently on the blade in Cory’s hands.

The newly born Void Spirit seemed to be shining brightly as Cory channeled his mana, but Ezekiel saw the signs of fatigue on the opalescent blade. They were nearly invisible to the average eye, but Ezekiel had experience, and a Legendary physique to help him.

Cory had broken through to Tier two the day after his Void Spirit had come into being. The mana shared between the bond of Spirit and Hunter was easily interchangeable, and his soul had long since reached the necessary level of growth.

The only trouble was finding his second Chakra, but apparently the man had lucked out. Much to the other Void Mages’ frustrations.

This wasn’t at all lessened by the envious gazes of the other students. Each of whom had expressed their displeasure at having been kept out of the loop regarding the true purpose of their training. Even Ezekiel’s explanation, and Lumen’s support, detailing the difficulties he had in forming his Spirit thanks to the knowledge of what they were doing, didn’t soften the blow.

Though, it had made the others begin training with more diligence. But Ezekiel could tell that there was a lack of honesty in their actions. They were looking for a tool, looking for a Spirit. Not a partner whom they would share their life and goals with.

So far, of the nine Mages who had yet to form their Spirit, only two were showing any growth compared to before.

“I think we’re done, Master Ezekiel,” Cory gasped for breath as he gave the sword in his hands a look. Ezekiel recognized the signs of silent communication. “Hearth is nearly tapped out, and I just spent everything I had on that last spell.”

While he didn’t like his new titles, Ezekiel nodded in approval of his student’s awareness of his and his Spirit’s well-being. He and Cory were alone for the moment. With Tama and Lumen working separately to slowly increase their mana so that they might break through more easily in the future.

They also needed to figure out what their Spirit’s names were.

Cory had figured out Hearth’s name fairly soon, but nothing seemed to resonate with Lumen and Taman’s Spirits. Which was fine, but it was something they would need to figure out soon.

He had given them some advice, letting them know that Shine was called such because they were the light that shone in Ezekiel’s darkest moment when he was a child. While Cory and Hearth were much the same, with Cory’s goals and desires being to make a home for all the Void Mages, and others, who had lost their homes for various reasons.

The advice helped, but it was clear that Lumen and Tama would need some more time. Time that they didn’t have.

The door to the sparring arena opened up. A messenger from the Church of Ten entered the room. A severe but nervous look on his face when he looked at Ezekiel.

“The Grand Scholars have requested your presence. As well as that of your three students.”

Ezekiel sighed and dispelled his Spirit Armor. He looked at Cory, who was still exhausted.

“We’ll be at the Church within an hour. Cory, go wash up and change. I need to fetch Lumen and Tama.” He waved at the messenger who left a moment later.

Cory headed to the washroom to change, while Ezekiel left the sparring arena. His face was set in a grim expression. The fallout of his actions was undoubtedly rearing up to bite him.

----------



Ezekiel stood protectively in front of the three new Void Hunters. Tama tried to look confident, but her eyes still darted back and forth as she looked at the Grand Scholars and Wolken, Cory stood proudly next to her, ready to aid Ezekiel in whatever was needed to keep them safe, and Lumen seemed cautious, and distracted as he looked over the enchantments lining the walls.

“Do you know why we have called you here today, mister Luminance?” One of the Grand Scholars, a man who Ezekiel didn’t bother learning the name of, spoke with a raspy tone that indicated his age. The nearly pure white hair, with only the slightest of red flecks still coloring it, added to the man’s aged appearance.

“I assume it is to congratulate me in achieving yet another groundbreaking discovery, and further incorporating the Void Mages of the world into the ranks of the other elements. After all, now the Church of Ten can truly have ten elemental representatives.”

Ezekiel knew his words were over the top, but he felt the need to emphasize the Church of Ten’s public outlook when it came to Void Mages. They had always spoken about doing what they could to aid Void Mages, and all other Mages who sought the history and lessons of the Ancients. But it was time for them to put their money where their mouths were.

There was nothing wrong with the actions he had taken, nor the discoveries he had made. His intentions were made clear before his actions ever began, and if the Church wanted him to stop, they should’ve said so before he finally succeeded.

“You are, in fact, correct in your assumption.” Acknowledgements were given by the four assembled Grand Scholars.

For a second, Ezekiel felt stumped, as he had been expecting far worse consequences than a congratulatory meeting. Especially give the follow up work he had to do in the week or so since the new Void Spirits were born. It had truly felt like the Church was blindly trying to keep him restrained, and he didn’t like it.

So, he knew he needed to wait for the other shoe to drop.

“However,” there it was, “we felt it would be prudent to also inform you of the actions the Cult of Light have taken, thanks to their growing control over the Willowbrush Empire.”

The assembled Void Hunters tensed at the mention of the Cult of Light. While it wasn’t exactly a secret anymore, nor did he expect it to be a secret for long, Ezekiel hadn’t thought that the cult would find out so soon. It had only been a week, after all.

Unnoticed by all but Wolken, a wisp of mana leaked from Ezekiel before he got himself under control. Such was the anger that he felt at the mention of his ultimate enemy.

“To put it simply, the Cult had begun a purge of all Void Mages within the Empire. Where once they were simply ostracized, they are now being killed in the streets.” Ezekiel felt his blood run cold. “They are demanding that the ‘abominations made by those forsaken by the elements’ be destroyed. Only then will their actions stop. With the caveat that all Void Mages will be forced to live separate from society, and under the supervision of leaders of the ‘Followers of Radiance’.”

Ezekiel scoffed at the demand that was given.

“Their so-called supervision would simply be an enforced usage of the Void Mages they captured. All for the sake of making their damned weapons of mass destruction.”

The Grand Scholars all narrowed their eyes in response. They knew what Ezekiel was talking about but didn’t think that it would be something that the cult would start doing so openly. But if they were gathering up Void Mages, instead of just killing them, then it was certainly possible.

“Be that as it may, please be aware that we will not be giving into their demands.” This made the Void Hunters relax, just a little bit, in relief. But Ezekiel knew that wouldn’t be the end of it.

“What else is there for us?”

“... We need more Void Hunters. The Church of Ten hasn’t written off the Empire just yet, but we need more operatives that can work on freeing it from the Cult’s control. It’s too big for them to conquer via civil war, but at the same time, the slow and shadowy method they are using is working just as well.”

Ezekiel grimaced. A civil war wouldn’t get the cult anywhere, since it would allow the Exalts to take action, ‘for the betterment of the Empire’. Which they could argue required the removal of all cult forces, since they would have been the reason behind the war in the first place.

But at the same time, the other side couldn’t openly start a war either, since it would make them the reason for the war and mean that the Exalts would be contractually required to take them out. Which would lead to an easy take-over by the cult.

“I’m assuming I’m still a wanted man over there?” Ezekiel wanted to confirm before he began planning anything.

“Indeed. But given that the Fjorya is operating as an official world faction, with the support of the Church, we can still get you close, if you have any ideas.” The Grand Scholar frowned at the idea of Ezekiel going to the Empire but shouldn’t have worried. Ezekiel had no intention to do so. Not yet at least.

“They would expect that, unfortunately, so that isn’t an option...” Ezekiel muttered as he looked back at his Void Hunters. Their spells were still developing, and it would be a while before they had enough mana to be of use against the Cult.

“For now, I wish to make the method of Void Spirit creation be made open knowledge.” The Grand Scholars looked shocked. “I say this because it will still be up to the Church of Ten to make the blades necessary for the formation of said Spirits. This will also be a spit in the faces of the cult. They can’t get any worse, after all.”

The Scholars in the room looked between each other before activating a silencing enchantment on their side of the room. Ezekiel could feel the three behind him fidgeting as they likely spoke with their Spirits. He was doing the same, so it was somewhat expected.

‘Do you think they’ll go for it?’ Shine wondered as they tried to read the lips of the Grand Scholars. But Wolken must’ve noticed something, because the air grew somewhat misty as the Exalt added his magic to the barrier. ‘Damn. Now we really don’t know what’s going to happen.’

‘I’m not too worried. The cult went too far, too fast. They should’ve started with arrests before escalating to executions. Then we’d have a reason to hold back ourselves.’ Ezekiel was, to his shock and frustration, somewhat happy that the cult had gone so far. It meant that he had no reason to hold back himself. ‘Since they’re already killing everybody, there’s nothing they can do that will be worse. If we retaliate. Something that the Grand Scholars should be aware of.’

‘Then, what will we do next?’ Shine asked. ‘There’re consequences either way, if we try to go to the Empire. Should we try to go to the Morathi Alliance? Get rid of their support on that side of the world?’

‘Too risky. They might just hold dad over our heads until we submit.’ Ezekiel knew that giving in would be the last thing his father would want for him. But the thought of willingly leaving him where he was still grated on Ezekiel’s nerves. He had already resigned himself to doing something if nothing changed within the year. But still, it was emotionally draining.

‘I hate to say it, but we might need to do something else to destabilize the Empire. Something that will draw the Exalt’s attention.’ Thoughts of the Desolate Lands began to fill Ezekiel’s head.

‘No. The cult is bad, but the Broods and Cruor are worse.’ Shine immediately shut down Ezekiel’s train of thought. ‘I know you’re angry, but that’s going too far.’

‘Sorry.’ Ezekiel mentally shook himself. Guilt flooded him, and he knew he’d be meditating later to calm his mind and clear his head. His thoughts returned to a more plausible path forward. ‘Perhaps we can make a path through the northern regions. Begin making movements into the Empire from a side that they aren’t worried about.’

‘That’s more like it!’ Shine encouraged. ‘But I think we’ll need to work that out later. For now, it seems like the Grand Scholars are finished their discussion.’

Turning his attention back to the Legendary powerhouses of the Church, Ezekiel mentally sighed. The wait was killing him, and he knew this wouldn’t be ending soon.

Wolken, who hadn’t said anything yet, just smirked as he noticed Ezekiel’s frustration.

‘We’ll get him later.’ Shine said. Jump his chair away when he tries to sit down.’

‘Agreed.’

At least he found some solidarity in his students. None of them were happy to be here either.

----------



Slumping into a chair at a table in the Prime Guild’s mess hall, Ezekiel allowed himself to fall forward onto his face. His students had gone off to do their own things after he had dismissed them.

The meeting had gone on for several hours. He still didn’t bother learning the Grand Scholars’ names, and a basic summary of events would just be a list of all the people that were demanding his attention and focus.

He had, apparently, broken the record for most requested Hunter for Guild work in history.

A nice change from the bad news he was given regarding the cult, but still frustrating, because it meant that politics was getting involved, and nothing good ever came from such a thing.

“I miss Riley...” Ezekiel couldn’t help but lament as he knew that it would be a few more weeks before Riley returned from her solitary training session.

Given that it, apparently, involved a specially crafted area that was rich in Flame Mana, he knew how important this was for her. He still wished she was here. Mostly because he missed her, but also because he needed her to keep him from going too far with the things he wanted to do to the cult and their supporters.

‘Stop it.’ Shine sent a rough nudge through their bond, snapping Ezekiel out of his darkening thoughts. ‘Wolken is coming.’

Raising his head, Ezekiel saw that the cafeteria, which was already mostly empty, was now dead silent, with the last few people leaving after they saw Wolken entering.

“You know, there are more private areas to have a break down in.”

Ezekiel snorted at Wolken’s words. Ignoring how the Exalt’s Spirit slithered onto the table and curled up next to where Ezekiel placed Shine.

“Should I care what others who see me might think?”

“Oh, course not.” Wolken immediately denied Ezekiel’s inquiry. “But this is a place for eating. Not moping. Do that on your own time.”

Two trays, carried by small whirlwinds, were gently dropped onto the table in front of the two Hunters. Ezekiel raised an eyebrow at the sight but didn’t complain. Food was food.

He also hadn’t eaten all day, so he was somewhat thankful for Wolken’s actions.

“So, what’s your plan?” Wolken asked. “Don’t give me that look. I might’ve known you for only a few months, but I can tell when you’re planning something. You’re not that subtle. Which is surprising, given your infiltration skills.”

“That’s thanks to magic. But I get your point.” Ezekiel started eating before answering a moment later. “I’m thinking of making my way north, then west.”

Wolken calmly sipped his drink. He took a moment to think over Ezekiel’s words.

“Not the worst plan. If you go far enough, you’ll avoid the Desolate Lands entirely. The Empire won’t expect it either.” The exalt rubbed his chin in thought. “A bit cowardly, but I understand where you’re coming from.”

“I’m not planning on avoiding the Desolate Lands,” Ezekiel stated. “I’m somewhat worried I might actually have to go there.”

Wolken’s face turned grim. The silence of the room felt heavier as the Exalt released his mana.

Suddenly, Ezekiel couldn’t breathe. Yet, rather than panicking, Ezekiel felt something else. He had been thinking about how he could improve his magic, as well as how to grow his soul faster. The speed had slowed given just how much it needed to grow to get to a higher Tier.

Given his reincarnation, he was born with a Tier four soul, but while he knew he was somewhere near the top Steps, he also knew that breaking through to Tier five would be too much for him right now. It’d likely be a few years before he could safely break through. But he knew he couldn’t wait that long.

“I’m not planning on converting. So, put your mana back.” Ezekiel said as he forced himself to breathe. Taking a sip of his drink, Ezekiel continued eating. “I’d already be dead if you thought my words were anything else but true. So, please let me eat.”

Wolken retracted his mana but didn’t relax his expression. It had never been brought up before, but the thought of a Void Mage like Ezekiel converting into a Cruor was terrifying. He’d immediately become the strongest Mythical being in the world. Of that, Wolken had no doubt.

“Then why do you need to go there?”

“To strain myself and grow stronger from it.” Ezekiel told the truth, knowing that Wolken would likely approve.

“Good. Strength is the only thing that really matters in this world.” Wolken grinned wolfishly, baring his teeth and causing Ezekiel to shiver in fear. As if there was a blade leveled at his neck. “Your students will be staying here, of course. But it’s only right that, now that it’s been proven, the rest be given the chance to become Hunters of their own.”

“Few will do so. I hand-picked these ones, and Void Magic requires you to form a bond before your Spirit exists. I’m honestly surprised that this worked as well as it did.” Happy, and proud that his theories and methods worked, but still surprised.

He was literally causing a natural tear to appear in his students’ souls to make their Spirits, after all. They still hadn’t figured out how he had done it safely.

Ezekiel figured that it was because it was something that was done to oneself, so there was a subconscious level of restraint that didn’t exist when someone else damaged another person’s soul. Not something they were willing to risk doing at this point. But his theory was sound for now.

They wouldn’t be giving any of the nascent Void Blades out to any Void Mages that didn’t have a soul that was at least at the peak of Tier one. If they weren’t already Tier two.

“Will you be able to keep them safe while I’m gone?” Ezekiel knew it was a lot to ask, but for some reason, Wolken seemed to like him. He hadn’t seen anyone else acting like he did around the Exalt, after all.

“I can afford to make sure they have the right protection while they’re here. The cult isn’t anywhere near this far north right now.”

Left unsaid was the implication that the cult would begin moving more openly soon. There were just too many hidden supporters for the Prime Guild to fully wipe out at the moment.

“Good.” Ezekiel knew that this was the best he was going to get. But another thought crossed his mind at the mention of the cult. “Beyond that, I have an idea I’d like to run by you. Before I head west, whenever that will be.”

A barrier of wind sprung up and made things truly silent, while also keeping their mouths blurred, to ensure no one found out what they were saying.

“I’m listening.” Wolken said with a narrowed gaze. Ezekiel could tell that the man had an idea of what he was going to say.

The massive grin that the older man gave him after he explained his plan sent shivers down Ezekiel’s spine. But he couldn’t help but grin just as widely in turn.

He had been quiet for too long. It was time to bloody the cult’s nose once more.

----------



Standing over the body of yet another Cruor, Ezekiel sighed in annoyance. The mask on his face itched, but it was mandatory for all Hunters that went into the Desolate Lands on this side of the world.

He didn’t actually need it, since it had long since been proven that, unless it was done willingly, it was impossible for the Rot to infect a Tier one Void Mage. At least, not the naturally occurring spores. Ezekiel hadn’t tested himself against the spores controlled by a Legendary Rot, nor did he intend to.

“Cory! Tama! Lumen! Sound off!” Ezekiel could sense where his wayward students were but knew that it was best that he get them used to standard Guild protocols.

“Here, sir!” Lumen called out from the south.

“All good!” Tama’s voice came from the north.

“Here, master!” Cory’s was east of them all.

Everything besides these Void Hunters was dead. Ezekiel nodded in approval, even if he couldn’t physically see where his students were. The fog and miasma in the area was simply too thick.

“Good. Our cleanup in this area is done. Let’s head back to the base and get ready for transport back to the city. I think this is enough for now. We need to get you each ready for your new assignments.”

Ezekiel could tell that his words weren’t taken well by his students. They had grown accustomed to working with him over the past month. The thought of working with other Hunters wasn’t something they were happy about. There was little that they could do though. He wasn’t going to be there for much longer, after all.

But for now, all he wanted to do was get back to base and meet up with Riley. They had only spent a short time together when she had come out of her isolated training. She had successfully reached Tier two, but plans within plans had seen them separated. At least for now.

Things might change this time, thought. He had had a bad feeling for a while now. Which, if things went right, was actually a good thing for what he had planned with Wolken.

“Master... Is it true that you will be headed west soon?” Cory eventually asked as they made their way back to the Prime Guild’s forward base.

“Not for a while yet. There’re still some things I need to do in Quintessa before that. But sooner or later, I will.” Ezekiel’s reply made his students sigh in relief. But Cory wasn’t finished.

“What will you be doing in Quintessa?”

Ezekiel remained silent for a moment.

“Unfortunately, I can’t tell you. None of you will survive if I do.” Ezekiel sounded regretful, and it was obvious that neither Cory, nor Tama, were happy with his answer.

Lumen was the only one who understood, but his experiences in the Church of Ten meant that he knew a little bit more about their means and methods than the others did.

Before anything else could be said, a shuffling sound in the distance caught Ezekiel’s attention.

“Battle formation!” Ezekiel immediately donned his Spirit Armor.

He hadn’t previously, since they were only fighting Tier two and below Rot Umbrals. Not even any true Cruor. But from what he sensed; these still weren’t Cruor.

But from the way the wind was blowing, he could tell they weren’t Umbrals either.

“Jump!” Ezekiel’s shout made his students react instinctively, and all three disappeared, while Ezekiel locked blades with a beam of light that turned into a Hunter on impact.

“I was wondering when you bastards would show up!” Ezekiel’s words made his new enemy growl in anger. “Wow! Looks like it’s not just your Spirit that’s a rabid dog!”

Ezekiel pushed backward, breaking the blade lock with a pulse of mana that separated him from the Legendary Radiant Hunter that was trying to kill him.

‘The others!’ Shine notified Ezekiel of something he’d missed.

Expanding his senses outward, he nearly let out a snarl of frustration.

His students had ‘Jumped’ together, exactly as they were supposed to, but a second Legendary was coming for them. So, he also ‘Jumped’ to his student’s location. Leaving the Radiant Hunter swinging at nothing.

He appeared just above a Tempest Hunter in Spirit Armor with flying fish motifs. The woman turned, the whip swords in her hand weaving through the air to fully entangle him in their serrated edges.

Ezekiel canceled their momentum as they came into contact with his body. Forcing the Hunter to expend more mana to get them moving again. But Ezekiel charged forward, making her flinch back.

A beam of light stopped him from running the woman through with Shine.

‘More reinforcements are coming.’ Shine said as their senses alerted them of a group that they didn’t recognize coming from the south.

‘Send it!’ Ezekiel ordered.

Shine opened their partner’s Void Pouch while he was busy defending his students. The Radiant Hunter had reached them again and was exchanging blows with Ezekiel that were too fast for the lower Tier Void Mages to follow.

An object flew out of the pouch under Shine’s will. It was shaped like a ten-sided diamond. After reaching a certain height, Shine crushed it in their telekinetic grip.

The ten different elements of mana inside it suddenly rushed together, mixing with the Void mana and exploding outward in a force that nearly caused the Legendaries to flinch. But the true purpose of the Artifact showed its face a moment later, when a beam of opalescent light rushed into the sky.

It broke through the dark and hazy miasma that was all around them, and even pierced the miasma that covered the sky. For a brief moment, sunlight returned to this area of the Desolate Lands once more.

Ezekiel would’ve grinned in delight. Wolken would now be there in seconds. As he and his own team had been hiding above the clouds that covered the Desolate Lands, all for the sake of ambushing a large party of cultists.

The only problem was the mana that had forced his students to the ground. A pressure strong enough to knock out those that weren’t Legendary filled the area.

A Mythical power covered the region, and the glowing plants that sprouted and sharpened into barbed vines, unique to the Life Element told him that it wasn’t Wolken doing this.

“Anathema!” A feminine voice called out from the mouths that were forming in the flowers that sprouted from the ground. “Die!”

‘The others!’ Ezekiel conveyed his intentions to Shine directly, rather than explain.

He felt his Spirit reach out and connect to the Void Hunters he was protecting. The battle hadn’t had time to escalate, so it was easy enough to grab them since they were still close. But there was no time to think beyond that.

Ezekiel ‘Jumped’ as far as he could, and brought his students, and their Spirits, with him.

Straight into the sky, over five kilometers into the air, expending over half his remaining mana.

Looking down, he saw the massive, feathered snake, just breaking through the miasma clouds, and charging toward the forest that was spreading across the land below them.

A roar from the serpent, followed by a flash of light, was the opening of the battle that was about to occur. All while Ezekiel, and a group of Hunters from the Prime Guild, including Riley and Celia, free fell toward the untimely clash of titans.

In the distance the gathered cultists had already gotten ready for battle.

‘I don’t think this was in the plan.’ Shine snarked as they fell to the ground.

Ezekiel didn’t bother replying. Instead, he just looked for a Hunter with a large enough flying Spirit that could carry his students away from the battle. He knew he had to bring them, or else his actions would’ve been suspicious, but he was regretting it all the same.

He wouldn’t be able to fight if he was worried about protecting them.
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                Ezekiel continued to ignore the shock that filled his mind at the revelation that there was a Mythic in the Cult of Light. Possibly more than one, since there was no way that the cult wasn’t led by a Radiant Hunter. But he would allow himself to think about that later on.

Instead, he focused on adjusting his position in midair, something he had grown accustomed to doing. It was a necessary skill for those in the Legendary Tier, as most of the fighting happened when flying. So, it was relatively simple for him to change his direction and dive toward one of the Adept Hunters that was heading into battle.

Altering his and his student’s momentum, he landed silently and weightlessly on the back of the truck sized bird Spirit. From its coloring, he could tell that it was a Glacier Spirit as well.

Recognizing the Hunter as one of the members from the Lolend branch of the Prime Guild, Ezekiel knew he could trust this woman with his student’s lives.

“Legend Luminance! What’s going on?” The woman nearly screamed in shock, but didn’t react in a threatening manner, even when surprised. Though, she did look quite concerned with what was happening down below.

“I know you’re here to fight, but I need a favor,” Ezekiel’s voice was barely audible over the wind from how fast they were moving. “My students were knocked out by the enemy Mythic, by my order, I need you to take them away from the battle, and report back to the base directly. Can you do this without a conflict in your contract?”

This was his primary concern. In situations like this, where all hands were needed, it was common for retreat before a loss was certain would have consequences.

Luckily, it seemed like there wouldn’t be any conflict, as the relief that flooded her face was unmistakable.

“I can do that, sir,” she said with enthusiasm.

“Good. Can you get back through the miasma before the hole closes?”

The Hunter looked up and shook her head after a moment of thought. It was unfortunate, but nothing Ezekiel didn’t expect. So, he simply took an Artifact from his Void Pouch and gave it to her.

“Take this. It’ll keep you hidden for thirty minutes. Enough time for you to get back to base if you push it. Now go!” Ezekiel tagged his students with his ‘Push and Pull’ spell, and stuck them, and their Spirits, to the backs of the Glacial Hunter’s Spirit.

He then jumped off the Spirit and began free falling once more. The Glacial Hunter and her Spirit reared back, coming out of their dive, and seemingly disappeared the moment they activated Ezekiel’s Artifact. A Shroud surrounded them, and they disappeared from all senses, except Ezekiel’s Void sensing.

‘Good to see that that thing is working properly,’ Shine quipped in the back of Ezekiel’s mind.

‘We tested it before, so this shouldn’t be surprising.’

As the Void duo got closer and closer to the ground, their ability to sense the location of Ezekiel’s students got worse and worse. Until finally, they escaped the pair’s sensor range.

‘Alright, no more distractions.’ Ezekiel began channeling his mana through Shine. The Spirit’s blade began to sparkle as the mana flowing through them was focused into spells ready for release.

Glancing around the battlefield, he saw that Riley was locked in combat with a Hunter garbed in violet Spirit Armor. Lightning and fire danced back and forth, but it seemed like the cult’s reinforcements were holding their own.

Not far away, a field of steel hardened thorns burst from the ground and nearly started consuming the assembled Hunters. Only for a tornado to blow through the area and rip the land apart.

Ezekiel ignored the significantly larger catastrophe happening just kilometers away and focused on his girlfriend. For now, she was his priority.

Shrouding himself to stay hidden, he dropped like a meteor into the midst of battle. Avoiding Riley’s flames, while dispersing the Lightning Hunters electric field.

No words were exchanged as the Void and Flame duo began a dance of death that slowly chipped away at the Lightning Hunter’s defenses.

Riley released a sea of fire, covering the area they were in and increasing the general temperature. It wasn’t much, but it would make the Lightning Hunter fight in a less than comfortable environment. Something that neither Ezekiel nor Riley would have problems with.

This was also a very basic use of Riley’s magic, since her blue flames were a part of her ‘Understanding’ and therefore had a lower mana expenditure.

The effects were not immediately apparent, but since both Ezekiel and Riley were trying to retain as much mana as possible, it was obvious that there would be a bit more back-and-forth going on.

Ezekiel charged forward to punish an opening, only to have to weave out of the way of a condensed ball of lightning. He then followed through with his charge, moving past the cultist without attacking as the ball of lightning exploded. Had he remained close enough to strike, he would’ve taken an injury that might’ve changed the flow of the battle.

As it was, Riley, who hadn’t moved in since her wide range attack, finally got closer as the electricity faded. Two rings of fire spun beneath her feet, and she began to move at speeds not much less than a Tempest Hunter. Just barely keeping pace with Ezekiel and the cultist, who was clearly not specialized in high-speed movements. Though their overall power was clearly quite high.

Stabbing forward with her spear, the cultist chose to dodge this time. But they also didn’t counterattack with another ball lightning. While it wasn’t confirmed, this was enough to indicate that it was likely a mana intensive spell. A last resort that they wouldn’t have to worry about at every second.

The duo still chose to exchange positions, however, as Ezekiel began attacking from a distance. Mixing up void Slashes with Stabs and mixing in his Push-and-Pull to throw the cultist off balance.

This helped Riley a lot, as she was able to take advantage of a number of stumbles and openings to melt and chip away the cultist’s armor. They were definitely on their back foot now, and it was apparent they were aware of it.

“Raaaaggghhhh!” the cultist screamed in rage. Their entire body lit up with Lightning as they blasted toward Ezekiel. Intent on taking him out with a suicidal charge.

All thoughts of holding out any longer were gone from his mind, as his rationality fled while the thought of killing Ezekiel consumed his pained and injured form.

Riley immediately made space between herself and the berserker cultist. While Ezekiel retreated a bit, to help Riley make distance. But he took no other actions to defend himself.

The moment the cultist got close enough to strike; Ezekiel took a swing. Much to the cultist’s delight. A moment later, the cultist exploded in a mix of gore and plasma that faded as the cultist tried to take Ezekiel out in a final attack.

But the area was clear of any signs of a corpse. Instead, Ezekiel simply reappeared next to Riley. Somewhat tired, but none the worse for wear, having ‘Jumped’ out of range the moment before the cultist self-destructed. A close call, but his danger sense was of great aid in this situation.

“You good?” he asked Riley, who nodded in turn.

“Yeah. Where to next?”

Ezekiel tried to reply, but a heavy pressure suddenly pinned both of them down, just as vines sprung from the ground and wrapped around their legs. The two were unable to move but were still barely able to grab one another’s arms as a shrieking roar filled their ears. Distracting Ezekiel enough to pause his ‘Jump’.

“Anathema!” the voice of the Life Mythic filled their heads and nearly made their ears bleed.

Thorns pierced their legs as a tornado sprung up around them. Ripping the vines out and away as the two Legendary Hunters fell to the ground. The once distant Mythics were now up close and personal, as Wolken did his best to keep Ezekiel and Riley safe.

The sudden silence was a relief that was short-lived as a massive accumulation of vines as thick as redwood trees punctured the wall of wind and barreled toward the fallen duo. The ground shattered and broke into pieces as the vines tore up the earth where the two had been laying on the ground.

But the feminine scream of rage and hate that filled the air proved that Ezekiel and Riley had escaped. The Mythical cultist was silenced as Wolken renewed his efforts. Twisting streams of winds stuck the forest with ease, and the landscape was rent asunder as great gouges appeared wherever the winds passed through.

Neither Ezekiel nor Riley saw any of this, however, as they were both running away as fast as they could. Ezekiel forced his legs to move, even though there were holes running up and down each of them. This reinforced flesh stayed together for now. But neither he nor Shine had enough mana for another ‘Jump’ that would’ve been worth the mana spent.

He carried Riley as he ran. Neither one of them was able to take flight at the moment due to the raging Tempest that would’ve torn them apart had they risen too high.

A bloody trail was all that was left behind as they got further and further away. Mostly from Ezekiel, who was still bleeding, since Riley had cauterized her wounds to ensure she didn’t suffer blood loss. Her constitution wasn’t as great as Ezekiel’s.

Their figures grew smaller and smaller as the fighting began to die down. At least the fighting between the Legendaries and below had started to fizzle out.

The two Mythics continued their battle. Both sides refused to let up. The cultist tried again and again to break past Wolken, and go after Ezekiel, but the Tempest Hunter didn’t allow it.

All while Ezekiel ran and ran and continued to run. Not stopping to rest until he finally passed out at the entrance to the Prime Guild’s forward base.

----------



Although he knew that Ezekiel and Riley had gotten far from the battlefield, same as the other Hunters of the Prime Guild, Wolken did not let up his attacks. The fact that there was a Mythic Tier cultist that was willing to hunt down Ezekiel meant that the cult was a much more terrifying enemy than they had already proven they were.

“Interfering bastard!” the raging Life user screamed as multiple wooden giants grew from the ground and began marching toward Wolken’s position.

The Leader of the Prime Guild didn’t falter, even as these giants were slowed down, rather than being ripped to shreds. His ‘Understanding’ and the origins of his power began to falter but did not let up.

Countless tornadoes that tore into the ground warped and turned into spinning serpents that twisted through the air. They didn’t cut or push like most winds used by Tempest Mages and Spirits. Instead, this maelstrom of chaotic air seemed to dig in before ripping away.

Gashes were left behind on the wooden giants, only to be filled in with rapidly regrown plants. Spikes and thorny whips grew in response. Evading or interrupting the wind flows that held them back.

Wolken, who had remained stationary in the sky, his arms moving to direct the winds under his command, allowed himself to be pulled away by the air currents. It became impossible for the cultist to land a hit. Instead, their giants were continuously torn apart, only to regrow, and a back-and-forth exchange began.

Seeing that neither of them were getting anywhere, the Life cultist, who was weaving between the spiraling winds, dove into the body of one of her giants. It glowed green as she directly empowered it with her mana. The winds that were tearing it apart found they could no longer get a hold like they did before.

“Damn!” Wolken let out a curse as he took in what was happening.

With the direct empowerment of her constructs, the cultist would have an upper hand since she was now physically involving herself in the fight. While not a common tactic, since the side effects of magic like this linked up the Mage’s sense to their creation, it was powerful, and was considered the pinnacle of combative Life magic.

It wasn’t something he could match in a direct confrontation anymore. Worse yet, his atmospheric senses told him that their battle was gaining attention. Powerful attention, and if it didn’t end soon, it was likely that neither of them would be getting out of this alive.

An updraft flung him higher into the sky, moving his body out of the way of a giant wooden claw. Tendrils of wooden branches extended into the sky after him. His winds were now focused on helping him evade, rather than trying to tear his enemy to shreds.

Though he did manage to take out the lesser constructs, and it was now one-on-one once more.

The massive grin that had once split his face had turned into a frown. His love of battle was losing out to his ingrained survival instincts. He hadn’t gotten to the Mythic Tier by throwing away his life in stupid battles.

Risking one’s life to grow stronger, or achieve a goal, was different from throwing it away, after all.

“Let’s stop this. Your target is lost, and the true enemy is gathering not far from here.”

The wind itself spoke for Wolken. His voice carried for hundreds of kilometers. Carried on the air currents infused with his mana. The cultist he was fighting with paused but did not let her guard down.

Wolken knew this was risky, but he allowed the cultist to extend her senses through roots she spread through the ground. A few seconds later, the giant seemed to scoff, and it collapsed to the ground. A massive plume of pollen exploded in all directions. Momentarily blocking Wolken’s sight.

A gust of wind scattered it away in an instant, and he immediately flew in the direction of his Guild’s base. A series of tornadoes fell from the sky as they shredded the plants that crawled across the land. A figure clad in verdant Spirit Armor with a tree motif on it was revealed.

“Dammit woman! Now is not the time for this!” Wolken called out.

“If you’re so worried about the Cruor, then perhaps you should give up on protecting that monstrosity!” the cultist screamed over her shoulder as another giant formed around her body.

The Leader of the Prime Guild sighed. He knew that it was unlikely that the woman would concede to his sensible argument. But he had hoped that he was wrong.

Legendary Rot Cruor were now numbering in the hundreds at the edge of his senses. One of the most numerous Cruor Broods was now waiting for an opening, and if the winds he could barely feel in the distance were any indication, then the Broodlord would also be here soon.

Wolken had fought her once before and had found himself in a stalemate after losing a leg and an arm to her nearly a hundred years ago. He had grown much stronger since then, but he still didn’t want to risk it when he was already in the middle of a battle.

Letting out a sigh in frustration, the Mythical Tempest Hunter dumped a full Step of mana into his final spell before fleeing.

A series of cylindrical walls of wind formed around the Mythical cultist. All of her movements were cut off, and Wolken took this moment to overcome her position, and make his way toward that base that Ezekiel had been running to. Leaving the cultist to her fate.

The cultist reared back in shock as she nearly lost her limbs getting too close to this wall. Her giant construct was almost instantly eviscerated. But rather than regrow it, she allowed it to remain as it was. It would be a waste of mana otherwise.

Now that she couldn’t move, she was forced to think about her next actions more clearly. She hadn’t realized that Wolken had gotten so powerful since he was last seen fighting for real. His actions in the Fjorya didn’t count, as those were just pseudo-Mythics that he had fought.

Had she stopped earlier, she might’ve been able to hear the cacophony of monstrous shrieks that grew closer to her. A massive woman made of mold and fungi leading the charge. But thanks to the winds that Wolken had whipped up, the cultist heard nothing.

“Next time, I’l just attack directly.” she muttered as the wind finally began to die down.

Her next actions involved fleeing for her life as spores of flesh-eating fungus tried to eat her, and directly consumed her constructs for sustenance.

----------



Wolken’s arrival at his Guild’s base was filled with death as he immediately executed the cultists that had chased his Guild members after retreating from the Desolate Lands. He didn’t wait for his Hunters to greet him, however, and got them into motion as soon as he could.

“Get all the equipment, Artifacts, Relics, and other supplies ready to go. We’re abandoning this base,” he ordered the moment he set foot on the ground. “The Rotting Matriarch is near.”

No words were exchanged as the Guild members immediately did what they were told. The base was cleared out in minutes, and those that were injured were loaded up onto the back of Wolken’s Spirit. Those that had the ability flew on their own but stayed within a certain distance of their leader.

The base itself was only a kilometer away from the edge of the Desolate Lands and was defended by the highest level of enchanted arrays the Church was able to provide. But everybody there knew that they would be worthless in front of a Mythic Tier entity.

“Exalt! What happened to the other cultists?” a Legendary Hunter inquired as they all flew away from the former base.

“That depends entirely on whether or not their leader is willing to fight for them.”

The Mythical Hunter didn’t bother following the cultists that hadn’t run toward their base. Given the Rot that were gathering nearby, it was unlikely that they would all survive, but if the Mythic cultist took action to fight for their survival, then it was possible they would all make it.

“How are the survivors from this expedition?”

A report that made him wince was given. It seemed like their plan had been successful, for the most part, but they would also be spending time recovering, since over half their forces had suffered debilitating injuries.

Micro-organisms left behind by the Life cultist’s attacks had caused secondary effects that would need to be specially treated. Ezekiel had only gotten away with pierced muscles due to his mana nullifying the foreign entities in his system.

The Flame, Life, and Death Hunters that had taken part were also clean, due to their own unique methods. But the damage was done before they could escape, so they still suffered additional injuries.

From what he could see, roots and stems were working their way through the different body parts that the cult leader had managed to pierce. He couldn’t help but find it ironic that it was their target that was suffering the least from this attack.

He’d have to send a letter to one of the known Cult bases to taunt them. But that would come later. For now, he needed to oversee his Guild’s retreat.

A task made more difficult thanks to the fact that half his reserves had been used up in the previous battle.

“Exalt Wolken!” a number of voices called out to him. It seemed he’d been so focused on getting his people away that he’d allowed his senses to get distracted.

In the distance, lingering near the edge of the Desolate Lands, a gargantuan figure looked toward them. An army of fungal and moldy creatures surrounded her.

A glowing rose had sunk its roots and thorns into the Broodlord’s pseudo flesh. Green glowing lines seemed to purify and absorb the Ichor that filled the being’s veins.

She took no steps forward, however, and merely watched. As if examining them for any weaknesses. Of which Wolken was ashamed to say there were many, if asked.

“Why is she just standing there?” one of the Legendary Hunters asked.

Wolken wondered the same thing, and slowed down to watch what would happen next. While it was obvious that the final spell that the cult leader had used was effective, it wasn’t necessarily debilitating for the Mythical Rotting Matriarch.

Finally, taking action for the first time, the Rotting Matriarch ripped out the rose that had been bothering her. Its glow had receded, but it hadn’t died yet. So, Wolken could safely assume that the cult’s Mythic was still alive.

As the rose began to crumble in the matriarch’s grasp, an appendage that had grown out behind her whipped around from where it was hidden from view. A cracked and Ichorous spear shattered the sound barrier, flying directly toward Wolken and his Spirit. His passengers, and the assembled Legendaries, moved to intercept, but they were too late.

A spear that was a hundred feet long pierced through the defensive barrier Wolken and his Spirit threw up, and a cloud of spores began spreading out in all directions.

The Legendaries were safe, but those below were at risk of infection, even with their protective gear, due to the sheer difference in Tier. Plus, the spear had nearly reached them.

Suddenly, an opalescent gauntlet reached past Wolken, and a sword of the same color flew forward. Shining and sparkling with the light unique to Void magic.

Ezekiel had awakened, only a few moments ago, when his danger sense had suddenly jumped to levels he had only experienced once before. When facing the Broodlord of the Winged Cruor.

Reacting instinctively, he threw Shine’s now empty vessel, allowing the spell infused sword to cut through the wind barrier, and ‘Jump’ the massive rotting spear a short distance away.

Due to the difference in Tier, Ezekiel and Shine had to burn every mote of mana they had left, just to shift the Spear a dozen meters up, so that it would fly past Wolken’s Spirit, and leave their group unharmed. But it worked, and his actions allowed Wolken to get his Spirit moving, even as the Spear flew into the distance.

The Mythical Hunter made a note to go and clear up the fallout that would result from the spear’s landing as soon as possible.

“You owe us a new sword. Make it a nice one.” Ezekiel said, before falling flat on his face.

Wolken just nodded, mentally promising to do as Ezekiel said, and pushed his Spirit to move faster. His eyes didn’t leave the matriarch’s form until they were too far away for him to see her.

When they were finally at a distance that he considered safe, Wolken allowed his mind to wander.

That had been the most restraint the Rotting Matriarch had ever shown in the hundred or so years he’d known her. It did not bode well for him, and the rest of humanity. Her action meant that something was happening. Something that involved the Cruor specifically not using their strength.

There was also the fact that the Cult of Light had at least one Tier five in their ranks. Something that hadn’t been known until now. Though the presence of their pseudo-Mythics had already raised their threat level. It would still need to be addressed and planned around.

“We need to call a grand council. Something is happening in the Desolate Lands. Something we need more information on. The cult has also proven to be a bigger problem than before.”

The words ‘grand council’ made the Legendaries that heard him shiver in fear. Such a thing hadn’t happened in over fifty years, so many of them hadn’t experienced said event yet. The last time it had happened, they had nearly been taken over by an underground incursion from the Swarm Queen.

“We shall spread the word as soon as we get to the city,” the closest Legendary declared. Affirmations from the others quickly followed.

Lamenting the discoveries made today, Wolken couldn’t help but sigh.

“This was supposed to be a simple bait and kill mission. How did it turn into the prelude to a major war council?” the Exalt’s words reverberated through the assembled Hunters. There was nothing to say.

Life had sent them another challenge. It would be up to them to rise above it once again.
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                Summoning up enough Legendary figures to hold a grand council was easier said than done, but when initiated by a Mythic Tier Hunter, word spread quickly. Within hours of returning to Lolend, the city was on high alert as they reinforced their defenses and ensured that all possible sensory arrays were operating at their highest capacity.

The fastest Legends in the city were sent out to all corners of Quintessa. All the Guilds were to be informed, and representatives from each and every Tier three Guild and higher would arrive within a month, as would Scholars from each of the Cathedrals in the kingdom.

For many, this was a frantic surge of work in order to get ready for a veritable army of Legends that would be hosted in Lolend for the days that the council was held for.

Yet some figures were also unaffected, as they remained under watch and care in order to recover from the effects of the Rot. Along with the side effects of being exposed to an unfiltered aura from a Tier five Hunter.

“I’m fine,” Ezekiel said for what felt like the thousandth time that day. It had only been three days since he’d gotten back. “You’ve run all your tests and removed all those damned thorns. Even though they were all inert. So, with that in mind, can I please go and check up on my woman and my students?”

He received an unamused glare from the Legendary Glacial Mage that was healing him. The older woman was one of the few Legendary Mages that hadn’t joined the Church of ten upon losing her Spirit over a decade ago.

At first, he had thought she was one of the newly minted natural Legends, who had been stuck at Tier three for most of their life. That had led to an awkward conversation as old wounds were ripped open.

Needless to say, Ezekiel wanted out of there. The sooner the better.

“Given that your flesh has finished knitting back together, yes. You may leave. Speak with the front desk to find out where your friends are recovering.” The healer then turned and left the room without another word.

‘Check me over one more time. I wouldn’t put it past her to leave me injured enough to have something flare up just so she could tell me that she told me so.’

Shine, who had been forced into a temporary dagger shaped vessel, flew into Ezekiel’s outstretched arm. The sensation of their mana flowing through his body sent a shiver down his spine. But nothing seemed to stand out.

‘You’re good. Nothing foreign to your body remains. Plus, the flesh is properly knit together.’

Letting out a sigh of relief, Ezekiel jumped out of his bed, shedding the medical gown he was forced to wear and quickly removing his clothing from the Void Pouch stored in the bucket of his things on the shelf next to the bed.

Opening the door to leave, Ezekiel nearly ran headfirst into Wolken’s face. The older Hunter had been waiting for him to leave. From the look on his face, Ezekiel could tell that this was important.

“I guess we need to talk,” Ezekiel’s voice was solemn as he held the door open for Wolken to enter. Taking a seat on the bed, he readied himself for whatever the Mythic had to say to him.

“I’ll keep this simple. We need you gone.” Wolken removed a magnificent longsword, that was already sheathed from his Void Pouch, as he said this.

He handed it over to Ezekiel, who touched Shine’s dagger to the new vessel, which immediately turned opalescent. The blade was hooked onto Ezekiel’s belt a moment later.

Wolken’s tone left no room for negotiation. It nearly broke Ezekiel’s heart, after half a year of living here, but he was used to it by now. So long as the Cult had a Mythic Hunter, there was no way that even being in a city would be safe.

They had proven that they were willing to lay waste to protected places in Tarquessa, without any regard for civilians. Why wouldn’t they do that here as well?

“Do I get a head start at least?” Ezekiel tried to joke, but Wolken’s face didn’t change, though his Spirit did drop and shake its head.

“Obviously. But it won’t be as simple as you walking away. Your students can remain. They will be more or less protected in the Cathedral.” Wolken’s reassurance did put some of Ezekiel’s worries to rest. “The more important thing right now, is whether or not you’ve had time to learn about the Ancient Legacies.”

“The things left behind by the Ancient Spirits prior to their departure? I’ve seen one left by the Glacial Ancient in the Fjorya. Why?”

Such things were rare, and Ezekiel didn’t understand how the Relics unique to the Ancients were relevant in this situation. Whilst well known by most Scholars and Hunters of Legendary strength, they weren’t public knowledge. He hadn’t even known their official title until after he had left the Fjorya after his second dip in the Feathered Peak’s sacred pool.

“Good. Then you shouldn’t be surprised when I tell you that one such Legacy is located to the far north. Just beyond the Desolate Lands,” Wolken explained. “It’s something that is considered a top priority secret amongst the Church of Ten. Simply because we cannot allow the Cruor to learn of it.”

That would make sense. Ezekiel was aware that there were many secrets that he wasn’t aware of. The Church of Ten kept many secrets close to their chest. The location of an Ancient Legacy wasn’t strange.

“What does it do?” Ezekiel spread his senses outward, to confirm that they had privacy.

The wall of solid air was quite assuring, so Ezekiel’s concerns were laid to rest as Wolken continued.

“This particular Legacy isn’t a Relic. Instead... well, it’s something you will better understand once you get there.” Wolken handed over a sealed tube.

Ezekiel recognized it as one of the containers for Hunters when entering the Desolate Lands. It made sure to keep things perfectly preserved in the toxic environment created by the Rot.

“In that case, what’s the plan now?” Sliding the container into his Void Pouch, Ezekiel focused once more on what else Wolken had planned.

In the back of his mind, he could hear Shine sighing in exasperation. A feeling he shared.

----------



It wasn’t until the next day that Ezekiel finally got to see Riley and check on his students. The former had to undergo a similar, if less invasive, procedure as Ezekiel.

Having the ability to purge her body od foreign impurities with her fire was something that Ezekiel couldn’t do. Though her legs took just as long to recover from.

His students took a much longer time to fix up, however, and were still sleeping when he went to visit them with Riley. Their physical condition was fine. It was more their Spiritual condition that was in a sorry state.

“So, do we have any news regarding when they’ll wake up?” Riley sat next to Ezekiel, who was leaning back on a bench outside the medical center. Exactly where Wolken had told him to sit at this time.

“Not at the moment. Injuries to the soul are difficult to measure, as you know.”

It turned out that the pressure placed on them by the Mythic cultist was nearly enough to church their souls entirely. The Spirits even more so, since they were only a few weeks old.

If it wasn’t for Ezekiel’s quick reaction, it was estimated that the new Void Hunters wouldn’t be waking up at all. Of course, things would’ve been different if not for the fact that the cultist’s intentions were purposefully harmful.

For Ezekiel, who had already comprehended three [Understandings], it was something he hadn’t even noticed.

“The only good thing is that none of their souls have actually shattered. So, as long as they’re cared for, and their recovery isn’t interrupted, they’ll be significantly stronger for it. If traumatized by the experience.”

Although he tried to keep his spirits high, Ezekiel still clenched his hand hard enough to bleed as he thought about the cultist who had done this. While he had only known them for a few months, Ezekiel had grown to care for his students.

They were proof that he didn’t need to be alone as the sole Void Hunter in the world.

“Then we’ll be able to leave them behind without worries.” Riley leaned into Ezekiel’s side. “We can’t afford to be distracted with where we’re going. If what Wolken told you is true, then our next objective will be just as dangerous as going into the Desolate Lands.”

As much as he hated it, Ezekiel knew that Riley was right. He needed to focus. From what he understood, their destination was no safer than Morncrest. With their destination being just as rewarding, for both of them, if they managed to get there safely.

“Have you gotten everything you need?”

“Yep. I got food, weapons, medical aids, and some specially made Artifacts. All commissioned by the Church of Ten. On your tab, by the way.”

Ezekiel let out a chuckle as Riley giggled. Technically, the Church of Ten had given Ezekiel a massive amount of credit that he could use to acquire Artifacts from the Church. So long as they were in general use. Custom ones that were made for order were a different matter.

Taking a moment to sit in silence, Ezekiel spread his senses outwards, mixing his mana with Shine’s. His expression didn’t change, but he became distinctly aware of the different people that were focusing on him and Riley.

“We still don’t have to leave for a month or so. Given that our safety is apparently paramount, Wolken will probably want us around until the grand council, at least. Let’s go over things with the Grand Scholar a few more times too. If we delay it a bit, those three will hopefully have woken up to say goodbye as well.”

Keeping her face neutral, Riley turned to look at Ezekiel. A hint of understanding flickered in her eyes. She knew enough about Ezekiel to play along at this point.

“If you say so. I doubt that bitch will be recovered by then anyways. How long did Wolken say she’d have to take to purge herself of the matriarch’s spores?”

“Three weeks at least. So, we’ve got at least two more.”

Ezekiel sensed one of the figures leave his range. A smile formed on his face.

“Of course, given how weak she was compared to Wolken, odds are she’ll take longer. We’ve probably got a month or so. Just enough time for a custom Artifact to be commissioned from the Church.”

A second figure left the area. Just as he had hoped. Now, he just had to go through with the rest of Wolken’s plan. Hopefully, the next few steps would be simple enough to follow through with.

Given the precautions being taken, Ezekiel had no reason to believe that things would go wrong. He just didn’t like it when other people were used as bait in his place.

Getting up from the bench, Ezekiel and Riley walked hand-in-hand toward the Cathedral. Waving to the Hunters from the Prime Guild that were watching over his students as they recovered at the Guild’s dedicated clinic.

A mixture of anticipation and apprehension filled his mind.

----------



Lolend was usually a quiet city, where most of the noise that could be heard originated from the various Hunters that were constantly training to better themselves for the inevitable battles against the Rot. It was also heavily reinforced, and filled to the brim with craftsmen who made the tolls that were the basis of the many enchanted Artifacts that were provided by the Church.

Fire, Life, and Death Hunters were the most common Mages here. Same with Spirits that could be found in the wilds nearby.

But today, there was no noise to be heard. No earth-shattering attacks, nor screams and echoes of steel on steel. The lack of combat was startling to the comparatively few civilians that lived there.

Only those that understood the reason for this quiet were able to fully comprehend the situation that the city found itself in. A situation where the possibility of war being declared was high.

“So, that’s where we stand for the moment.” Wolken finished his explanation. In front of him was an auditorium filled to the brim with Legendary Hunters, and Scholars from the Lelend Cathedral.

It had been a month since he and his expedition had fled from their partial failure to harm the cult forces on this side of the Desolate Lands.

The fact that a Mythical Hunter was forced to retreat thanks to another Hunter was shocking enough, but to hear that the Rotting Matriarch hadn’t pressed to attack Wolken’s weakened state was disturbing. It meant that she was planning something bigger, but to what extent was unknown to them.

As well as whether or not the other Broods were involved.

“What do you propose we do, Exalt Wolken?” one of the Grand Scholars of Lolend asked. “We have nowhere near enough evidence to declare a true wartime preparation. Even with the number of Legends gathered here, this grand council is not what it could be. Not if you think that things are as bad as you are implying.”

The representatives from the other major cities in Quintessa nodded in agreement. While the news was certainly bad, there wasn’t enough to require a full mobilization of their forces. It would be a loss of life they could ill afford if things went wrong.

“I understand that, Grand Scholar. My hope is to receive aid regarding two things. First, an expedition dedicated to the infiltration of the core regions of the Desolate Lands. To see if any evidence can be found that would imply a greater level of cooperation between Broods.”

There was a grumbling among the Local Hunters who had seen the matriarch’s actions. This was a sensible lead up to their eventual declaration, if evidence was found.

“The second, is to commit to a true and proper purge of the Cult of Light within Quintessa. A hunt that is supported directly by the Church of Ten, and all the Guilds. No one will be exempt from this investigation, and any people tied to the Cult of Light will need to be executed for treason against humanity.”

Wolken’s voice turned grim, and he was nearly growling as he finished.

A moment of silence passed. The assembled Hunters seemed to have difficulty comprehending the Exalt’s words. They were so extreme that it wasn’t something they thought was real.

Several seconds later, the Legendary figures in the room broke out into discussion between one another. Many cried out for support regarding Wolken’s plan against the Cult of Light. Others decried Wolken as being too bloodthirsty, and that they needed to quietly investigate things, else they ostracize the other worldly factions due to their witch hunt.

Throughout it all, Wolken didn’t say anything in defense of his words. Neither did the Church Scholars, much to the shock of many Hunters. The men of women of higher learning were most well-known for disparaging the bloodier means of solving problems.

As more and more people noticed that the Church seemed to silently agree with Wolken, those that were against it were beginning to have second thoughts.

“My reasoning for this is simple. If this Cult has Mythical Hunters, why haven’t they taken up defense of the borders within a worldly faction?” Wolken’s question silenced the few Hunters that were still talking. “As you know, when the Age of Despair ended, the first of the Mythic Hunters took defense against the Cruor by openly settling on the borders of the Desolate Lands. Why hasn’t this cult? Why have they hidden their forces, when it’s possible they could’ve aided humanity in strengthening our position against the Cruor?”

The Hunters were sharing worried looks, as the picture that Wolken was painting was not a good one. None of the Hunters in this room were members of the cult, but none had thought too harshly of their actions, since they were still humans, and therefore enemies of the Cruor.

“Instead, the Cult of Light has dedicated numerous resources to destabilizing one of the largest factions in the world and has made no efforts to aid humanity. Only taking actions that will further their own agenda, whatever that may be, beyond their desire to spread their faith. Worse yet, they are using a Mythical Hunter to try and kill a Legendary Hunter. The only Legendary Void Hunter in the world.”

Some of the Hunters began muttering in disgust at Wolken’s words. While none of them were against higher Tiers killing lower Tiers, since that was simply a matter of survival of the fittest, there were much better uses for a Mythical being. They had responsibilities that Legenda simply couldn’t fulfill.

Never, in the history of the Age of Conflict, had there been a Mythical Hunter that acted against humanity in such a way. Fight had broken out, sure, but there had never been a Mythical Hunter that had died, or lost their Spirit, that hadn’t fallen in battle with the Cruor.

Specifically in battle against a Broodlord.

Though, some of the gathered Legends did notice the lack of said Void Hunter’s presence. Some wondered if he had been injured in the confrontation with the cult’s Mythic, but none brought it up.

“The Church of Ten supports both of Exalt Wolken’s suggestions. We shall directly begin preparations of Artifacts and Relics for this expedition.” The Grand Scholar declared. His two partners that had accompanied him nodded in agreement. “In addition, we shall support all investigations and actions taken against the Cult of Ten, on the condition that proper methods are used for questioning, to ensure that no innocents are harmed. At least not in unrecoverable ways.”

Even the other Grand Scholars, from the different cities, began to show their agreement.

Now that the Church of Ten had taken a side, it was apparent that many of the Hunters in this assembly were prepared to join in. If only to avoid harsher scrutiny during the investigation.

“Let’s take a vote,” Wolken declared. “All in favor, please--”

The Exalt’s eyes widened, and he cut his words short as something tickled the edge of his senses. Something that everyone noticed, and all of them went on alert.

A moment later, the sound of glass shattering echoed through the city. Beneath their feet the ground began to shake, and Wolken disappeared from the auditorium.

Hunters and Scholars all fled the building, only to find that massive, tower-sized, roots and branches were ripping up the city. With localized pillars of twisting winds ripping up the roots as carefully as possible.

All around the city glowing lights filled the streets, and numerous enchanted arrays protected the infrastructure as best they could. There was also a stark lack of civilians running around. Instead, it was as if the city was nearly empty beyond the presence of those that would be fighting.

“Where is he! Where is the Anathema!” a rage filled cacophony of screams came from numerous mouths that had formed on the attacking constructs.

The Legendary figures broke off in different directions, doing what they could to protect the city, but given that it was a Mythical being that was attacking, there was little that they would be able to do.

By now, each one wondered where the so-called Anathema was.

----------



As the wind ripped up the roads and tore apart the vines, roots, and branches formed by the wooden giants created by the cultist, Wolken observed the small army of cultists that followed behind their leader. Legendaries and Adepts combined flooded the city with elemental attacks.

“This will not end well for them,” Wolken declared as he avoided a fist from the giant that was covering the Mythic cultist’s body. “You’ll destroy any and all credibility that you had gained due to your actions in the Empire and Tarquessa. So, why didn’t you just wait until he was elsewhere? Why attack the city itself? You already struck once in the Desolate Lands. I have no doubt your spies would allow you to find another opening sooner or later.”

Wood flew through the sky and was turned to mulch when Wolken’s spells tore into the branches that reached toward him. By this point, a tenth of the city was destroyed, but Wolken’s actions had mostly contained the damage.

“A faithless cur who knows nothing of the Ancients wouldn’t understand. It was bad enough that he was allowed to live when his abilities were first revealed.” The cultist finally deigned to speak with Wolken. But her focus didn’t waver, and her movements continued toward the Cathedral. “Now that the [End of All] is capable of spreading to others, we cannot afford to risk his existence for any longer.”

Wolken looked disappointed in his opponent. He had thought that she might’ve had an intelligent reason for attacking this city while he was still in it. But it was clear to him that it was nothing more than fear that drove her forward.

“You’re scared. How sad.” The cultist paused and turned to Wolken, who grinned wolfishly as a mocking glint appeared in his eyes. “The power of your so-called Lord must be quite pathetic, if he fears the power of a mere Legend this much.”

The world stilled for a moment, and Wolken took advantage of the Mythic cultist’s shock. Two of the giants she had created were destroyed, and she shook off her mental stutter with a rage that filled the world. Her scream reverberated through the gaping maws that grew from the bloody red trees and roses that were grown her mana.

“How dare you!”

The tree giant shifted forms. Roots and vines retracted, and Wolken’s wind no longer took hold of her constructs. A newly formed giant, nearly a hundred feet tall, took shape. Covered in wooden armor that had the tree boughs stretching from the back of its now feminine figure.

Petals from a rose, and leaves from an oak tree, fell to the ground like rain. Blowing every which way that Wolken could make them. Doing his best to ensure that they didn’t land on the ground, or worse, land on somebody.

But this spell was much less obvious than the massive tendrils that the cultist had used to tear up the city. Each leaf and petal that hit the ground sprouted into a smaller figure that began running through the streets. Taking root in the bodies of the humans and Spirits that they encountered along the way.

“You bitch! Those are innocents!” Wolken’s words didn’t match his expression.

Which was fair, since his words were lies. Lolend had long since gotten their civilians into the shelters built into the city’s foundation. They had much better protection than even the Cathedral.

Instead, rather than horror, Wolken’s grin was still just as wide, and a moment later, he donned his helmet. The choice to hold back and keep the city safe was no longer the right one.

The longer this cultist survived, the less of the city that would remain. That was if any of it did.

“What’s your name, oh wretched demon of a false savior!” Wolken continued to mock his opponent as he formed a serpentine giant formed from twisting winds.

“I am Endaria! The Life of Radiance! Now die you old bastard!” Endaria’s improved giant swung a massive fist toward Wolken’s form. The boughs from her back reached around and forward to run him through. But not quite reaching as a shield of spinning air and a sword of biting winds met her blow for blow.

“You think this battle will matter? My fellow Followers will destroy your Cathedral and ensure that the Anathema and its monstrous trash are destroyed!”

Wolken just smiled even wider beneath his helmet. Even as the walls of the Cathedral finally crumbled under the weight of a small tsunami. The group of a dozen or so Legendary Hunters began laying waste to the Cathedral’s grounds.

A similar scene was happening at the branch of his Guild that was not far away.

Wolken almost wished that Strom was here, to show these cultists a real tsunami, but knew that the younger Mythic had his own duties, ones that Wolken was avoiding by being here.

None of this mattered, however, as Wolken knew something that none of these cultists did. Something that he and several people in the city had purposely spread false rumors contradicting.

Using body doubles and the fifth Void Hunter, who had formed his Void Spirit just a couple of days prior to their return after that first meeting with this insane Exalt from the cult, the Church of Ten and upper echelons of the Prime Guild had ensured that only the information that they permitted to be known was learned by the cult.

A part of Wolken wished to let the cultists know that Ezekiel wasn’t here. That neither he, nor Riley, nor a handful of Hunters he knew he could actually trust, were really here.

But he knew that doing so would ruin the plan they had painstakingly worked on. To the point where they had even cleared out parts of the city of real humans so as to keep up the ruse.

They had left the city three weeks ago. Barely a week after Ezekiel had woken up after that horrible ordeal in the Desolate Lands. His students were still here, as they were still recovering from soul-based injuries, but were under special guard and protection in a private residence that wasn’t tied to the Church of Prime Guild.

“May the Ancients bless your path. And thank you for the wonderful fight!”

Wolken’s words were hidden beneath the wind by his own command. His prayer was only heard by himself as he charged forward once more. This time he didn’t have to hold back to ensure that his people got out safely.

All that mattered now, was that his enemy was killed. Even if the sky was ripped asunder in the process.

----------



Meanwhile, nearly a thousand kilometers north of Lolend, Ezekiel and Riley led a team of eight other Legendaries from the Prime Guild. Each one was a master of a different element.

They were trudging through an icy tundra. Only flat lands filled with ice and snow surrounded them. No mountains of forest in sight. The last ones had long since been left behind. Stars shone in the sky, as being this far north had cast much of the world into darkness much more quickly than it would’ve further south.

“How far away are we?” One of the Hunters called out from the back.

Ezekiel reached into his Void Pouch, touching the container that held the map.

Rather than taking it out, however, he channeled his mana through it, and a mental image of the map formed in his mind. He compared the image with the stars in the sky. Given their position on the horizon, it was likely that they were only one or two days away.

“A day, maybe two if the weather turns bad.” Ezekiel’s words made most of the Hunters sigh in relief. Though there was still a sense of worry that settled over all of them.

Yes, plans had been made for them to all make it to the Legacy in the north, but that didn’t mean that these Hunters were happy with leaving their home to be attacked.

None complained, however, and the group continued forward. Each one hoping that the chance provided to them would be worth it.
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                It had been a day and a half since Ezekiel had last checked the map. They had mostly been forced to move at night due to the necessary directions being tied to the positions of the stars. But for the last hour or so they had been moving during the day, though it would be less than an hour before it was night once more.

He hadn’t thought that his plans would continue to be so derailed, but even Legendary beings were subject to the whims of fate.

Had the cult not revealed their plan so openly, then it was possible that he would be on his way to the Empire right now. Trekking through the known roads west, through the tundra north of the Desolate Lands. Perhaps he would’ve finally gone south to meet up with his family again, before plotting out how they would rescue his father.

Instead, he was an entire kingdom away from any source of civilization, looking for a Ruin that had been lost since before the Age of Despair, that apparently needed mana from all ten elements in order to access.

A Ruin that had only been discovered by Wolken because he was bored once, after he had become a Mythical being, and had decided to explore the world before fully settling down in Tarquessa and founding the Prime Guild.

“This damned Ancient Legacy better be worth it.” Ezekiel mumbled through his enchanted winter wear. The thick layers of clothing that all ten of the assembled Legendaries wore was specially made to be warm, while not taking away too much mobility should they need to fight.

“I doubt that Exalt Wolken would’ve suggested this course of action if it wasn’t. Though, I do wonder why this Ruin hasn’t become well known. Is it a Void Temple?” Riley, who was right next to Ezekiel, heard his words and tried to distract him. Though she was also not enjoying the cold.

“No. All the Temples of the Void are accounted for.” Ezekiel could still vividly remember the locations of the Temples provided by the Void Remnants all those years ago. “This one was made utterly independent of the Ancient Void Temples. Although, that’s apparently all the so-called guardian that Wolken awakened was willing to explain. But it was able to defend against a Mythical Hunter's active offense, so I wouldn’t doubt that whatever we find is going to be valuable.”

That, and the fact that access to the Ruin would require [Ascended Mana] of all ten elements. A term that Ezekiel had never heard before. But apparently it was the official term used by the Ancients for mana that was produced by a Tier four being or higher.

Given that Tier three was the highest Tier that humans could reach prior to the Age of Despair, it was obvious that humanity wouldn’t have popularized such terminology.

Focusing on the task at hand once more, Ezekiel just wished that he hadn’t been blindsided by this expedition by his Guild Leaders. For the past few years, he’d been stuck trying to recover from crippling injuries, and forced to run away, again and again, by enemies that he hadn’t originally wronged.

Now, memories he’d pushed back for the sake of his life and progress were coming back to the forefront of his mind.

“Hey, don’t worry too much, okay.” Riley placed a hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder. “It’s not like the fate of the world will be determined by what we find here.”

A chill ran down Ezekiel’s spine. One that wasn’t caused by the cold.

Riley’s words distinctly reminded him of something he’d tried to forget. Something he hadn’t focused on since there was simply so much else going on.

He was sent here to save the world, and it could very well be ending within his lifetime.

“You’re right.” Ezekiel plastered a smile on his covered face. He did his best to project a happy and relaxed demeanor. “Wolken is taking care of things in the south, and we’ll take care of things up here.”

Thoughts of doomsday were shoved to the side. Aided by Shine’s presence lingering in his mind. A sense of worry, frustration, and anxiety still lingered, but were swallowed up by the Void Spirit’s comforting presence, as well as the heat that Riley began sharing with him.

“Hey, lovebirds! I think we’re here!” A voice from the other Legendary Hunter's call out.

The Void and Flame Hunter turned toward the rest of the group, who had moved on ahead as the duo had slowed down. Sheepishly, Ezekiel and Riley jogged to catch up to their current companions.

A small hill had stretched into the horizon, disrupting the otherwise flat and blank landscape. But upon reaching the top of it, Ezekiel and Riley could see what had made the others stop.

Ten black pillars reached toward the sky. Perfectly spread out from one another as they formed a circle. Though at a much lower altitude than the hill they were standing on. A hill that, now that he could see beyond it, Ezekiel realized was also a perfect circle surrounding the pillars within it.

Like the rim of a giant bowl.

Reaching into his Void Pouch, Ezekiel physically pulled out the map this time, wanting to compare it with his eyes, not just his magical senses. A diagram on the back of it near-perfectly detailed the exact image that they were seeing right now. Copied onto the map by Wolken’s own hands.

“Yeah. This is the Ruin, and apparent Ancient Legacy.” Ezekiel carefully put the map back into its container. Ensuring that it wasn’t damaged at all by the cold environment. “Let's get going then. It’ll take all ten of us to open the damned thing.”

Striding forward, all the Legendaries walked together in a group, not allowing themselves to be broken apart from one another this time. Each of them had drawn their weapons, just in case, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Until they reached halfway from the hilltop to the pillars.

A surge of warm air rolled over them, and the white ground beneath their feet became solid like marble. No longer was it made of ice and compact snow, but the Cavern Hunter in their group determined that it wasn’t any type of stone that he’d ever encountered before.

By this point, each of them had donned their Spirit Armor. No enemies were in sight, but doing this would prevent them from being nothing more than squishy flesh and bones in case of a sneak attack.

Finally, they reached the nearest pillar to them, and as if drawn toward it subconsciously, they all spread out to examine it. One thing they noticed as they approached was that the pillars weren’t a solid black color.

Instead, they were dark like the night sky, with countless different colored stars spread out within.

The ground suddenly shook beneath them, sending some of them forward into the pillar, and some of them back and away. Those that touched the pillar became stuck and tried to call for help.

But the world became silent, as the pillars all lit up, and those that had fallen away were pulled forward. Something Ezekiel noticed was not unlike his [Push-and-Pull] spell.

Then, the world turned white once again. Even more so than when they wandered through the tundra. A second later, the ten Legendary Hunter's disappeared, and all that was left were the ten pillars.

----------



It was the morning of the second day after the attack on Lolend. Wolken had mostly recovered from his fight against the Mythical cultist. Only half of his body was covered in bandages, and it wouldn’t be too long before he was in a good enough condition to head north to check on his little project.

The city had also mostly recovered, but when you can shift the world itself by waving your hands such things are not too difficult. Not when it came to infrastructure at least.

Civilians and those not directly tied to the Guilds would take longer to recover. As unlikely as it was, several of the bunkers that had been created, way back when the city was founded, had collapsed due to the fighting. Mostly those that hadn’t been properly maintained over the years.

Very few people had died, most of whom were Hunters, Scholars, or unaffiliated Mages that chose to fight rather than flee. But it was still something Wolken would be keeping a secret from Ezekiel, if he tried to return. Not that he would be able to stay long, thanks to the city’s unanimous decision to kick him out for good. It simply wasn’t something that he felt Ezekiel needed to worry about.

“You better get stronger faster, kid. Or else there won’t be anywhere in the world that will welcome your presence.” Wolken flipped through a report that he painstakingly read through. I detailed the condition of the bunkers that were directly under the Prime Guild’s supervision.

None of them were damaged, thanks to a large number of checks and inspections he’d hired the Church to do. Which helped his Guild’s credibility when it came to capability.

Several jobs were sent their way, requesting that additional support be sent to several private businesses and homes. All in the hopes that they would receive better safety measures in case of attacks.

“Pansies need to get stronger themselves. Hiding behind walls won’t do them any good.” Glancing outside the window to his current room, Wolken grimaced at the discolored wall.

Fresh stone had been used to reconstruct the wall that had been destroyed. Unlike the other parts of the massive wall protecting the city, these new sections were prim and pristine. Rather than rugged and faded with time and blood.

It was a stark reminder that no one was truly safe in this world. Not when Mythical beings walked with the intent to destroy.

A knock on his door pulled him from his musings.

“Come in,” he said, and the door flew open wide. A Scholar from the Church held a stack of papers in his hands.

“Apologies for the interruption, Exalt, but I have more forms and documents from the Grand Scholars. They say it’s urgent and need them filled out before this afternoon. Else they come here themselves, personally and ensure that you do it.”

Wolken raised an eyebrow at the confidence that the Scholar showed. She was a middle-aged woman with a faded black hair color, but no colorless strands just yet. Just to tease her, Wolken released a bit of pressure. Enough to make most Adepts piss themselves in fright.

Much to his pleasant surprise, he was right, and other than a slight flinch, the Scholar didn’t react at all. While her movements were somewhat stiff, it was clear that she wasn’t having too many difficulties.

“Please be aware that I will be reporting this to the Grand Scholars.” The Scholar moved to put the documents on Wolken’s side table.

Wolken winced and retracted his aura. That would mean more paperwork for him later.

“That's fine,” he lied, “but tell me; what did you [Understand]?”

The woman froze as she rose from where she had dropped the papers for Wolken. Blinking before her eyes widened, she took a moment to school her features before replying.

“[Silence].” The Scholar said before leaving the room.

Wolken easily noticed that not a sound was made as she left. Even as she shut the door behind her. Only silence existed, until she got further away from the room.

“Interesting.” Wolken smiled, his eyes didn’t leave the door for several seconds. “The world has already changed so much. We hadn’t even thought of spreading this knowledge before, but now the more experienced Mages are finally catching up to the Hunters.”

A soft hissing sound emanated from beneath his chair. A shrunken feathered serpent rose up to wrap around his shoulders.

“Perhaps the Cruor will be pushed back even further, in just a few years.” Reaching over to the side, Wolken grabbed one of the new sheets of paper, only to realize that there was a com-slate hidden within the stack.

“Damn. Those old bookends must really want my attention right now.”

Putting the papers to the side, Wolken put up a sound barrier to ensure that his conversation wasn’t overheard. While it wasn’t likely that there would be any spies in his private quarters within the Prime Guild, there was no reason to take chances.

Activating the com-slate, he waited for the news from the Church of Ten. Internally groaning as he realized he would have even more work coming his way.

At this point, he was starting to wonder if the Church was purposely trying to keep him busy, in order to prevent him from going north.

“Wolken,” the Grand Scholar’s voice was staticky and hard to hear. “The plan has gone off without a hitch so far. The cult members that have been trying to infiltrate the higher authorities in Quintessa have mostly been taken care of. Those we didn’t catch have fled.”

“So, why are you contacting me for this?” A sense of apprehension filled Wolken’s gut.

“We can’t have you going north. Now that we know what the cult is willing to do, we need you here in order to ensure that they don’t pull another stunt like this again. Not until Ezekiel reveals himself once more. Thereby taking attention off Quintessa.”

“I thought we brought him here to protect him?”

“That was before the cult revealed their true power.”

Wolken sighed, allowing the com-slate to pick it up to show his disappointment in the Church’s current decision. He had somewhat expected this, but that didn’t mean he liked it.

“We’ll still provide aid in secret. But there’s other things to worry about.”

“Like what?” Wolken couldn’t help but groan.

“One of the cultists we captured, and subsequently interrogated. They’re a blood relation to one of the Hunters you sent north.”

There was a beat of silence before Wolken cursed. He then flipped his table in anger. There was obviously more to it than that if the Church was contacting him directly and in secret,

“Ancients be damned!”

It took a moment for the Exalt to calm down. Heavy breathing filled the room. But there was nothing he could do. By this point, the only saving grace was that the Hunters sent north had no communication devices on them, so the cult wouldn’t be able to catch up anytime soon.

This still meant that, if this spy survived, the cult would learn of an Ancient Legacy. Which was the last thing they wanted to have happen.

As he bent down to pick up the paperwork he'd have to reorder and work through, Wolken sent a silent prayer to the Ancient Void. Hoping that Ezekiel could fix this mess in his stead.

----------



The first thing Ezekiel noticed was pain. Then the startling lack of noise, even breathing, that utterly surrounded him. Finally, he realized that he was utterly alone, when there were originally nine other people that had been near him just moments before.

Jerking upright, he winced in pain as a stone that had been digging into his side scraped his skin raw. Which was a surprise, since even without his Spirit Armor, a regular stone shouldn’t have been able to do that. Which surprised him even more so, as he could now tell that he wasn’t in his Spirit Armor.

Unable to see anything due to his pitch-black surroundings, even after enhancing his vision, he blindly groped around until his hand came into contact with whatever it was that had been digging into him.

“What the hell?” He muttered as his fingers slowly ran up and down the jagged rock in his hands.

The lack of light meant that he couldn’t see exactly what the stone was, but he could feel an intricately carved pattern that completely covered every inch of it.

‘Wuzzat!’ Shine’s voice suddenly echoed in Ezekiel’s mind.

Actively sensing Shine’s presence, Ezekiel was able to easily roll over and grab the Void Spirit by the hilt. A comforting sense of companionship filled him as he was reminded that he wasn’t alone in the dark.

‘Shine! Thank the Ancients! Do you know where we are? Did you see what happened when that pillar lit up?’ Ezekiel’s questions caught the awakening Void Spirit off guard. ‘Did you happen to see where Riley and Celia went?’

There was a moment of silence as Shine took the time to think, then a sense of helplessness and apology came through their bond. Ezekiel knew that Shine was as confused as he was.

‘Well, let’s just see what we can do about our current situation first, then. We’ll work on finding the others once we know where we are.’

Before he did anything else, however, he held up the stone for Shine to examine as well. The intricately carved rock was pushed up against Shine’s blade.

‘I can tell that it’s more than just a rock. I think it was carved to take on a distinctive shape.’ Shine’s insight was along the lines of Ezekiel’s befuddled guesses. ‘Have you tried channeling mana through it? I’m thinking it might be an artifact of some sort. I can’t think of any other reason why the carvings would be there. I don’t sense any parts that look broken or chipped, so it should be safe.’

With those encouraging words, Ezekiel did as Shine advised, and recoiled in shock as the area he was in was filled with light. The immediate shift also caused him to cry out as his eye began to water in pain.

“Gah! Spirits! That is bright!”

Fortunately, the enchantments on the stone didn’t go out the moment Ezekiel dropped it. Instead, they lingered, and the light began to slowly fade, becoming dimmer and dimmer, until it was at a bearable level that allowed Ezekiel to see.

All around him was smooth stonework that was obviously artificial, with carvings of battles between humans, Spirits, and Cruor. There was no rhyme or reason to the carvings from what Ezekiel could tell. They were just images, and there were a number that seemed far too lifelike to be mere stonework.

With the light at a lower intensity, Ezekiel could also check the stone that was shining light into the surroundings. The lines depicted channels that the mana he sent into it flowed through. But they were unlike any Runes that he had ever encountered before.

It was like the engravings were somehow overlapping with one another. Rather than being spread out on a single plane like with most human enchantments. Not only that, but sending his senses deeper into it, thanks to his mana passing through it, Ezekiel could tell that there was a sense of [Will] that was almost identical to the sense of [Will] that was imposed into the [Blessed Artifacts] that the Legendary Guardians in the Fjorya could create.

That meant that there were Spirits in these tunnels. Powerful Spirits, that may or may not be friendly toward Ezekiel and Shine. Something that they weren’t looking forward to, if they had the bad luck of running into any such Spirits.

‘We should move on,’ Ezekiel conveyed to Shine. ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to match whatever it was that made these.’

He gestured to the intricately carved walls and their fascinating imagery. From what he could tell, the wall was made of the same stone-like material that the small light-stone was. Even now, he got the sense that the little rock in his hands was incredibly tough, and reinforced with Cavern mana to a degree that he hadn’t ever seen before.

‘I think it’s too late for that. Look at the carvings over there.’ Shine’s voice sounded tired and resigned as the directed Ezekiel’s attention to the side.

The wall itself depicted an army of Fanged and Bone Cruor, teaming up against an army of Mages and Spirits. The Mages were casting spells of all types, with different elements moving in tandem against the monstrous Cruor. The Spirit, as well, were using their magic to great effect, and were also using their animalistic features to rip and tear at the Cruor that got too close.

Both armies were evenly matched, however, as the Cruor’s bodies showed their toughness in the face of the elemental magic used against them. Even as outnumbered as they were.

But it wasn’t the beauty and viciousness of the scene that captured Ezekiel’s attention. It was the fact that the Mage-Spirit army was further away from him, so the Cruor army was facing away from his position in the hall to face the opposition on the wall.

Yet, now, half the army of Cruor carvings had turned, and were facing Ezekiel.

A moment later, a cracking was heard as the carvings seemed to break away from the wall itself and were tearing themselves into the real world. Bone rattling shrieks and roars echoed up and down the winding cave. The stone Cruor was practically life-like in their actions.

Ezekiel saw none of this, since he had begun running down the path in front of him the moment, he saw the carvings move. Though the sounds they made before chasing after him did send a chill down his spine.

Memories of the events that happened over a year ago briefly passed through his mind.

His head start was soon lost, as more and more of the Cruor statues began to catch up to him. But he managed to stay just out of range or throw up a barrier to temporarily slow them down if they got too close. But he didn’t seem to be getting anywhere, as no matter how far he ran, there seemed to be no end in sight for the pathway he was on.

“Shit!” He yelled when a statue got too close for comfort.

He had yet to don his Spirit Armor, as he felt the need to conserve his mana, but was beginning to realize that he no longer had that choice, as the tunnel was nearly clogged with how many statues were chasing him.

‘There’s still more of them!?’ Shine screamed in Ezekiel’s head as they noticed that the number of enemies was continuing to grow. ‘Wait, up ahead, it's a crossroad!’

Ezekiel nearly stumbled, as he had been so focused on avoiding their pursuers that he hadn’t kept aware of the things that were coming up in front of them. Much to his delight, Shine’s words were true, and there was, indeed, a forked path in front of them.

Unlike the tunnel they were currently in, these two seemed to be entirely free of any sort of carvings. The walls were blank of any imagery but differed in direction.

On the left, the path seemed to descend, while on the right, the path ascended instead.

‘Which one do we take!?’ Ezekiel asked Shine. He threw up a barrier of [Void Panes] behind him to slow their opponents and buy some time. There was a noise like shattered glass as the living statue’s momentum broke them through the first few barriers without pause.

Ezekiel dumped half a Step of Tier four mana into another set of barriers. Finally, the statues stopped, but quickly began breaking the barriers down.

‘... Let’s go down...’ Shine didn’t sound sure of themself. ‘I’m certain that a Cavern user is controlling these things. I doubt that they would be hiding closer to the surface if that was the case.’

Thinking it over in the last few seconds before reaching the two paths, Ezekiel found himself agreeing with Shine. Odds were, in an underground glace like this, the path upward would be the one you reflexively ran for. Which would make it ideal for a trap. So, with that logic in mind, Ezekiel took the left path. Heading deeper and deeper into the Cavernous road he and Shine had found themselves in.

Behind them, silently, and out of range from Ezekiel’s senses, the stone figures that had been chasing them came to a stop. The entrance to the tunnel Ezekiel had descended into closed up behind them. A crumbling sound filled the now empty tunnel. An army of Cruor statues fell apart into nothing more than sand and dust.

An invisible wind blew through the cavern, throwing the dust every which way it could, only for the walls to smoothen out once more, the intricately carved depictions of Cruor versus Mage and Spirit, were now returned to their original appearance.

Lost in the dark and unseen by all once more.

----------



Running further and further down into the depth, Ezekiel’s only source of light began to flicker in and out of existence, even as he continued channeling his mana into it.

“Nonononono! C’mon! You can’ break on me now!” Ezekiel grumbled under his breath.

He had noticed the lack of pursuers after a few seconds of nothing screaming at him. But as the pathway got steeper and steeper, he knew that he was going to be running into new problems soon enough.

'Hole!’ Shine’s sudden warning, and forceful manifestation as Spirit Armor covering Ezekiel, was the only thing that saved them from falling as the floor suddenly gave out from under them.

‘Thank you.’ Ezekiel sent a sense of appreciation and gratitude toward his bonded Spirit. Then took a moment to examine the hole beneath them, and the road ahead of them. Only to realize that the path both front and back was shifting.

Both directions had been closed off as the walls sunk in. Now, the only path forward was down.

‘I don’t want to go that way.’ Ezekiel looked into the darkness beneath him. Shine’s silent agreement filled his soul.

Unfortunately, it seemed like they wouldn’t have a choice, as intricate lines lit up all along the smooth rock walls that surrounded them. Just as the small stone in his hand finally ceased emitting light.

As the enchantment activated, Ezekiel and Shine found it harder and harder to stay afloat. It took him a moment, but Ezekiel figured out what was happening.

“It’s increasing the gravity!” he exclaimed in shock.

This was something that he thought would be considered a Void Spell, given that it was a universal force, rather than a material aspect. Yet, he had never been able to figure out how to replicate such effects himself.

But before he could further examine the enchantments, which he noticed were also [Blessings] like those of the Fjorya Guardians, the force became too much for him and Shine to defy, and they began falling. Descending into the depths far faster than they had ever fallen before.

By this point, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder if his companions on this expedition were having as hard a time as he was. He could only hope that Riley wasn’t suffering too badly. While also regretting going along with Wolken’s plan and cursing the Exalt’s orders all the way down.

            

    
        CH 210 (Book 5 Ch 18): Traversing the Labyrinth

    
    
    
    
                After falling for what felt like over an hour, Ezekiel finally saw an end to the hole he was unwillingly descending. Only to realize that the gravity that was weighing down on him wasn’t letting up.

‘Any ideas?’ Ezekiel forced himself to remain calm as he tried to figure out what to do.

‘Maybe you could pray?’ Shine joked, but there was a hint of hysteria in their voice. ‘Our mana isn’t doing anything, and we’ve got only a few seconds left before impact!’

Shine’s tone became more panicked as they got closer to the ground. Finally, Ezekiel got an idea, but wasn’t certain it would work.

‘Focus with me. Try and direct our [Nothingness] into an aura. Infuse it into our [Shroud]. Maybe it’ll negate the enchantment.’ Usually, Ezekiel or Shine had to be in contact with the spells they were nullifying, so he didn’t think of using his [Understanding] in this situation.

The only other times he’d tried this ended up turning his [Shroud] into a secondary armor. To varying effects. But he had nothing else that might work.

The combined mana of Hunter and Spirit formed a [Shroud] but rather than focus on stealth, they focused entirely on surrounding themselves with the concept of [Nothingness]. There was an immediate difference, as Ezekiel could tell that the air was no longer whipping past them as fast.

Their descent had slowed to merely that of terminal velocity. Which was letting up even more as they slowly regained their ability to fly.

Though, not fast enough to stop them from impacting on the ground at a decent speed.

“Oof!” Ezekiel let out a grunt as his belly flopped onto the ground. He hadn’t been falling fast enough to effect his armor, but it was still an uncomfortable impact.

‘You good?’ Shine asked. ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to let up on our [Nothingness]. The enchantments on the walls are still altering gravity. Plus, it looks like there’s more down the tunnel.’

Slowly climbing to his feet, Ezekiel’s stomach sank as he saw that Shine’s words were true. There was a single tunnel several meters away. It was similarly lit up with the same engravings that channeled mana. Without his [Nothingness] he wouldn’t even be able to move.

‘Wait... I recognize some of these Runes.’ Ezekiel walked up to the tunnel wall. These ones were smaller than the ones in the hole. So, he was able to see them as a greater hole, rather than piece by piece. ‘These are Runes connected to the Cavern Element. But I could’ve sworn that gravity fell under Void Magic.’

While not entirely common, the Runic languages he learned for enchanting did have some Runes that were unique to specific elemental effects. Void Pouches, for instance, used Runes that were unique to the spatial expansion that they were known for.

It was elemental Runes like those that were the reason that the Church of Ten was even able to create Void Pouches. They simply had to follow the instructions given to ancestral humans back when the Ancients were still residents of Eldramir.

‘I think I know what Ancient this Legacy is from...’ Ezekiel began walking down the tunnel, keeping himself aware of his mana expenditure. ‘I’m just surprised that the Ancient Cavern Spirit could manipulate cosmic forces like gravity... Or maybe it was the other way around, and the Ancient Void Spirit aided in the creation of this labyrinth.’

‘That second option wouldn’t explain why it’s Cavern Runes that are being used in these enchantments. Nor why there are Runes at all.’ Shine pointed out. ‘It’s not like the Ancient Spirits would’ve needed to use Runes. Not if Legendary Spirits are capable of enchanting without them.’

‘True enough. I hope we can get some answers while we’re down here.’ Ezekiel continued to examine the engravings on the walls as he walked.

At least until he saw something that made him groan is helpless exasperation.

‘What the hell is with these damned carvings!?’ He asked no one.

In front of the duo was yet another scene carved into the wall. Depicting battles of the Cruor, but this time it had Hunters, rather than Mages and Spirits. The engravings that increased the gravity had now begun mixing with the engravings, making them glow in an aesthetically pleasing manner.

‘... Wait... if this Legacy is from the Ancients, then how does it even have carvings that detail events that happened well after the Ancients left?’ In the back of his mind, Ezekiel felt Shine’s shock as they came to the same realization.

He had been confused and running for his life the last time he’d seen such carvings. So, it wasn’t something that had occurred to him until now.

‘This is getting eerie...’ Shine muttered. ‘Let’s get going, before we need to outrun another army.’

‘Agreed.’ Ezekiel dashed through the tunnel, running as fast as he safely could. But surprisingly, the carvings didn’t pull themselves from the wall this time, and he instead reached a large open chamber with a gate on one side. The room was still illuminated by the enchantments along the walls.

On either side of the gate were two massive stone golems, at least thirty feet tall. Shaped into the likeness of a human being, they were garbed in rounded armor with jagged spikes protruding from their joints. They both held a shield and hammer in their hands.

However, the thing that grabbed Ezekiel’s attention were the sentences carved into the two stone doors that stood as tall as their guardians.

“Welcome, Void Hunter. You who have unraveled the mysteries of the Void, have found one of the Legacies forged by the Ancients. Unlike the Temples of the Void. Which were meant to retain and provide knowledge for future generations, these joint Legacies were built to aid in the development of Hunters of all elements, so that they may fight on equal ground with Eldramir’s scorned children.”

Ezekiel found himself reading the sentence words on the doors out loud. They began to faintly glow as he did, but he couldn’t seem to stop. It was as if he was compelled to do so.

“To have reached this point means that you meet the minimum requirements to face the Broods and their armies. Now, prepare yourself, and grow stronger through battle, like the Ancients before you.”

Crack!

The sound of stone breaking and grinding filled the room as Ezekiel found himself fully at attention once more. Just in time, too, since one of the massive stone statues was swinging its enormous hammer down toward his head.

“Shit!” Ezekiel dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the massive slab of rock that would’ve crushed him to death if it had hit.

A second hammer followed the first, as the other statue also attempted to crush Ezekiel. Only for the Void Hunter to take to the sky. Though, this was done with great difficulty, as the walls were still lit up with the gravity enchantments.

‘Do you think we could damage the enchantments?’ Shine started spouting out ideas for Ezekiel, who was more focused on surviving than anything else.

Knowing that he was close to the wall, Ezekiel figured that it was at least worth a shot. So, he swung Shine at one of the sections with mana flowing through it. The reinforced blade, imbued with [Nothingness] just bounced off without damaging the stone.

‘Ouch!’ Shine’s shocked outcry nearly made Ezekiel pause, but he dashed around the legs of the stone giants that were still trying to crush him.

‘Did that actually hurt you!?’ Ezekiel sounded worried. If Shine’s reaction was real, then that meant that the enchantments did more than effect the physical world. They affected the soul as well.

‘I... I think it did!’ Shine examined the state of their soul to ensure that there were no debilitating injuries. They instantly noticed what seemed to be bruises on their soul that were swiftly healing. ‘Damaging the enchantments won’t be possible. It doesn’t look fatal, or permanent, but it still hurts. Like if you ran headfirst into a wall without reinforcements or armor.’

‘Well, let’s give it a shot with the statues.’ Ezekiel ducked under a horizontal swing. Launching himself forward, he once again reinforced Shine to the max, and swung with all his might.

This time, Shine cut through the stone that made up the giant’s leg with ease. In fact, besides an outer shell, it was almost as if he was cutting through flesh.

A black tar-like substance began to ooze from the statue’s wound. Acting like blood and coagulating into a scab that covered the gash in an instant.

“What the hell!?” Ezekiel was so surprised that he actually stopped moving to examine the wound. Allowing the other statues to finally hit him like a golf ball.

“Oof!” Fortunately, Shine was still prepared, and a quick [Void Pane] and another reinforcement meant that Ezekiel’s impact on the wall was simply jarring, rather than damaging.

‘Focus!’ Shine reprimanded their partner. ‘We can figure out how it’s doing that later. For now, we need to finish them off. They can bleed, like the Cruor, so we need to kill them, like with the Cruor.’

Grunting in exertion, Ezekiel pushed himself off the wall. Throwing himself forward, he avoided the hammer that was aimed at his head. A step to the side brought him around the shield that was protecting the statues.

Getting up close and personal once more, Ezekiel made quick work of its legs. Slashing through them over and over again and focusing on speed and cutting power as he attacked.

The second statue had recovered and was now moving to help the first. Both had injured legs but were still standing strong.

Getting some distance to not be stuck between the two golems, Ezekiel dashed to the other side of the cavern. Looking for an opening, Ezekiel tried sending a few [Void Slashes], but was blocked by the massive shields. It did give him a second to think, though.

‘Long range is not an option,’ Ezekiel observed. ‘Though it had to be tested.’

Due to the damage Ezekiel had done to the golems’ legs, they were much slower to catch up to him. But it seemed like they were quickly recovering. The tar was also fading to a lighter shade. Not far off from the color of the stone the statues were made of.

‘I think we need to treat them like bone Cruor. It’s supposed to be a test, right?’ Shine pointed out, while Ezekiel once again dashed around the golems. ‘I think we need to treat this like we’re fighting Cruor, not Spirits or constructs.’

A memory flashed through Ezekiel’s mind. This was just like when he had first trained with the Cavern constructs when he was ten. At the outpost on the way to the Desolate Lands. Only far more complex, and far more dangerous.

‘I don’t think we have the brute force needed to cause any serious damage.’ 

The golems were moving faster. The injuries he had done to them were now basically gone.

‘Are you willing to take a risk?’ Shine asked, to which Ezekiel mentally nodded. Though he started having second thoughts once Shine explained their plan. ‘Get ready!’

Dodging around the golems, Ezekiel managed to split them up by once again cutting up one of their legs. Forcing it to take a knee, since he was still just too fast for them to effectively avoid or block up close. He even managed to get it to face the wall when this happened.

Pulling the undamaged golem away while the other recovered, Ezekiel got between it and the golem on the ground that was now behind him.

‘Now!’ Shine exclaimed.

Ezekiel jumped into the air, as if to dodge around the golem, but it leaned to the side, and swung its hammer like a baseball bat.

The impact rang through Ezekiel’s head like a bell, but his body was reinforced enough to mitigate most of the damage. But the thing that really mattered was the pressure that was building up inside him, as his [Understanding] of [Force] allowed him to hold onto the impact, even as he went flying toward the second golem. Which was now on its feet.

It moved to turn around, but Ezekiel had curled up into a ball, and was moving too fast. He rammed straight into the back of the golem and released the [Force] of the hammer that had just hit him, while also [Compressing] it to increase the impact.

The result: Ezekiel crashed through the golem’s body, covering himself in tar, and exploded out the other side, ramming into the wall and leaving a massive crater. A dull stone with glowing lines all over it also exited the golem.

It then fell to its knees before toppling over to the side. Ezekiel then climbed to his feet. The mana expenditure of that last attack left him weak. He was barely holding back the increased gravity.

‘I don’t think I can do that again.’ Ezekiel told Shine. ‘Any other ideas?’

‘... Maybe we can channel the [Force] of the hammer through me, and into a [Void Stab]?’

‘Can you handle it?’ Ezekiel knew that Shine’s plan this time would rely solely on them. They were running out of time and ideas. The remaining golem was closing in on them.

‘Yes.’ Shine sounded certain.

Nodding in acceptance, Ezekiel moved to the side, away from the fallen statue. He didn’t move as the one that still stood got closer. It was right in front of him and had lifted its hammer to crush him.

Raising one arm to the sky, Ezekiel held Shine out with his other hand.

The hammer came down, but stopped dead the moment it touched Ezekiel’s hand.

‘Cough!’

Blood splattered the inside of Ezekiel’s helmet as the force nearly shattered Ezekiel’s body. Even with the reinforcements he was using. But as the [Force] of the blow traveled through him, and into Shine, the Void Spirit’s blade lit up in a brilliant opalescent light.

A beam of force shaped like the tip of a sword flew toward the golem. It pierced the shield that stood in its way like it was paper. Then followed through and annihilated the upper body of the golem.

‘Thud!’

The sound of another dull stone with glowing lines covering it echoed through the silent cavern. Followed by the crash of the second broken golem as it crumbled to the ground.

The only noise to be heard was the wet, rasping, breath coming from Ezekiel. He staggered for a moment, before using Shine as a crutch and leaning over.

“That... was harder... than any Cruor fight... that we’ve... ever had...” He could feel his body slowly pulling itself back together, as he channeled most of his remaining mana to reinforce and enhance his natural recovery. If he had been injured any worse, this would not have been a good idea. Even then, it wasn’t ideal. But it would do for now.

A groaning whine was suddenly heard as the massive doors on the far side of the room slowly opened. Revealing a brightly lit corridor, but not lit up by the same lights that created the gravity enchantment that was still pushing down on Ezekiel.

‘Should we wait? Recover a bit before moving on.’ Shine asked.

‘No... We don’t know how long those doors will be open for.’ Ezekiel limped toward the gate. Standing straighter as he got closer, his wounds slowly became more manageable. ‘Into the depths we go...’

Stepping through the gateway, Ezekiel immediately felt a sense of relief, as the gravity had returned to normal.

Of course, the doors slammed shut behind him as soon as he was fully across their boundary.

Flinching slightly, but not letting it stop him, Ezekiel continued forward. But what awaited him, and Shine, wasn’t another test, nor an exceptionally long tunnel. Just a hundred feet down the corridor was a room with a meditation mat, and old one from generations ago, and a pile of startlingly familiar crystals.

As well as a glowing green potion, and an hourglass that was set on a platform off to the side of the room. Walking over, Ezekiel could tell that the potion was a healing potion infused with Life Magic. Taking a swig, he immediately felt relief as his injuries recovered.

“That sand won’t last long enough to recover naturally.” Ezekiel said as he watched the sand falling. “I guess we better get to work.”

Getting himself situated on the meditation mat, Ezekiel laid Shine across his lap, and slowly began absorbing mana from the pure crystals piled up in front of him.

The last thing he pondered before falling into a fugue of gathering mana, now that he had a chance to think about it, was the question of what had happened to his teammates.

----------



A figure garbed in gray Spirit Armor flew out of the reach of a pair of flying stone golems.

The golem was covered in glowing Runes, and though it flapped its wings, it was obvious that it was the enchantments that allowed it to fly.

“This is ridiculous.” The Tempest Hunter hissed as she dodged yet another barrage of stone feathers. They sank into the ground, melding into the floor and leaving no trace of their existence.

“I get that we’re supposed to show our might against the Cruor, but how is this, in any way, fair?”

Silence was the only reply she received. That, and the whistling of the air as the golems continued to circle around her. She let loose a couple of wind blades that pushed the golems back but didn’t actually cut through their wings.

As she focused on trying to take out one of the golems, the other began circling around behind her. Getting up close and personal, she landed on the back of the one that was still close. Focusing her man, she cut through one of its wings, sending it flying to the ground.

Only to let out a grunt of pain as three stone feathers, sharped like blades, cut into her back, while four more were deflected, and left scrapes in her Spirit Armor.

Diving to the ground, she slammed her sword into the head of the flailing statue on the ground. Blood leaked through her armor as she tried to keep herself awake.

Glaring upward at the remaining golem, she readied herself to continue to fight.

----------



A miniature forest filled a large cavern. Roots and branches writhed and swung at the bulbous figures that trudged between the trees. But every time they shattered, smaller figures continued to attack, and stone dust sunk into the trees causing them to dry up and crumble.

“How is this happening?” The Life Hunter garbed in verdant Spirit Armor screamed as she tried to fight off the Rot-like golems that were trying to kill him.

Many of the trees that he had grown were now nothing more than husks that had been worn down to nothing more than sawdust. Piles of wood chips grew larger as the Hunter tried to run away.

Only to realize that the tunnel he had come from had disappeared. The stone had sunken in and closed while he was fighting.

“No, no, no! Let me out! Let me out!” The Life Hunter screamed as more of his trees toppled over.

A swarm of stone golems that only rose up to his knees gathered around him.

“Get away from me!”

His screams continued for a little while longer, before the hundreds of statues that surrounded him closed in. Piling on top of him and returning the cavern to silence.

----------



A rain of Light cut pierced through a pair of massive golems composed of nothing more than piles of sand. The figures reformed in an instant, even as part of them melted and turned to glass. The shattered pieces falling off and slowly making the golems smaller.

“What kind of Cruor is this supposed to emulate?” The Radiant Hunter asked as he looked down on the golems that futilely tried to stop him. “They must be from the center of the Desolate Lands. Perhaps the Brood that was lost to history...”

The Hunter fell silent as the golems below finally crumbled into dust, leaving nothing remaining within the cavern.

To the side, a massive pair of doors opened, and the Radiant Hunter swiftly flew through them.

----------



Shadows writhed along the ground as a black clad Hunter danced around the numerous golems that attacked him. Covered in chitinous armor, and with multiple limbs, the Hunter tried to attack her enemies again and again. Small cuts chipped away at the insectoid statues’ forms.

Something that would’ve been easier if there weren’t nearly a hundred of them.

“This is so stupid! How is this an Ancient Spirit Legacy!?”

A wave of golems leapt toward her. Stepping back, the Hunter fell into her own shadow. A moment later, she reappeared on the other side of the room, away from the swarm.

The clattering of stone on the ground made her look to her feet. The broken pincers and legs of a golem that had latched onto her lay beneath her.

Behind her armor, the Hunter smiled, a new idea coming to her.

The swarm surged toward her, and she sunk into the shadows once more. But this time, her shadow spread out all around her, covering the entirety of the cavern’s floor.

The swarm began to sink into the ground. Even as the Hunter rose back out.

A moment later, she stepped out of the shadow entirely. Leaving the golems stuck inside.

The doors on the side of the room opened. She took one step toward them and fell flat on her face. Unconscious from the strain of using such a spell.

----------



Lightning flashed as scorch marks covered the forms of several snake-like statues. The large stone figures wove between the bolts that crashed down on them. Even tunneling into the ground and popping up elsewhere.

“Stay still and die!” the Violet clad Hunter yelled as he shot yet another bolt of lightning at his opponent. But he was beginning to miss more and more.

Taking a breather, the man gasped for breath. His mana was running low, and he wouldn’t last much longer. In one hand he held a spear, but the bent tip showed that it hadn’t been nearly as useful as he had expected it to be.

“Raahg!”

Holding his spear aloft, it crackled as Lightning mana was channeled through it once more.

Rearing back, he prepared to throw it at one of the Wyrm golems that was rearing up from the ground.

All while completely unaware of the Wyrm that had tunneled out of the wall behind him. It's maw gaping wide, with razor-like teeth covered in tar.

----------



Two familiar stone golems stood tall, with hammer and shield in hand. They swung in tandem toward a rocky dome. Light shone through the cracks that appeared repeatedly. Filling the gaps and closing them within moments.

“Dammit! If I could control my surroundings, then this wouldn’t be so difficult!”

A man in orange-brown Spirit Armor grunted with every impact as the two massive hammers continued to slam down on the barrier that he had erected above him.

“Let’s try this one more time.”

With a grunt of exertion, he channeled mana into the ground. It softened, but not enough to make the golems stumble or stop.

Yet, a moment later, the Hunter seemed to understand something. A slow vibration began spreading out from his feet. Shaking the ground, and seemingly liquifying it, causing ripples to cover the ground.

The golems tried to maintain their balance, but they began to sink. Only stopping once they were waist deep in the earth. They struggled uselessly in an attempt to escape but couldn't.

The rock dome fell apart, and the Cavern Hunter dashed away. Getting some breathing room so that he could make another attack in a couple minutes.

----------



In a long and winding tunnel, with the walls covered in carvings of countless Cruor, Spirits, and Mages, the body of a man with blue hair, and the fading motes of a Glacial Spirit rose into the air. Bloody smears covered the floor leading to where the dead man lay.

Crimson streaks also covered the walls. Particularly the mouths of the Cruor that were depicted.

A similar scene could be found in a separate area. This time with a man with indigo hair. His Death Spirit fading into motes of mana.

Two failures who hadn’t been able to overcome the first challenge of this Legacy.

----------



Gasping for breath, Riley rolled out of the way of a set of massive claws. The giant trio of statues meant to emulate the Fanged Cruor attacked her with a vicious ferocity.

Her spear was covered in nicks and scratches. Battle scars from when she had to use her shield to defend. Similar marks could be seen covering her armor. Blue flames covered her body, and glassy pieces of stone formed false gashes where she had successfully struck her opponents.

“I can’t imagine what the others are going through right now.”

She lunged forward, weaving around the body of one of the golems. Swinging her spear, she managed to slash down its back, melting the stone, before spinning her weapon and deflecting another strike from the second golem, then rolling beneath the third.

A dagger of pure fire seared through the third one’s legs. It fell to the ground and rolled away.

“Finally,” she gasped out as she rose to her feet. “That’s one.”

The two that still stood circled around her. Intent on trapping her between them.

But before they could get too close, a ring of fire spun into existence around her. Thin and white from how intense the flame was, the two golems were split in half as the fire cut through them at the waist. They crumbled into dust, leaving behind a set of dull stone spheres with glowing lines covering them.

“Celia... What was that?” Riley received no answer from her Spirit.

Instead, her armor faded away, turning back into a small dragon that lay limply on the ground. Riley’s Spirit was exhausted. Most, if not all, of her remaining mana had been used in that last attack.

“... Rest for now. I can handle the last one.”

Marching toward the flailing golem with no legs, Riley easily avoided the large claws that were awkwardly swung at her. Getting to the head, she sunk her spear, glowing with blue fire, into its eye.

Behind her, a massive pair of doors slowly swung open.

----------



Standing in the center of the recovery room he was provided with, Ezekiel examined himself and his partner. He marveled in the Step four mana that he and Shine now wielded. The breakthrough had been a major surprise, but a welcome one, nonetheless.

After a few moments, he turned and watched as the last few grains of sand in the hourglass fell. The ground shook a moment later, and one of the walls opened, revealing yet another tunnel.

This one was pitch black, with no lights or runes covering the walls. Instead, a glowing stone, like the one at the beginning of this Legacy, sat on a small stone pillar in the middle of the tunnel.

“Ready to continue?” Ezekiel asked the sword at his hip.

‘Let’s go! I want to find out what’s at the end!’ Shine replied. Eager to get going.

Stepping into the tunnel the opening closed behind them. Grabbing the glow-stone Ezekiel marched forward into the dark. He only hoped that the future challenges wouldn’t be as difficult.
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                Ezekiel hadn’t gone far before reaching what he knew was the next trial. Once more he walked through an opening that led to an open cavern, but unlike the one with the golems, this one wasn’t nearly as large. Nor was it a complete dome.

“This sucks...” Ezekiel said before dipping his foot into the semi-circular pool of water in front of him. Roughly ten meters away from the edge of the water was a solid stone wall.

Looking into the icy depths, he could see that there was a staircase leading downward. It was only ten steps, but it was more than enough to bring him well beneath the surface of the water. Just beyond the bottom he could tell that there was an opening going even further.

‘I can already tell what we're going to be facing this time,’ Shine said in a bland tone. ‘Do we actually have a means of staying underwater for a long period of time?’

“Not easily, but we should be able to last long enough to get to wherever we need to.” Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel donned his Spirit Armor and stepped forward into the water.

Even through his armor the water was chilling to the touch. It nearly shocked him into coming to a halt. The fact that the temperature was so distinct to him could only mean that it was imbued with Glacial mana. Further proof that this Ancient Legacy truly utilized all types of Mana for its trials, not just its entrance, and was constructed by all ten Ancients.

As he stepped deeper into the water, Ezekiel pushed outwards away from him. void pains appeared to create a spherical barrier around him. It was difficult to maintain but held strong and provided a bubble of air that allowed him to breathe underwater.

‘Hopefully the tunnel won't be too long. There should be enough air in this bubble to last us maybe an hour.’ The only reason Ezekiel claimed as much was because he knew that his enhanced physique would allow him to last a little bit longer than most other Mages, without as much oxygen. ‘We should make our way through quickly, however, because I really don't want to face an army of Depth Cruor golems.’

‘Agreed. Those two Cavern Mana, Bone Cruor were already bad enough.’ Shine sent a sense of agreement to Ezekiel. ‘Although, you and I both know we're going to end up fighting something. The whole point of this Legacy is to prove our worth in the battle against the Eldramir’s scorned children. whatever that means.’

Ezekiel knew full well what it meant. memories of the last dream he had before his reincarnation flashed through his mind. Shine barely managed to catch a hold of a glimpse of what Ezekiel had seen. but they knew better than to bring it up at the moment. Though they would still remember it for later.

Falling silent the two continued forward. Now completely underwater, glow stone in hand, Ezekiel could easily see the tunnel beneath the surface.

It was angled downward, not too steep, but still at an angle that he wouldn't want to walk. Of course, given he was in a bubble of air, that is exactly what he had to do. It was still better than trying to swim, however, so he didn't change his plan.

As the water in the tunnel moved around his barrier, he realized he would need to shrink the sphere, ever so slightly, else it would brush up against the walls.

The moment he stepped off the last platform into the downward tunnel the walls immediately began to glow an icy, blue color. They shone with such intensity that he needed to cover his face for a brief moment.

“Shit!” he exclaimed.

As soon as he covered his eyes and flinched backwards his footing was lost, and he began to slide down the tunnel. Not only that, but he could tell that the water touching his barrier was also flowing alongside him. This wasn't just a tunnel; this was a drainage pipe, and he was being flushed down.

‘Well at least this will get us to our destination faster,’ Shine’s words were not appreciated.

Ezekiel tried stabbing Shine’s sharpened edge into the ground. Unfortunately, just like with the walls that had enhanced gravity, the Void Spirits blade was deflected.

‘I have to say I'm getting kind of sick of that,’ Ezekiel mentally griped. He let out a grunt of pain as a bump in the tunnel shoved him into the air. It seemed like the carvings for the enchantments were growing deeper and more complex the further down he went.

Yet even so he could not get a grip to slow himself down. Nor was he able to fly as he soon found out. Though not because of an increased amount of gravity this time.

Due to the force of the water flowing around him, any attempts to fly increased the pressure bearing down on him. Cracks began to appear almost immediately. He knew that if he didn't want to find himself completely submerged, he would have to just deal with his situation for now.

Even if it meant countless bumps and bruises on the way down.

Finally, after sliding down for several minutes, Ezekiel could feel his momentum slowing down. The ground was no longer at quite so steep an angle. He came to a stop at a perfectly horizontal tunnel. from what he could tell there was roughly fifty meters of tunnel behind him, and fifty meters of tunnel in front of him.

What truly garnered his attention, however, were the soft ripples of water that now flowed against his bubble of air. Different from the pressurized water when he was being flushed. Movement that passed through the thicker medium indicated that there was something ahead. A lot of things.

Grasping Shine’s hilt tightly, Ezekiel prepared himself and slowly marched forward toward the end of the tunnel. Completely submerged beneath the water, he found himself in a large, almost Aquarium-like, area.

Above him was a school of monstrous creatures. Ones he barely recognized from glimpses of the Cruor that were living in Morncrest. Not the Winged ones

High above that, at the top of the massive underwater Arena, was what looked like a round circular gate. One with a staggeringly large number of Runic lines and enchantments running all over it.

“For this test, you must escape. That is all.” Ezekiel was once more forced to speak the words aloud by an unseen power. But a part of him felt relieved. Unlike the last trial, this one implied that defeating the enemies above was not the requirement for success. “Now we just have to figure out what it is.”

‘Well, I hope we figure it out fast because those things are locked onto us now.’ Shine’s warning was appreciated, but unnecessary, since Ezekiel was already moving them out of the way.

Unlike in the previous situations, he was easily able to fly out of the way of his attackers. Now that he had a closer look at his new enemies, he saw that they were not merely a series of stone golems. Instead, each one seemed to be a conglomeration of stone, plant, and some other strange substance that he simply didn’t recognize.

‘These were definitely created by the Ancients. They're more advanced than any Relic, or construct, that I've ever even read about before.’ Ezekiel's fascination with his current enemies was put on hold since they quickly closed the distance between him and them.

Unfortunately, it seemed like no matter how quickly he forced himself to move, these constructs were simply faster than him in the water. The moment they caught up to him they made quick work of his barrier, slashing through it in seconds.

“Dammit!” Ezekiel swung Shine forward, cutting into the closest enemy, but while it wasn't as hard as the stone that the tunnels were made of, it was still tough and rubbery. The construct seemed to bounce off Shine’s blade, with only a shallow gash from Ezekiel’s slash, and was sent back into the swarm that it came from.

‘Okay, we definitely need to focus on getting out of here rather than fighting,’ Shine said after they saw how ineffective they were. ‘Let's make our way to the top and at least get a look at that weird gate.’

This was easier said than done, however, since they were completely and utterly surrounded by constructs.

‘We need to create an opening.’ Ezekiel flung his arms out, which temporarily reinforced the barrier, fixing the cracks in the process. ‘[Jumping] underwater isn't a good idea. Do you think you could absorb the [Force] of the water pressure around us before making it burst out?’

Shine took a moment to think about Ezekiel's suggestion. Cracks started to form on the barrier once more.

‘It should be possible. But it's going to cost a lot of mana.’ That was enough for Ezekiel.

‘You start absorbing the water pressure into the barrier. I'll keep us moving, and out of their teeth.’ Taking on a meditative position, he reinforced his barrier even further. Creating spikes out of [Void Panes] to increase its defense.

This helps trust enough to make a couple of the constructs back off after they were damaged. but there were just so many of them that it wasn't possible for an opening to form. He could also feel a change in the water around him. Since gravity was creating a constant source of pressure on their barrier, shine basically had an unlimited amount of power that they could absorb.

At least until they hit their limit of course. A limit that was quickly reached.

‘Now!’ Shine screamed into Ezekiel's mind.

Throwing his limbs outwards, spread eagle, Ezekiel channeled the force that Shine had absorbed. It was not unlike a bomb exploding underwater.

The liquid nearest to him simply vaporized and the school of contracts that surrounded him were forced backwards in a daze by the shockwave.

This created a big enough opening for him to make a dash upwards. It only took him a couple of seconds to reach the ceiling of the cavern. The large circular gate above him, covered in glowing runes, seemed somewhat alien compared to other runic scriptures he had seen.

Not because he couldn't read the ruins, but simply because the way they were written was very different. Lines were missing, and it was as if entire sentences were removed from the definitions that the Runes were meant to impose upon the enchantments.

‘This doesn't make any sense.’ Ezekiel placed his hand upon the gate. ‘This enchantment is missing so much! It shouldn't even be functional.’

‘Hurry up! They’re regrouping.’ Shine kept their focus on the school of constructs beneath them.

Taking a leap of faith, Ezekiel shoved a bit of mana into the enchantment. He immediately regretted it as it felt like he had just slammed his brain into a brick wall.

The presence of something that was simply profound, an existence that was so much more than him, pressed down on his soul for just a moment. But it was enough for Ezekiel to know that whoever made this door was significantly more powerful than the Broodlord that had tried to kill him over a year ago.

‘[Willpower]... The answer is [Willpower],’ Ezekiel said as soon as his mind cleared. ‘Not everyone can actually figure out enchantments. So, the Ancient that made this door made it so that as long as your will was strong enough you would be able to force it open.’

‘Ezekiel! They're coming!’ Shine was screaming in Ezekiel's mind. They threw up another barrier when they saw that Ezekiel was still focusing on the gate.

‘Hold barrier! I'm going to have to push as hard as I can. Do not let them through.’ Ezekiel conveyed his thoughts and intentions to Shine directly. No words this time, since they would be too slow.

[Void Panes] immediately formed a barrier around them once more. This would be Shine’s responsibility. They would maintain the barrier and keep the constructs from eating Ezekiel alive, while he would have to focus on simply pushing as hard as he could until the door finally opened.

Channeling his mana through his body, Ezekiel pressed against the door. He allowed a small trickle of mana to flow into it. Immediately his head was hit by a migraine of epic proportions.

However, no matter how much it hurt he did not give in. there was a brief moment where Shine tried to shoulder some of the burden that Ezekiel was experiencing. The instant they did so, their barrier started to crack. So, they were forced to divert their attention away from Ezekiel's clash of [Wills].

Yet even then, Shine still felt the ripples inside their own soul emanating from the bond that they shared with Ezekiel.

With a grunt of pain something seemed to click inside Ezekiel's mind. the door began to shift, very, very slowly. But it was still rising upward all the same.

This sent the school of constructs into a ravenous frenzy. By now, even Shine was starting to feel a significant amount of strain as they did their best to maintain the barrier.

Ezekiel's eyes and Shine’s blade began to Glow with the opalescent light of the Void mana they were channeling. Cracks began to spread throughout the barrier. The door continued to move but it was taking forever to finally open.

Blood began to trickle from Ezekiel's eyes, ears and nose. His entire body shook from the strain that he was forcing himself to experience.

Yet nothing could last forever. After several minutes, something finally gave way.

Like the shattering of glass, the barrier finally burst. Shine tried to put up another one, but it was too late. the constructs began digging their teeth into Ezekiel’s Spirit Armor. Shine felt every single bite from the constructs as they bit into what was essentially a manifestation of their own body, separate from their sword vessel.

Knowing that they wouldn't be able to throw up another barrier that would be of any effect, Shine instead focused their mana on reinforcing the spirit armor keeping Ezekiel safe.

This works surprisingly well. It was enough, just barely, to grant Ezekiel the time needed to finally push the gate open to the point that an opening to the next chamber was created.

Bright blue light flooded the water that he and Shine were submerged in. The constructs came to an immediate standstill. They then slowly drifted downwards to the bottom of the flooded chamber.

Hooking his fingers into the small crack in the barely opened door, Ezekiel found the force pressing down on him greatly weakened. This let him maneuver his reinforced body, so as to throw the gate open. It slammed down in the room above with a loud crash.

Hauling himself out of the water, and falling limply onto his side, Ezekiel gasped for breath. it hadn't been long, but if he had taken much longer, he was certain that he would have drowned. If he wasn't eaten alive first.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel saw another tunnel.

“Shine...”

‘Yeah...’

“I don't think I like the Ancients very much.”

‘Same.’

Ezekiel knew that he should get up and move on. but this last trial was, in his opinion, significantly more difficult than destroying the two Golems.

Rolling away from the door, and the water that lay beneath it, Ezekiel and Shine laid limply next to the wall of the tunnel. They would rest for a little while before moving on. This was a break that they greatly deserved.

----------



The moment he returned to consciousness; Ezekiel was incredibly aware of the fact that he was no longer lying on the stone floor he remembered laying down on. In fact, the surface beneath him was quite soft, and somewhat bouncy. He recognized it as being a proper bed cushion.

‘Shine, are you there? Do you know where we are?’ He immediately reached out across his bond with his Spirit.

‘I'm here. I think we're safe. But my senses aren't going as far as they usually can.’

Ezekiel also reached out with his enhanced senses. Usually, if there weren't any particularly difficult obstacles in the way, he was able to sense his surroundings up to several hundred meters.

Currently, he could barely sense beyond ten meters past the surface of his skin.

He knew he wouldn't get any answers if he continued to lie in bed. So, he rolled over and gingerly pushed himself up. The first thing that he noticed was that his nana was fully restored.

The second thing he noticed was that he was in a perfectly circular room with nothing but the bed, a glow stone on the wall, and a door, leading to what he assumed was another tunnel.

There was no meditation mat like in the last room he was in, nor was there an hourglass to indicate how long he had before he needed to leave. A part of him hoped that there might be another pile of pure mana crystals hidden somewhere. But there was nothing.

Getting out of the bed, the door across from him opened the moment he was standing up straight.

“I think that confirms that something is watching us.” Ezekiel muttered.

‘What makes you say that?’ Shine asked as they and Ezekiel exited the room.

Ezekiel gently ran his hand along the wall as he walked. It was perfectly smooth with no engravings, no ruins, no enchantments whatsoever. Yet. Ezekiel knew that he would be utterly incapable of making even the slightest mark on it.

“These walls weren't made from a mixture of Enchanted Runes and Spiritual Blessing.” Ezekiel could tell that these walls were not infused with the [Willpower] of another being. “They were made from Cavern Magic. Specifically, structural reinforcement. A Legendary Spirit, perhaps a Mythic, made these walls fresh. Perhaps, within the last couple of hours.”

Ezekiel's explanation had just finished leaving his lips when he took his last step out from the corridor. A booming voice that reverberated all around them nearly brought him to his knees.

“Correct, young Void Mage. Rather, young Void Hunter.”

Practically slamming his hands over his ears, Ezekiel grit his teeth as he tried to find the source of the voice ringing through his mind. It wasn't until after his hearing finally cleared up that he managed to find what he was looking for.

Instead of being on the ground level, the same as him, the figure that had spoken was hanging from the ceiling. Ezekiel was once more in a large, cavernous area, though not as large as the one where he fought the two stone golems.

Sitting upside down on the ceiling was a large stone-like gorilla. One that had six arms and two tails. Focusing more intently, Ezekiel saw that it also had five eyes, each of which were closed.

The eyes opened, revealing a golden light that shone from deep within the Spirit. Upon locking eyes with the Spirit’s, Ezekiel could immediately tell that this was a Mythical Spirit. One that was far stronger than even the Exalts that he had spoken to in the past.

This was probably the most powerful being that he had ever met in his entire life. Barring the exceptions that were the Ancient Void, and the Void Remnants that he had encountered previously.

“I am surprised. A thousand years in the past, humans like yourself would have fallen to their knees in reverence of my power.” The Spirit dropped from the ceiling, but rather than fall down, they floated in the air. Legs crossed as they maintained their meditative position. “Although, back then, no human had reached Tier four. Hunters also didn't exist yet. I am glad to see that the bond between human and Spirit can grow to be as strong as yours.”

The spirit smiled revealing sharpened fangs made of obsidian. It was a terrifying sight. Yet, Ezekiel knew that it was not meant to be threatening. It was simply that the sheer power of the being in front of him elicited a fearful response.

The spirit then frowned.

“Although, I must say that your presence here has brought me a mixture of joy and regret. for it means that the prediction made by the Ancient Void has come true.” The spirit let out a sigh that nearly toppled Ezekiel from his feet.

“You mean the prediction that the end of the world was coming?” Ezekiel inquired. “The Remnants of the Void that I have spoken to before mentioned it. As did the Ancient Void itself when we met once, over twenty years ago.”

Ezekiel's words caused the Spirit's eyes to widen further in shock. They dropped to the ground with an earth-shattering crash. They leaned forward until they were nearly nose to nose with Ezekiel.

He could feel the Spirit gazing intently into his soul. But for such a rough and powerful being they were incredibly gentle. He knew that there was no way he could defy this intrusion, but he felt no discomfort in it at the same time.

“I see.” The Spirit leaned back and crossed a pair of arms in contemplation. “You are one of the potential helpers that the Ancient Void said might be arriving at some point. I must say, you are far more capable than the last one that I met.”

The Spirit's words shocked Ezekiel to his core. He knew that others had been reincarnated or transmigrated to this world in the past. The Void Remnants had said as much, but their words were far less personal than what this Spirit was implying.

In the back of his mind, Ezekiel could tell that Shine was just as shocked.

“You've met others like me before? Who were they? If you don't mind me asking.”

The Spirit stared down at Ezekiel with a look that he could not describe. It was as if they were judging Ezekiel to see if they were worthy of this information.

Sighing once more, the Spirit came to a decision.

“His name was Drake Cross. Much like yourself he was a reincarnated soul. though unlike yours, his came from a world filled with magic. Though, one that is run by rules that are different than ours.” The Spirit stomped a foot onto the ground. A stone throne rose up, and he collapsed backwards into it. “Perhaps that is why he made the choices that he did.”

The name was unfamiliar to Ezekiel. Yet, at the same time there was a sinking feeling in his gut. one that was exceptionally close to the feeling he got when he received an omen of danger. But it was, ever so slightly, different. Shine felt the same way.

“I'm sorry, but that name is unfamiliar to me. I can tell that there is something wrong with it, however. Like there is something that I need to be afraid of.” Ezekiel repressed the shudder as he spoke.

“That is not surprising, given the Void’s ability to sense premonitions of danger. From what little I know of the outside world I would not be surprised if his name was stricken from all human records in existence.” A look of regret crossed the face of the Spirit. “If I had chosen differently at that time, then maybe the current state of the world would be different. Or at least the end would have been pushed back for a little longer.”

“Why? What did he do that could have been so wrong?”

The Spirit remains silent for a few moments before finally answering.

“Simply put, after learning of the history of the world from myself, since the Remnants of the Void denied it to him prior to meeting me, Drake Cross sought to make contact with the Broods. He, and the followers he acquired, became the first of the Broodlords. Weakening the seal that was keeping them locked away from this world.”

Ezekiel felt his heart drop beneath his stomach. It was well known that it was Void Mages from hundreds of years ago that became the first of the Broodlords. Thereby creating the Cruors and waging war against humanity and the Spirits. But the names of these Void Mages had never been recorded. If they were, then like the spirit in front of him said, they had long been wiped out from all of history.

No wonder the name alone gave him such a horrible sense of fear and warning.

            

    
        CH 212 (Book 5 Ch 20): Pieces of the Puzzle

    
    
    
    
                Several pieces were falling into place thanks to the information that the Guardian Spirit had provided. But Ezekiel knew that there were several things that didn’t match up.

“Wait! How do you know all this if you’ve been down here since before the Cruor were a thing? This Ancient Legacy requires all ten elements to be opened.” This was the biggest flaw in the Spirit’s story. “Not only that, but back then, Void Mages were exiled to the Desolate Lands. They wouldn’t be able to enter this place from there.”

The Spirit just shook their head.

“This Legacy isn’t some Ruin, or Temple. It is a trial and testing ground born from the power of all the Ancient Spirits combined. The entrance you used was just one of ten. There used to be an entrance in the old Desolate Lands. Each entrance has different requirements, as well as leading to different trials. The one you entered exists at the top of the world. A tip for the axis that this world spins on.”

The fact that the Spirit was using words like axis, and described the north pole, was surprising. But if this Spirit was assigned to guard this place, it made sense for the Ancient Spirits to have given him some non-standard information. He made no mention of it, however, since had more important questions to raise.

“Why would the Ancients have made an entrance inside the Desolate Lands? What was the requirement for it?”

“Likely because the Ancient Void predicted that things would go badly for the so-called useless-Mages. The entrance that used to exist in the original Desolate Lands only required nine Void Mages to activate crystalline structures infused with the other elements.”

Ezekiel remained silent as he pondered over the information the guardian had provided. Its words made sense. If the Ancient Void predicted the exile of the Void Mages, then leaving a Legacy that allowed them to gain something, and balance the scales, would make sense.

It was just a shame that the Ancient Void’s good intentions had plunged the world into hell.

“You said that Drake came to this world already having knowledge of magic, right? Why couldn’t he figure out anything to do with Void Magic? The Remnants told me that no one before me was able to do so. But the world I came from didn’t have any magic at all.”

The Spirit shrugged. “I do not know. All I know is that, according to his words, magic is different in different worlds. His past one did not have elemental magic like Eldramir. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to speak to the Broods while they were fully sealed. Even after speaking to me.”

Ezekiel couldn’t deny that the possibility of new magic, foreign to Eldramir, peaked his curiosity to new heights. He had been slowly unraveling the secrets of the higher Tiers but was still stuck due to the sheer amount of time it was taking to grow his soul to the point where he could once again break through.

‘Maybe the Spirit has some more ideas? Other than that, the only thing I can think of that will improve our power without Tiering up would be more [Understanding] of the Void.’ Shine gave their own opinion regarding Ezekiel’s thought process. ‘Like how Riley got much stronger, even in Tier three, when you taught her about different colored flames.’

That final statement was like a bolt of lightning piercing Ezekiel’s brain. But not because it was a revolutionary idea.

“Riley! Dammit! I was so caught up in this Legacy that I forgot about the others. Guardian, can you please tell me how the others are doing? Are they alright? The Flame Hunter in particular.”

The guardian seemed shocked at Ezekiel’s behavior. It had thought that he would have more questions regarding the first Broodlords, or the secrets of this Ancient Legacy.

A mile crossed its face. It seemed like Ezekiel had passed a test of some sort.

“You are truly different from that man...” The Spirit muttered. It waved its hand to the side. A stone wall rose up, and somehow, a series of images began to play on it.

Three figures seemed to be fighting different enemies. A Cavern Hunter was facing off against a Swarm of insectoids that glowed red hot and melted the stone that he used to defend against. An Obscure Hunter was fighting a horde of luminescent golems, her shadows forcibly fading away. The third, a Tempest Hunter, fought against a nest of Wyrms that rained down on her from the ceiling.

It was very reminiscent of Ezekiel’s test, where the environment and numbers made things impossible for them to win in a fight. This was a trial of will and withstanding an endless barrage.

Additional images showed the bloody remains of four more figures. Two were in the tunnels with the wall carvings, and two were in the large, cavernous rooms of the first challenge. The failures that hadn’t made it through the first, or second, trials.

Finally, the last two screens showed a Radiant Hunter and a Riley, respectively. Each one stumbling through another sealed gateway. The Radiant Hunter had made his way to another rest area. Having forced his way through a gate protected by crystalline golems that refracted light.

Riley was being carried by Celia, who was limping with holes in her wing, and chunks missing from her limbs. A frozen wasteland lay behind them. Snow and ice blew away the crumbling remains of the golems they had survived.

“Thank goodness...” Ezekiel nearly slumped to his knees as he saw that Riley was okay. He felt bad about the four that had died so far. But there was nothing he could’ve done at the time. “Can you tell me if they’ll be coming to speak with you as well?”

“They will, such is the reward for passing the first three trials.” Relief filled Ezekiel, but the Spirit continued. “Although, what rewards they get will be different from yours,” the Spirit replied. “Not only were you the first to complete all the previous challenges, but you are also the pioneer and savior of Void Magic. I don’t know what the Remnants would’ve told you, especially since they weren’t given information about me and this Legacy, but you are essentially the heir to the Ancient Void’s repository of magic.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help it. His jaw literally dropped in shock. The Void Remnants hadn’t mentioned anything like this. Only that they were limited in how much they could tell him, and that he wasn’t any sort of chosen one. Just that he had fulfilled the criteria set out by the Ancient Void in the past.

“Why didn’t the Remnants have a repository of knowledge?” he couldn’t help but ask. “Did Drake get access to this repository?”

The guardian shook its head. It seemed that Drake hadn’t gained access to the Ancient Void’s knowledge. Just that of the guardian.

“Because they were bound to Temples of the Void. Structures that were publicly known, and accessible. This Legacy was never made known to the world at large, beyond the Ancient Spirits. Each entrance was kept a secret. I am also bound, and prevented from speaking of where the other entrances are. Though, I can communicate with those that find said entrances, before they enter. So long as they don’t meet the entry requirements. To instruct them as to what they need to do to enter.”

A thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind.

“Is that how you know so much about the state of the world outside? Like how the Cruor are a thing, and how Drake succeeded in weakening the seal on the Broods.”

The Spirit shook its head.

“No. When this Legacy was created, the Ancient Void set up a sensory array that was tied to the seals in the original Desolate Lands. It broke roughly two years after Drake Cross left here. It also captured the images of the ones who broke it. Drake and his companions were the only ones there. Really, I would’ve thought that the Remnant you spoke with would’ve told you. The temples had similar devices, though they didn’t display recordings.”

Ezekiel could hear a sense of sadness and regret that filled the guardian’s voice. It seemed like it truly blamed itself for the weakening of the seals on the Broods.

The screen suddenly shifted, and Ezekiel saw an image that was unfamiliar to him. Filled with nine human figures. At the head of the group, was a man with waist length hair that seemed to ooze and greasy oil like substance.

His jaw was thinner than Ezekiel’s, and he almost wanted to say that the man had aristocratic features. The figure, who could only be Drake Cross, held himself upright in an arrogant manner, and a wicked grin spread across his face.

Not only that, but there was a human head hanging by its hair, which was held in a tight grip. Blood oozing from its severed neck.

The image only appeared for a few seconds, before the Spirit changed it. A lapse in concentration, perhaps? But Ezekiel decided not to dwell on the Spirit’s actions.

“I don’t think the Remnants told me, because I was only Tier two at the time.” Ezekiel replied.

“Ah... still in the lesser Realms of transcendence. Then it makes sense that they would hold back certain information.”

The Spirit’s words garnered more questions from Ezekiel, as it was obvious that the Spirit knew more about the requirements to reach higher Tiers than he did, but for now, he had other things he felt the need to focus on.

“Can you send me to where Riley is? I’d like to help her if I can.”

The Spirit nodded. It waved its hand once more, creating a tunnel that Ezekiel assumed led to Riley’s awaiting chambers.

“We will continue to speak later. I brought you here before the other’s trials were completed because I hoped to gain a measure of understanding regarding what you are like.”

Ezekiel nodded, having already guessed this earlier when the Spirit smiled at his actions.

“I hope that I impressed you and didn’t remind you of the last Void Mage to come here.”

The Spirit smiled again. This time, Ezekiel got the sense that it was happily reminiscing.

“No... it is not Drake that you remind me of.” The Spirit must’ve seen Ezekiel’s confused look, because it clarified itself a moment later. “You remind me somewhat of the Ancient Void themself.”

Ezekiel didn’t know what to say to that. His own memories of the Ancient Void clashed a great deal with what he saw of himself. But perhaps there was more to the Ancient Spirit than what he had experienced in his prior meeting.

Shaking his head in wonder, Ezekiel nodded in thanks to the Spirit, and walked down the path that would lead him to his lover. He could worry about the revelation he’d learned later on. After he knew she had recovered properly.

----------



Stepping through the opening at the end of the tunnel, Ezekiel ducked beneath a stream of blue fire that came spewing out the mouth of a small dragon that was standing protectively over Riley’s unconscious form.

“Celia! It’s me!” Ezekiel hastily erected a [Void Pane] to partially deflect the fire. Saving himself from direct burns that would’ve charred his face in an instant.

Yet, even with a protective barrier he still felt the heat make him sweat. He was incredibly thankful when the fire went away a moment later. A sigh of relief left his lips as he stood back up.

Looking over at the bed that Riley was lying on, Ezekiel wasn’t surprised to see that Celia was still glaring cautiously at him. The short spines along her back were raised like the hackles on a dog. Her wings were spread out, even with the holes that oozed motes of mana.

“Hey, it’s okay, I’m going to help her, okay? I’m going to help her, and you. But you need to let me.” Ezekiel made sure to keep his voice low and remove any sense of urgency or threat that he might’ve conveyed by accident.

Slowly, Celia’s seemed to gain a clarity that Ezekiel realized wasn’t there when he first came in. The Flame Spirit then rolled limply onto her side, eyes closed, and chest shallowly expanding and contracting. The worried Void Hunter moved and was instantly beside both his lover and her Spirit.

“Healing potion, healing potion...” Ezekiel looked through his bag for the medical supplies he knew would help. Riley was in much worse condition than he was when he first finished his trials. He was worried that Riley and Celia wouldn’t make it before whatever Life magic the Legacy had finally kicked in.

A moment later, before he could pull out a healing potion from his Void Pouch, the bed that Riley was lying on began to glow green and red. Ezekiel immediately began examining the magic that was being used.

It appeared to be a mixture of Life and Flame Magic. The Life Magic he could understand, even if the complexity of it was beyond what he had seen performed by the healers he was familiar with using in the past. But it was taking him longer than he liked to figure out what the Flame Magic was for.

Then he saw the dark blue and black patches spread across Riley’s body. Frostbite covered her extremities. It was bad enough that Ezekiel knew that, outside this Legacy, normal Life Magic wouldn’t be able to save the frozen limbs. But this magic was left behind by the Ancient Life Spirit. So, he figured it made sense that there were differences and better results from it.

‘I guess that there was nothing to worry about. So long as they pushed the door open, that means they passed. That means that the Legacy would keep them alive for whatever came next.’ Shine’s words helped Ezekiel calm down, and he collapsed backwards onto the ground.

‘That’s true... We collapsed just inside the doors. Even if our physical injuries were significantly less than theirs.’ Ezekiel realized how pointless his worries were. ‘We’ll have to ask the guardian about the difference in the challenges. There must be a difference in the level of [Will] needed to open them.’

Ezekiel could feel Shine nodding in agreement in the back of his mind.

‘That would make sense. Not to disparage their abilities, but I’m almost certain that Riley’s will isn’t as strong as yours. Though, we can’t say much about that Radiant Hunter, so who knows.’

Pushing away Shine’s musings, Ezekiel moved to stand vigil over Riley and Celia’s unconscious forms. He had hoped to get a moment to speak with her but figured that letting her and her Spirit rest was a better choice.

A soft ‘clink’ drew his attention to the other side of the room. An alcove appeared, and an hourglass with the sand running down was now visible.

‘The others must’ve passed their trials.’ Shine made their guess as to why things changed.

‘Or they died...’ Ezekiel didn’t like it, but the possibility was still there.

Shine’s silence indicated that they realized that Ezekiel’s guess was more likely.

Splitting his attention between Riley and the hourglass, Ezekiel allowed himself to enter a semi-meditative state, to keep his mind calm and aware of anything and everything.

----------



Nearly half of the hourglass had run out before Riley finally woke up. Though, Ezekiel knew that well over half an hour had passed by this point. Perhaps as much as half a day, but it was hard to tell when there were no working timepieces within the Legacy. Timer-hourglass included.

It started simple and quietly, with Riley slowly shifting in her sleep. Yet, it was more than enough to get Ezekiel’s attention. He left his semi-meditative state and focused fully on Riley’s condition. From what he could tell, she no longer had any physical injuries, but spiritual strain on the soul was harder to read.

“Ezekiel...?” Riley seemed to be in a confused daze as she tried to speak.

“I’m here. Keep calm, and rest.” Ezekiel gently placed a hand on her cheek, to prove that he was real, and she closed her eyes for a moment and leaned into his touch.

Before her eyes shot open, and she tried to sit up. Only to remain in place, as Ezekiel had shifted his other hand to her shoulder to keep her down.

“Easy.” His tone was soft, but firm. “We’re safe. You passed the trial, and most of your injuries have healed. We have some time before we have to be anywhere. So, stay calm, meditate, and examine your condition. Your soul, in particular, might be strained.”

Riley seemed panicked and frantic for a moment, and her emotions bled through her bond with Celia, who shifted awake. But Shine was floating, their avatar having manifested a few seconds ago, and they were calming the Spirit down as best they could.

It took a bit, but Riley calmed down, and with a few deep breaths, entered into a meditative state to review the condition of her soul. Ezekiel kept a calm front up as he anxiously awaited her return to awareness. He hoped that there was nothing serious.

“I’m fine. I think my soul has begun to recover from the strain quite well. It’s made several leaps in growth since I last awoke from my rest after that second trial.” Riley looked over to Celia, who glanced her way, and silently nodded. “It seems like Celia is okay too, so I think we’ve made some pretty good gains from this trip.”

Riley faced Ezekiel head on, and her eyes narrowed inquisitively.

“Though, I have to wonder how you’re here... Are we the only ones left?”

There was a hint of sorrow in her tone, and Ezekiel knew that, even if they weren’t the best of friends with the other Hunters on this expedition, they were still companions for a while.

“We’re not the only ones. I was just the first, so I have a head start on things. There’s at least one other who survived. The Radiant Hunter, and there’s at least four others that were in the midst of taking the [Willpower] trial.” Riley relaxed a bit at that knowledge, but Ezekiel continued. “Though, that was a while ago, and it seems like we’ll be expected to meet with the guardian of this place in a while.”

“The guardian? Oh right, Wolken mentioned something about that. Did you already speak with it?” Riley looked interested in what Ezekiel was saying, and Celia shifted over to listen in as well. While Shine went back into their blade and attached themself to Ezekiel’s hip once more.

Seeing that he had her undivided attention, Ezekiel began to explain what he’d been through so far. He kept an eye on the hourglass, but otherwise focused on Riley. Just happy they had both survived to this point.

It didn’t take long for him to finish, but the revelations he provided were still a shock. Though, not as much of one for her as they were for him.

“So, what now?” Riley absent mindedly began petting Celia, who had crawled into her lap during Ezekiel’s tale. “Did the guardian explain the process for whatever this Legacy is?”

Ezekiel shook his head. He had been so focused on getting answers to the snippets that the guardian had provided, that he hadn’t asked about the Legacy. All he knew was that there was a repository of information regarding Void Magic.

“It likely contains information regarding the magic that the Ancients used. Given the increased understanding of magic that humanity now has, it might actually fill in some of the blanks regarding the elevation to Tier five.” This was something that Ezekiel had been hoping for most.

Beyond the need for multiple [Understandings] regarding one’s element, there was also the need to condense a core, at least for Spirits. For humans to break through on their own was still a mystery. But he had a gut feeling that it didn’t involve creating a physical core like Spirits did. The bodies of Spirits and Mages were just too different for that to make sense.

“Regardless, we’ll find out in a few more hours. For now, let’s just make sure that your mana is fully recovered.” Ezekiel pulled away from her, intent on letting Riley meditate and regain her strength. But a firm hand on his wrist stopped him.

“Please stay... I don’t want you to go anywhere right now...” Riley’s face was red as she refused to look Ezekiel in the eyes.

Letting out a light sigh, Ezekiel wrapped his arms around his girlfriend. Falling over onto the bed with her in his arms. Celia let you an indignant squawk that he ignored.

The two lay there quietly, just taking the time to properly rest before they met with the guardian once more.

----------



It was hours later when Ezekiel and Riley walked through the tunnel leading to the same meeting chamber that the guardian had been in earlier. Much to Ezekiel’s relief, most of the other Hunters had made it through the test of [Willpower].

Though, from what he could see, the Tempest Hunter had not.

“I see that everyone is here,” Ezekiel said after examining the room. To his surprise, it seemed like the guardian wasn’t here.

‘No, it’s here. It’s just that their presence is being concealed somehow.’ Shine informed Ezekiel after a moment of observation. ‘It’s on the roof, same place as before. The stalactite in the center.’

Ezekiel sent a mental thank you to his Spirit, but before he could say anything else, the other Hunters began to question him.

“What are you talking about?” the Cavern Hunter asked. “Half our party is missing!”

Ezekiel just shook his head. At that moment, the three other Hunters seemed to understand what he meant. But were more outraged than shocked.

“You... How do you know they’re dead!? What did you do!?” the Obscure Hunter seemed ready to lunge at him, but the Radiant Hunter held up a hand. Eyes narrowed, he glared at Ezekiel.

“Explain yourself,” was all he said.

Ezekiel sighed, even as Riley readied herself for a fight to defend him if need be. But he just waved her down.

“I was the first to finish the trials. Probably by luck, and the fact that I’m familiar with a few of the things that happened here.” Ezekiel recalled the sense of [Will] that he felt in the different enchantments that were part of the challenges presented. “Because of that, I’ve already met and spoken to the guardian of this Legacy. It showed me the state of each of you. Including the bodies of the others. Two died in the chase at the start. Two died at the first door. The final one died facing the last trial before this.”

While the Cavern and Radiant Hunters had somewhat calmed down, the Obscure Hunter looked ready to scream. Something that surprised Ezekiel, as she had seemed incredibly composed when he saw her fighting.

“You liar! There’s no way they would all die in those trials! A couple of dumb stone birds wouldn’t be enough to take each of them down! We’ve been through far worse in the past!” The fact that she was so concerned made Ezekiel think there was something more going on. But he wasn’t going to pry into others' relationships.

Looking at Riley, he saw that she was also confused, as were Radiant and Cavern Hunters.

“If you’re that doubtful, then just ask the guardian for clarification. I’m sure that they will give you the answers you’re looking for.” Ezekiel replied, keeping calm as he stretched his own senses upward.

“That’s another thing! How could you two, the youngest ones here, make it through the trials? Let alone come through first! Did Wolken give you something?”

Now, Ezekiel was willing to go along with a grieving friend's complaints, to an extent, but now she was just being rude. As well as crossing lines that he didn’t like other people touching. He had worked hard, and nearly died countless times by now. His power was earned, as was Riley’s, and it didn’t deserve to be questioned like this.

Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel looked upward, trusting Riley and Shine to protect him if things went poorly. Then, he yelled as loud as he could.

“Hey! Have you seen enough yet, or do you want to test them some more?”

The other three looked confused for a moment, before the Obscure Hunter withdrew her weapons from her Void Pouch. Riley moved her Spear to defend, but there was no need.

A massive stone monkey landed in the center of the room, shaking the ground and nearly throwing the Hunters to the ground. Except for Ezekiel, who had expected this.

“As entertaining as this argument is. The Void Mage is right. You are all that remains, and no one cheated. All of you were tested equally. Each trial is tailored to your respective elements. To the best of the Ancient’s abilities.” The guardian glared at the Obscure Hunter. “As for your friends... some were unable to run, others were unable to fight, and the last, failed to see the truth of the final test.”

In the face of the Mythical guardian, the other Hunters remained silent. They knew that, even if they refused to believe it, there was nothing they could do against the words of a being in a higher Tier than themselves.

“Now, since you have faced the three challenges pertaining to the lower realms of magic, I shall give out the rewards you get for making it this far. As well as answer any one question you have that pertains to the Ancients and their actions prior to their departure from Eldramir.”

The others looked fascinated, and almost excited to get their reward. Even Riley looked interested. But for Ezekiel, who already knew about this, nothing changed.

Except for the fact that the Obscure Hunter was still glaring at him.
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                As Ezekiel stared at the Obscure Hunter, he allowed himself to relax, regardless of how befuddled he was at her reaction. All the Hunters had been vetoed by Wolken and several other members of the Prime Guild. She was also an Obscure Hunter, so it wasn’t likely that the Cult of Light recruited her.

His danger sense wasn’t going off either, so there was nothing he had to worry about with any immediate concern. Though he made a mental note to look into things when he got back to Lolend. He didn’t like the look that the Radiant and Cavern Hunters were giving him either.

“Are there any limitations to what we can ask?” The Radiant Hunter asked.

The guardian shook its head. “Each of you may ask a question, as well as indicate whether or not you want the others to be made privy to the answer.”

The three other Hunters glanced in Ezekiel’s direction. He had told them that he had already spoken to the guardian. Seeing this, the guardian also turned to Ezekiel. To which he just shrugged in reply. He didn’t really care if the others knew about what he’d previously asked. It didn’t directly pertain to him, after all.

“I would like my question and answer kept private,” the Radiant Hunter said. “But since he doesn’t care, could you please let me know what the young man asked you?”

The Cavern and Obscure Hunters both requested the same thing.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a bit insulted after seeing the lack of concern or care for himself and Riley. From the indignant look on her face, Riley felt the same. He could already tell that she would be keeping her question and answer a secret from everyone but him.

A moment later, four hallways opened up, and the guardian Spirit gestured to them to pick a path.

“Each one leads to a private room that will be yours to use as you wish, for the amount of time indicated once you enter. After your question is answered, you will be able to examine the texts that have been left there as you wish.” The others moved to leave, but the Spirit didn’t let them go just yet. “Please also be aware, that inside will also be enough mana crystals to reach the peak of what you call the Legendary Tier. However, you may only choose one of these two things. Knowledge, or power. Afterwards, you will be given the chance to proceed with additional trials, far worse than before, or leave this Legacy.”

The surviving Hunters looked pleased, even the Obscure Hunter, and it was obvious that they all wanted to be on their way. But as the Radiant and Obscure Hunters dashed down their respective tunnels, the Cavern Hunter remained behind.

“Why are there only four tunnels?” he asked.

“I would assume that those two, wish to stay together, since they are the only ones that seem to care for the well-being of anyone else in this room.” The Spirit’s blunt reply made the Cavern Hunter turn red, before he walked down the hall in front of him, muttering envious curses as he went.

Seeing that the other three were gone now, the Spirit closed its eyes and released three pulses of light then entered the walls and ran down the tunnels behind them. Ezekiel wasn’t sure what had just happened, but he figured it had to do with the rewards that were promised.

“Come. I will guide you personally to your rewards.” The Spirit turned and began walking down the final tunnel. The other three were now closing up, leaving smooth walls once more.

“This won’t interrupt your duties, right? Or prevent you from answering the other’s question?” Riley asked as she and Ezekiel stepped forward.

“No. I have sent several avatars out to answer their questions as needed. As for duties...” The Spirit paused, and a tired expression spread across its face. “My only duty is to wait here, until those that can fulfill the entry requirements arrive, and answer their questions, should they prove worthy.”

Ezekiel realized that this meant that the guardian Spirit had likely been alone for centuries, only speaking with Wolken decades ago, when the man had first discovered this Ancient Legacy. He could tell that Shine realized the same thing, as a sense of sadness flowed into Ezekiel from their bond.

“Why did you answer so many of my questions already? Will you be answering anymore for me?” he asked in an attempt to change the topic.

“You created a path forward for the Void Mages. That alone would’ve gotten you permission to ask me anything, regardless of the entrance and trials you did, or didn’t, overcome once entering this, Legacy. I simply sent you through the trials of this entrance because I had faith that you would do well.”

Despite the frustration he was now feeling at being tested when he hadn’t needed to be, Ezekiel couldn’t stifle the sense of pride he felt at the Spirit’s words. It seemed that even the Ancients were grateful for his achievements.

The group walked in silence for a little bit longer, until finally they exited into a large open library. It was simple, and instead of books there were stone tablets that had enchanted Runes on them. Though, Ezekiel could faintly sense the infused [Willpower] left behind by the Ancient Spirits as well.

The room was distinctly divided in half, with one side being the bright scarlet color of Flame mana, and the other, being the pure white color of Void mana.

In the dead center was a large hourglass that had yet to begin counting down.

“Before you begin attempting to [Understand] the mysteries of your element’s magic, please be aware that, should you agree to take the other challenges, I can extend your time here indefinitely. During which, you will be provided all the sustenance and aid you need to remain healthy.”

Riley and Ezekiel looked at the Spirit in shock. The knowledge that was here was enough for them to already greatly elevate their magic. The only restrictive factor was the amount of time they would have to train and study.

“What are the challenges we would face?” Riley asked. “I... nearly failed the last challenge. I don’t know if I could survive the next one.”

This was a fear that Ezekiel felt was rational. It was something that he had briefly considered as well. But he didn’t want to voice his concerns. If Riley chose to face the other trials, then that was her choice, not his. He had no right to influence it.

“I cannot tell you that. All I can say is this,’ the guardian leaned down to look them in the eyes. “Your first trial was about survival against impossible odds. The second was about your ability to face opponents that were a bad match for you. Finally, the third, was about being able to push forward, despite the pain and turmoil you were experiencing.”

Ezekiel had already figured this out, to an extent, but he didn’t know the reasons behind the trials. Nor why they were held in that order. Though, he suspected it was due to the different Tiers of power. He was happy that the guardian was now explaining things.

“These trials were representative of the trials you face as Hunters against the Cruor. At Tier one, there is nothing you can do but run. At Tier two, you have a chance to fight, though it will be incredibly difficult at the best of times. While at Tier three, its mostly about being willing to overcome the pain necessary for developing your soul to reach Tier four.” The guardian’s words felt like a sense of enlightenment for Ezekiel. Each of the trials now made perfect sense to him.

He also suspected he knew what the next trial would consist of, and it made a pit of dread form in his stomach.

“The next trial will not test your magical might, nor your will. It will test your [Understanding]. Though I cannot tell you how.” The guardian gestured to the room filled with knowledge. “Hence the knowledge you have been provided.”

Ezekiel and Riley turned to the room, gulping nervously as they realized the full extent of what was made available to them.

“If our time is unlimited, then does that mean that we can take our time before taking the trial?” Ezekiel asked.

“Indeed. But know this, if you choose to accept the trial, you will not be allowed to leave until you take it. Failure will mean death.” The Spirit glared, knowing that these rules seemed incredibly lenient. “The only ways you will be getting out of here, are if you pass the trial, or surpass my power.”

Given that the guardian Spirit was at the Peak of Tier five, both of the Hunters knew that that wasn’t possible. Not for years to come, at the least.

“I accept the challenge!” Riley blurted out before Ezekiel could say anything. A moment later, a stone bracelet flew out of the ground, and latched onto her wrist.

“I accept the challenge!” Ezekiel spoke without thinking, having simply reacted to what Riley had done. A similar stone bracelet clamped around his wrist as well. The next moment, he was looking at Riley incredulously, while she just looked away, face red and refusing to meet his eyes.

“In that case, I will leave you, for now. Should you have a question ready for me, simply call for me, and I will come to you.” The guardian turned around and began walking away. Another new tunnel formed in the wall.

“What’s your name?” Riley called out before the Spirit disappeared.

“I do not have one. I am simply the guardian, and you can call me as such.” With those final words, the wall closed behind the Spirit, and the room was plunged into silence.

“Why did you do that?” In the back of his mind, he could feel Shine’s frustration and confusion as well as his own. “You didn’t even think about it before you spoke, did you?”

Riley shifted from heel to heel. “I knew you were concerned about me and didn’t want to be the reason you left the Legacy. I know full well that you could make it through to the end. Wherever that may be. So, I wanted to help you reach it.”

Atop Riley’s head, Celia glared at Ezekiel as she protectively bared her fangs in defense of her partner. But Ezekiel felt his frustration and anger fade. Instead, there was just concern.

“Thank you,” he said, knowing that anything else would be the wrong thing to say. “I guess, if you’re going to take the next trial, then we need to make sure your [Understanding] is good enough to pass. So, I’m assuming you know what time it is.”

A grin that was too sweet for Ezekiel spread across his face. It was so wide that his cheeks hurt, and he knew he was showing far too many teeth.

“Oh no...” Riley whimpered.

“That’s right. It’s study time!”

As Riley collapsed to her knees at the thought of so much studying, Ezekiel allowed himself to chuckle. The happiness he felt at the knowledge he now had at his fingertips was something he had needed for so long.

No longer would he have to pioneer everything from his mediocre [Understanding]. Now, he could reference the greatest Void user in the world.

Hopefully, it would be enough for him to reach the next Tier and help him finally reach his goals.

----------



Unknown to Ezekiel and Riley, their acceptance of the additional trials was a unique matter that the other Hunters had ultimately refused. Though, the question would be asked again later on, when their time was up.

Instead, they had asked their questions, keeping the answers private from the others, but had requested the information that Ezekiel had asked for previously. Although, the Spirit kept the secrets pertaining to the Void, in particular, a secret.

To say that the three were shocked at the true origins of the Broodlords, the name of their leader in particular, was an understatement. Although, each of them agreed that the act of removing the Broodlord’s name was warranted.

Each of the Hunters studied for the full length of time provided by the hourglass in each of their respective rooms. Small libraries filled with tablets that directly showed the memories and instances of the Ancients using their magic.

A rain of starlight, twinkling in the darkness of the night, turned into a barrage of corrosive rain. Bleached stone filled with divots was all that remained of a once towering mountain. The fine control of the light was so great that not even glassed remains were present.

An entire forest was covered in shadows, with no light piercing the canopy, an army of shapeless creations writhed in the darkness. All that entered disappeared from the world. They sank deeper and deeper into the abyss, only for an Ancient force to pull them up and out. Halfway across the world, with only seconds having passed.

Gravity was a strange concept to many on Eldramir. They knew that there was some ethereal force that existed, and constantly pulled things toward the ground. But not what it was, nor what its origins were. But as a massive orb of stone filled the sky, compressed to a density that wasn’t achievable without magic, the force of gravity was defied, and trees were ripped from the earth, while animals and loose stone found themselves flying upward, without magic.

The image of the moon being formed, and the tides taking action, were an amazing sight to see.

For hours and hours, the three Hunters found themselves lost in the memories, and poured over the knowledge they had gained with as much focus as possible.

Each of them found a new level of [Understanding] of their elements. So great was this improvement, that they each naturally entered a state of enlightenment. During which, they naturally gathered mana towards themselves.

This, when combined with the mana they had regenerated over the course of their time within their studies, granted each of them a breakthrough. Elevated by a single step, the three Hunters felt like they had truly found the ultimate source of magic.

Hence why it was so hard for them to give it up when their time ran out.

It was a jarring sensation when each of the three were pulled from their examinations of the tablets left behind by the Ancients. But no noticeable damage was done besides a bit of disorientation.

“You have spent one week within these halls. Your time is now up. So, choose. Will you remain; never to leave again, unless you pass the next trial, or die?” the guardian Spirit’s avatars separately loomed over the three Hunters. It was utterly uncaring about their complaints and desire to remain without consequence.

“The fact you have yet to realize the true purpose of this repository of knowledge just shows how wasted it is on all of you.” That silenced most of their complaints, but it was clear that they were still indignant toward the Spirit’s words. “Now, answer or be sent out immediately! Will you take the next trial?”

None of the three Hunters said yes. Not even the Radiant Hunter, who had done incredibly well against the first two trials, second only to Ezekiel, had any desire to continue.

“A shame. It seems like the only Myths to be made will come from the two youngest.”

Fear and outrage were the last thing the three Hunters displayed on their faces before enchanted stone wrapped around each of them. There was a rumbling sensation that filled the darkness within the rocks that surrounded them. Each one separated by several meters of thick earthen walls.

They struggled and fought against the pull and push of the ground around them, but nothing could be done. It was only after a couple of minutes that they three reappeared on the surface. Exactly where they had been before entering the Legacy.

“You have been rewarded for facing the first two trials. Leave this place, and never return.” The guardian Spirit’s voice filled the massive stone bowl, and the ten pillars that stuck out of the ground began to sink.

Each of the Hunters could only watch as the earth shook, and the dips and hills evened out. Now, all that remained was a flat surface, with the white stone ground that matched the snowy landscape.

A shift occurred in the air, and the wind barreled into the area. Without the pillars to hold the enchantment, the environmental effects that held back the storm that surrounded the Legacy’s entrance were gone. No traces indicating the presence of the Ancient Legacy’s entrance could be seen. Even the white stone was being covered in snow, to the point of no longer being recognizable as stone.

All that remained was ice and wind.

----------



Beneath the earth, thousands of kilometers of tunnel systems collapsed in sequence. Any remnants faded away and were worn down by the magic that had once been used to create them.

Unseen by all but the guardian Spirit that oversaw the Legacy of the Ancients, were the tunnels that stretched through tubes that connected the outer core to the crust through the mantle. A massive structure, formed within the outer core, drifted slowly through the molten liquid.

Huge Runes that flickered in and out of existence covered its surface. The mana flowing through them slowly faded away as the events above occurred.

“Hmm...”

Watching from within the enormous structure, the guardian Spirit closed all five of its eyes before letting out a deep breath. It stood inside a complex chamber with several strange devices that shifted and

“And the second connection is severed.” Holding up one of its hands, the Spirit examined several cracks that ran through its body. They were only there for a moment before sealing shut with an ample use of mana, but it was clear that the injuries were painful.

“Ten chances. Yet now, less than three remain.” Turning to face the center of the room, the Spirit looked at a model of the Ancient Legacy. A hollow sphere made of metal, with several layers, sat in the middle of a raised platform. It depicted the super continent and the Archipelago on the outermost layer.

Within the center of the sphere where the Legacy was placed were connections leading to the continent and Archipelago above. Held in place by ten massive tubes. Only three were lit, with a fourth having faded away just a few seconds ago.

Imperceptible to any that were below the Mythic Tier, there was a sharp drop in the amount of mana that flowed through the Runes and enchantments that held the Legacy together.

Prior to this, the Legacy would’ve lasted at least five hundred years, maybe longer, if the Spirit’s maintenance remained top notch. But now, it might survive for half that time, before the destructive forces bearing down on it caused it to collapse.

“It is a shame that all the others died. With only one receiving anything of note from these ruins.” Moving to the side, the Spirit stared at a wall. It lit up, revealing that it was a screen. Images of Riley and Ezekiel, who were absorbed in the knowledge of the Ancients alongside their Spirits.

The two Hunters sat back-to-back as they witnessed the memories infused in the tablets. Subconsciously standing guard over one another, even as they focused on other things.

“I wonder if you will discover my lie... Perhaps you will be the one that the Void has sought. Unlike the others, you have a Spirit to aid you, and hold onto your friends, rather than use them as a means to an end.” Cutting the mana to the screen, the Spirit was cast into darkness, before it began to move to a tunnel that formed in the wall. “Maybe you will even be able to save this place before it collapses.”

Walking down the tunnel it had made, the guardian ran its hands along the wall. Cracks and holes that had appeared as the tunnels above collapsed began to close. The Spirit’s figure taking on the damage itself, only to disappear in moments.

Though, with every step the Spirit took, it grew more and more weary. A sense of tiredness emanated from its slowly hunching figure.

The strong and powerful facade that it had displayed before was now gone. It was still a Mythical being, but rather than an awe-inspiring Spirit that could crush mountains beneath its feet, it more closely resembled an old man running his hands along his childhood home. Sad at the disrepair that the structure had fallen into.

Stopping for a moment, the Spirit took a deep breath once more before continuing forward. Repairing the Ancient Legacy with every step it took.

Thoughts of the Void Hunter that had come here, the first of his kind, ran through the Spirit’s mind. They reinforced its resolve, which had been worn down over many centuries.

Its duty had not yet ended. But its hope had been rekindled.

----------



As Ezekiel sat with his back to Riley, he found himself immersed in an endless expanse of darkness. There was nothing to be seen, nothing to be felt, beyond the cold lack of anything that would provide a sense of life and wonder like what was present in a living world.

Then, a flash of light, followed by a swift and seemingly everlasting swirl of energy filled his vision. A spiral composed of many different collared lights came into being. The speed at which it twirled in the emptiness of space was too great for Ezekiel’s eyes to follow.

But as time passed, the spiral slowed, and the energy condensed into different forms. Different elements appeared and coalesced into a variety of things. A star formed in the distance as the greatest amount of energy created the center of the newly formed heliosphere.

The remainder formed smaller bodies in the void. None of which could match the might of the star in the center. But what they lacked in scale, the exceeded in scope of complexity.

A countless number of different forces pushed and pulled and warped these different stellar bodies. Destroying them all, and reforging them anew, only for the process to be repeated.

Until finally, a single sphere floated in the nothingness, having reached a balance that allowed it to exist within the endlessness of space.

Jerking backward, Ezekiel found himself once more inside the room filled with tablets. The memories of the Ancient Void raised more questions than they answered.

“Just what are you...?” he muttered while examining the memory with a greater intensity than before. “How could you have witnessed something like that?”

Ezekiel knew, logically, that the formation of the world, of Eldramir, should have preceded the birth of the Ancient Spirits. Yet the Ancient Void had apparently witnessed its birth and formation.

Not only that, but the actual creation of the world was far different from what he could recall of his science lessons in his previous life. Unlike on Earth, Eldramir was apparently formed when an accumulation of mana reached a tipping point and exploded outward.

Not too different from the formation of stars from cosmic dust igniting, but still distinct, since mana didn’t have a physical form on its own.

‘Find anything new?’ Shine’s voice filled Ezekiel’s mind. ‘I felt a shift in my mana. Did you achieve a new [Understanding]? We’re kinda falling behind.’

Ezekiel sighed. He hated to admit it, but Shine was right. Riley had entered a state of enlightenment three times now, and he hadn’t entered such a state even once.

His own [Understanding], up until this point, was fairly simple, but it was clear that the Ancient Void had comprehended so many different things, on a far grander scale at that, that Ezekiel’s own experiences weren’t enough to figure everything out on his own.

‘Not just yet. It’s taking time. I have heard of these things before, but to actually comprehend and incorporate these concepts into our magic will take time.’ Holding out a hand, he telekinetically sent the tablet in his hands back to a shelf. A second later another tablet flew toward his hand.

Behind him, Riley shifted, coming out from her own study of the Ancient Flame’s memory. She took a deep breath, leaning against Ezekiel as she stretched from her hunched over position.

“Good show?” Ezekiel said with a smirk. He turned around to look at her directly.

“Yep! I never thought that such wonderful sights would be something I could see,” her voice was filled with joy and wonder. “What about you?”

Ezekiel’s smile grew softer, and he thought about the different things he’d witnessed during his time in this study. Riley easily noticed the change in demeanor, and her smile faded away.

“It’s taking some time, but I should be able to figure things out soon.” Ezekiel wasn’t even lying. His comprehension was reaching a boiling point, but it was just outside his grasp. “For now, let’s take a break. I don’t know about you, but I could use a bit of sustenance.”

Riley smiled, and off to the side a table with basic meals was set for the two Hunters. It had been there for a while, but the two had been so absorbed in their studies that they hadn’t yet eaten.

As the pair went to the table, Ezekiel’s thoughts went back to the memories he had just witnessed. He knew there was a mystery to be solved. A mystery that would undoubtedly help his progress. Yet, it wasn’t one that he felt he was any closer to figuring out.
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                The shift was sudden. All over the world, Spirits and Mages alike felt something change. An increase in the available mana. One that was utterly negligible when compared to the amount that was already present in the world. Like a stone tossed into a lake, only for the ripples to swiftly disappear. No changes to be made or seen.

For the most part, no one realized the truth of what happened. They felt a chill run down their spine. Perhaps some felt like they had stepped out of the shade on a hot summer day, only for a cloud to immediately cast them in shadow once more. Others may have heard a slight ringing in their ear, indistinguishable from tinnitus. The only thing these events had in common among all who felt them, was that they occurred in every being that utilized mana, all over the world, all at once.

Even the Cruor, whose Ichor was born from the corruption of the mana that existed in nature. With the eldest of them, the Broodlords, actually having an idea of what it was.

Once more the nine Broodlords had assembled. Roughly a day after the initial change was felt. This time, each one was stone faced and expressionless. Sat atop their twisted thrones, they faced each other as equals. Even the Winged Lord was seated properly. Though his haggard appearance denoted the hard word he had been doing this past year. As well as the sheer toll it extracted from him.

“Are we completely certain about this?” The voice of the Fanged Lord rattled the air as his anger flooded through him. “Because this means that something very bad is going to happen. For all of us.”

The Rot Lord swallowed nervously. No longer was she in her true form, towing tens of meters high, as she was when she strode toward Wolken and the other Mythic he had been fighting. Instead, she was in her neutral form, standing just at the average height for a woman.

Clad in a dress made from mold and fungi that was both elegant and eerie at the same time. She fidgeted in her thrones like a child who knew they were about to be reprimanded.

“I cannot say I confirmed it with my own eyes, but it was obvious that the two Exalts were fighting over something. But, given that I clearly sensed the ripple caused by Void mana, I can guarantee that I at least sensed the presence of a Legendary Void user.” Her words were carefully structured to ensure that there was no misunderstanding. Yet also subdued, as she knew that the news that she provided wasn’t good.

The moment the Rotting Matriarch finished speaking, each of the assembled Broodlords flinched as their master’s anger was made known. A searing pain filled them as their Ichor began to burn. It was only for a brief second, but it was enough to make them gasp for breath when it was over.

A dim glow filled them, as their bodies were filled with power. The energies of the Broods, which had flooded this area entirely, filled them, and their pains were soothed momentarily.

“It appears our masters are forgiving of this transgression. Though it still means that there is a problem.” The Wyrm Lord and Lady of Swarms nodded in agreement. Even the Chaos Lord, formless as they were, seemed to droop before firming up and shaking.

The words they meant to convey were silent to all but their fellow Broodlords. Who flinched back from the intensity. Though most of them were confused.

“Pardon me, seniors, but why must we accelerate our plans?” The four oldest Lords turned to glare at the Bone Lord, who recoiled back in fear. “I am not disputing, or even arguing against it. But I can’t help but think that knowing why we need to might give us a greater sense of urgency. Even if you demand that we not spread the word to our armies.”

Silent nod of agreement came from all the younger Broodlords. Even the Winged Lord who was in no condition to speak up. There was silence for a while, as the Fanged, Wyrm, and Swarm lords turned to the Chaos Lord for approval.

Their oozing form shifted between general shapes and deadly weapons, before embodying the form of countless beasts in quick succession. Finally, after several seconds of internal debate, they answered.

It was a wordless response, wherein the Chaos Lord sent them all a series of images and feelings. Images of the Ancient Legacy, and the sensation of the shift in mana that was felt after the originals had all been kicked out.

The same shift that they had felt not long ago.

“So... you’re saying that Legacy has been found once more...” The Bone Lord’s body shook with fear and anger. The thought of a Legacy left behind by all the Ancients combined. Not the individual ones left separately for specific regions or tribes, made his hatred for the Ancients grow stronger. “Do we know if the Herald is now an Exalt?”

The Chaos Lord’s silence was all that needed to be heard. It would be impossible to know before Ezekiel appeared in the world once more. Given the secrecy of the Ancient Legacy, it would be impossible for them to track down the answers themselves. Though, the fact that their masters weren’t yet aware, even after the shift had occurred, was worrisome on its own.

“Why now? Of all times, why now, when we are just about to begin our war for freedom once again!?” This time it was the Scarlet Lady, Broodlord of the Blood Cruor that spoke. “What happened to taking out that damned brat before he could become a threat? What Brood was in charge of killing him?”

The newer Broodlords looked around in confusion, not certain as to the specifics of who was sent to kill him. But three of the eldest turned to face the Chaos Lord. Knowing looks on their faces.

The formless ooze once more shifted countless times, before settling down. One by one the other three originals sighed and reclined into their seats as their juniors looked on.

“Actions were taken. His death was guaranteed, if not for the interference of a newborn Mythical Spirit,” the Fanged Lord spat out the words with an angry snarl. “We will need to begin our opening assault as soon as possible. Chistopher!”

The Deep Broodlord turned at attention. Raspy wet sounds emanated from his gills as he breathed. A pool of water at his feet seemed to grant him some comfort as he shifted in his throne.

“Are you ready to begin a proper push into the Archipelago?” the toothy grin the Fanged Lord displayed was enough to make most people cry out in fear. Especially since it was matched in the multiple mouths that covered his body.

“We are. Though, I must reiterate that an attack on Morncrest would not be feasible at this time. Not without support from at least one other Brood.” The Deep Lord grimaced at the thought of taking on the Forest Spirit that called that island home. “It is simply too bad of a match for me to fight it on my own. Especially with the various Legendary Spirits that also call that place home. Perhaps, after consuming the mana within at least two, preferably three, inhabited islands, my Broods’ number will have been bolstered enough to at least reestablish a base.”

The reminder of the loss of their Morncrest forces was met with a look of distaste on all the Broodlords’ faces. Even the Winged Lord, who wasn’t even to blame for that mess. The events occurring in the Archipelago all those years ago were before he had finished his conversion, after all.

“That is fine. Begin with the fringe islands. Take down as many of the outliers as possible. We shall leave Morncrest island for now, though we can give them a present in the meantime. Better to break up their trade routes and separate them for when our carriers depart and bring our armies to their shores. Serin.”

This time, it was the Rotting Matriarch that responded to the Fanged Lord’s call.

“Are the gifts you promised ready for deployment?”

The Broodlord of the Rot smiled with wicked joy, clapping her hands together like a child about to open a present. All previous sense of childhood fear was replaced by childhood glee.

“Indeed, senior. My presents are prepared, and merely need to be planted and fed a little bit of mana to begin spreading properly.”

A shiver went through the other non-original Broodlords. The thought of the Rot’s spread was terrifying, even for them, who were her allies. Simply because it was uncontrollable once it had begun. Though it was clear that Serin didn’t truly care.

“Good. A single carrier will be sent to Morncrest, filled with your gift, so as to make landfall on the island, opposite the Forest Spirit’s main body. That will hopefully soften it up for later.” Serin giggled at the thought. “Additionally, besides the presents for the Archipelago, you have free reign to attack Lolend.”

Eyes widened at the mention of the city under Wolken’s control. Attacking the home of an Exalt wasn’t usually done. The chances of losing one of their numbers were often too high for the risk to be worth it. Especially since they knew that another Exalt was likely in the nearby regions.

Even Serin, who was gleeful moments before, looked apprehensive at the thought.

“Are you certain that is a good idea?” she spoke quietly. “I am all for fighting that old windbag. But if that damned flower girl interferes, I won’t stand a chance.”

The Fanged Lord just smiled.

“Not to worry. I will personally be taking part when you begin.” eyes widened all around, as it had been centuries since any of the remaining originals had stopped into battle. Usually they just took defensive actions, to ensure that the humans didn’t encroach too far into the Desolate Lands.

For the second oldest of the originals to take part in this attack, it was almost a guarantee that the city would fall. Such a thing was something that none of the Exalts would expect to occur. Especially if they were in conflict like it was currently assumed.

A smile spread across the Rotting Matriarch’s face at the thought.

“In that case, I will thank you in advance for the gift of an expanded territory.”

The Fanged Lord smirked in amusement. Then the Wyrm Lord spoke.

“What of the other borders?”

His peers all turned to face him.

“I know we were always going to focus on the Archipelago, and at least one of the bordering regions ruled by the humans, but what of the others? What should we do while the rest of the world is distracted?” The Wyrm Lord’s words drew thoughtful looks from the others. “Personally, along with your attack on Lolend, I would like to begin hunting for that damned Void Hunter.”

The reminder of the reason they were moving up their attack caused old concerns to rise within the Broodlords once again. Unfortunately, from the memories granted by the Chaos Lord, it was obvious to all of them that it would be impossible to find out where the entrance to the Legacy was.

A sudden shift from the Chaos Lord drew their attention.

“... That is a good point. Why should we track him down, when we can have him come to us.” The Broodlords all smiled at once in response to the Wyrm Lord’s words. “But this will take some careful planning, and subterfuge... Kereena, can you get agents into the westernmost shores without being caught?”

The Scarlet Lady nodded her head in thought.

“It will be difficult, but it should be possible. Though, it won’t be pleasant for those involved. I assume you want to go there since it is known that the Herald’s father is on those shores?”

The Chaos Lord’s body rippled in confirmation. Kereena bowed her head.

“I cannot go myself, but my daughters can make their way over. I assume that our masters have a plan in place?”

Once more the Chaos Lord’s body rippled. The Scarlet Lady leaned back on her throne. Similarly, the Wyrm Lord was also pleased with this development.

“Then the issue with the Herald of the Void will be dealt with. Now, let us continue with planning the attacks that will take place after the situations in the Archipelago and Lolend are underway.”

Taking turns to go over their respective Broods’ development, plans were put into place for who and what would be struck first.

All while one of their number couldn’t help but shift his ruffled feathers. Dearly wishing that he could be there when the Herald was finally struck down.

----------



To the northeast of the Desolate Lands, well beyond the territory in which the Broodlords were gathered, a meeting was taking place within the Cathedral of Lolend. A meeting that Wolken deeply desired to be well away from. One involving multiple Grand Scholars, including the ones from the Cathedral built around the only Temple of the Void currently controlled by human hands.

“So, you mean to tell me that the sudden shift in all the mana in the world is likely due to something happening in that Ancient Legacy you sent a team of Hunters to.” The dull and emotionless voice of the old woman currently looking down on Wolken from a raised platform was distinctly different from her relatively kind and heartwarming voice. So, Wolken knew that he was in for a world of trouble.

“More or less, Lady Wilma. Though, I don’t think it’s that big a deal right now. It just means that they succeeded in whatever trials that the guardian had in store for them.” Wolken tried to play off his nervousness with disinterest. But given who he was speaking with, he knew that it wasn’t working.

“Or, if our records are to be believed, it is just as likely that they are all dead, and the entrance to the Legacy has been destroyed!” This time there was anger in Wilma’s voice, and the Grand Scholars that were assembled in the room shuffled uneasily.

For his part, Wolken looked shocked at the possibility of the entrance disappearing. This was new information that he hadn’t been aware of.

“Wait! You knew about the entrance to the Ancient Legacy?”

The woman standing in the middle of the room pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration.

“Not the specific whereabouts. But there are records of the Ancient’s Legacy in records passed down from the Temple of the Void. From before the Age of Despair.” She turned, moving toward a chair that had been set out for her that stood between the other seated Grand Scholars. “In every instance that an entrance was found, the guardian explained the conditions for entry. Including the necessity for a Void Mage to be present. Though, each entrance had a different number of requirements. Yet, after each entrance was used, it would be sealed, and then after some time had passed, it would disappear. With the Mages that entered still inside. This has happened six times to our knowledge. Though the last was done by a hidden group that is unknown to us. Each time was accompanied by a sudden shift in mana felt all over the world.”

Usually, Wolken wasn’t interested in history, beyond the lessons needed to fight the Cruor, but this involved his most trusted Hunters. For all he knew, he had sent them to their deaths.

“None returned... Absolutely none!?” On his shoulders, Wolken’s Spirit hissed calming words into his mind, but the Exalt was growing into a frenzy. “How dare that bastard monkey lie to me! I was promised that the Legends that entered would undergo fair trials, and that so long as the necessary Hunters were gathered in the future, that entry was guaranteed!”

“But not on a regular basis.” Wilma’s voice cut through the wind and pressure that Wolken was now exuding. “Technically speaking, it kept its word. From the perspective and time of your original meeting, all the components for entry were met and entry was granted.”

With her words, the wind was taken from Wolken’s sails, and only frustration at himself remained. Though, he did feel a bit of resentment toward the Spirit that had lied with the truth.

“What were the coordinates of the entrance? They are useless now, but we can at least check to see if there are survivors this time around.”

Wolken provided a copy of the map that he had given Ezekiel. It would take him roughly a full day traveling at his top speed to get there. For Legendaries, it would take a week or more, even if they had Spirits that could help them move faster than most.

“The one good thing that has come from this, is the fact that the Cult of Light will gain nothing from this information.” Nods of agreement spread through the room. Even Wolken felt that there was at least something good that came from this. “Now, can we get a report on how the Void Hunters are doing?”

A frown formed on Wolken’s face. One that was matched by a few of the other Grand Scholars.

“Currently, their development is going well. Given that it has been over a month since Ezekiel left on his expedition in the north, they have made a staggering amount of progress in developing their spells. Each one having at least a basic level of capability in the different spells that Ezekiel provided them for use.” This came as a surprise, as most of the assembled Grand Scholars had thought that Wolken’s frown was from disappointing results. Not the stellar ones he was currently speaking of.

“The only problem they are facing is that their Spirits, due to their incredibly young souls, aren’t quite up to par with other Spirits that form bonds with a Mage. Hence, their growth is not quite as explosive as most new Hunters. What’s worse, is that they are insistent that they be put through the paces, and constantly try to risk their lives to grow their souls to get stronger. Which isn’t helping in their survivability.”

This garnered some discussion from the Grand Scholars, and the room was filled with noise as the assembled Legendaries Mages talked amongst themselves. All while Wolken calmly waited for them to finish.

“What of the others?” one of the Grand Scholars called out. “Since the knowledge of the Void Blades was made available, you’ve started to recruit more Void Mages, haven’t you?”

Wolken nodded his head. “Indeed. Though, it has been difficult to get results matching those provided by Ezekiel himself. It seems that knowledge of the possibility of forming a Void Spirit does indeed increase the difficulty. The only successes we’ve had are two individuals who took the words that Ezekiel imparted onto his students to heart.”

“What words were those?” another Grand Scholar asked.

A smile spread across the Mythical Hunters face.

“That the blade in your hands is the body of your closest ally and friend. That you must rely on it like you do your own two hands and feet. That it is one with you, just like your mana. That you must be willing to put your goals, your dreams, and your life, in its hands.”

The Grand Scholars, all of whom were once Legendary Hunters, smiled in reminiscence of the times they fought alongside their own Spirits. Melancholic as the loss of said Spirits was still felt by all of them. But such thoughts did not linger for long.

“It is good to hear that progress is being made, at least,” Wilma said. “Now, what about the Cult of Light? Have they made any more pushes into the city? I noticed that much of the damage had been repaired, so I’m assuming they let up, for the most part.”

“Correct. We haven’t been attacked for over a week now, and only suffered two. The first one, which occurred a few days after the expedition north left. Then two weeks after that, and no additional word has been heard from them since. Most likely because we finally managed to purge several thousand of their members from Lolend and the surrounding towns and cities.” The sheer number mentioned made some of the Grand Scholars reel back in shock. “I was just as surprised as you to find out just how many of them were actually here. I had thought that, given the difficulties they supposedly had in making any progress in Quintessa, that the number would be significantly lower. I can’t even imagine how bad it is in the Empire, or the Alliance.”

The thought of it made everyone in the room grimace. Given the Cult had already taken over one major independent region of the world, it wasn’t hard to believe that such numbers existed.

“... For now, we will focus on sending out a search party to attempt to find traces of the expedition north. Other than that, we spread our search for hidden Cultists to the whole of Quintessa.” Sounds of agreement filled the room. “Wolken, you will remain in the city, just in case the Cult makes another attempt to break it. Though, I’m almost certain that, by this point, they are aware of the fact that Mister Luminance isn’t here.”

Frowning at the thought of staying behind, Wolken voiced his opinion on the matter.

“Wouldn’t it be best if I went north personally? Couldn’t you just call Strom up from the south to cover for me? I could be north and back in three days, with confirmation of any signs of the expedition accurately determined and reported.”

“I am aware,” Wilma replied. “But, ultimately, ensuring that one of the central defensive cities protecting Quintessa from the Rot is more important than searching for potential survivors. Unless there’s something else that we need to be aware of--... you flinched!”

The leader of the Grand Scholars cut herself off and stared at Wolken accusingly. A few seats down from her, the Grand Scholars native to Lolend shifted uneasily in their chairs.

“What are you keeping from me? Spit it out!”

Wolken shifted uneasily. But he remained silent, even in the face of the Grand Scholar’s wrath.

“Wolken... Little brother...” Wilma’s voice took on a harsh and raspy tone. One that Wolken nearly recoiled from. “Tell me what you’re keeping secret, or I will get it from your friends.”

She pointed to the Lolend Grand Scholars, who each looked scared, knowing what Lady Wilma could do to them.

“... It turns out that one of the Hunters I sent north had a sister... One who was a part of the Cult of Light.” Wolken forced the words out of his mouth. He knew that hiding this any longer wouldn’t work.

For her part, Wilma just slumped into her chair. Exhaustion and exasperation emanated from her form in waves. While the other Grand Scholars looked on, appalled at the information they were just now receiving.

“You’re still staying,” Wilma declared. “Instead, a team composed entirely of Tempest and Lightning Hunters with flying Spirits will be sent north. With mana crystals to expedite their arrival. This is an order! Not a suggestion, an order! From the Church of Ten’s Void Cathedral!”

Her final words kept the other Grand Scholars silent. Not all nodded in approval, but none were willing to dispute the word of the Grand Scholar that had gained the approval and appointment of authority from the Void Remnant of Quintessa.

“As you command, Lady Wilma.” Wolken bowed before he was dismissed.

Leaving the room, he prayed to the Ancients that Ezekiel and the other Hunters sent north were alright. If not, then he was likely in a world of hurt when the Hunters his sister was sending north returned.

On his shoulder, his Spirit tried to comfort him, but it was a wasted effort. The Exalt knew that, until word confirmation regarding their survival was made, nothing would improve his mood.
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                Fires burned brightly in the night as a number of Hunters fled from the scene of a small village brought low by a clumsy Flame Spell. The group was not the cause of the fire, but they would ultimately take the blame as their enemies fled in response to the devastation they had wrought.

Clad in black uniforms, fully covered from head to toe, the Hunters fled into the forest. An area still untouched by most of humanity. Though still under its command.

Animals fled as the Hunters’ bonded Spirits carried most of them through the trees without issue. Per their standard procedures, none were left behind to be identified.

“This was an utter catastrophe.” The leader of this group, a peak Tier three Hunter, with a red chinchilla on his shoulder, muttered under his breath as he rode atop a large brown boar. “In the future, we’ll need to ensure that no battles take place within the confines of a civilized area.”

Seated in front of their leader, Shari nodded in agreement, but kept silent, as she knew that her leader didn’t want to converse. He just wanted to vent, and she was simply available since they were riding her Spirit, Bonnie, to safety.

“Will we be able to reach the rendezvous in time?”

Shari nodded, but urged Bonnie to move faster, just in case. The other Spirits, seeing this occur, increased their speed as well.

Their departure had been delayed when they had attempted to stop most of the fires from spreading. It had turned into a wasted effort when members of the Cult of Light, as well as the local village overseer who joined them, had encouraged the spread so that they could more easily get away.

Currently, this group of rebels was running toward one of the larger rivers running through the Empire. A wide meandering waterway that had split through much of the southwest area of the region. Originated from the western-most side of the Fjorya, and just barely went into the Morathi Alliance before flowing into the sea.

For the most part, this area hadn’t been directly settled by the Empire. The number of Spirits in the region was almost as much as that of the wilderness outside the Empire. Most of the differences came from the fact that humans could come and go so long as a tribute was prepared for the Spirits that lorded over the smaller territories in the area.

However, any attempts to settle within a certain proximity of the river and surrounding forest were met with an exceptionally large resistance from the few Legendary Spirits that ruled here. Alongside their hordes of lower Tier Spirit followers.

A soft hoot flowed through the area. One of the Spirit Rulers called for its tribute.

As one, each of the Hunters pulled a mana crystal from their Void Pouches. Granted to them by their primary benefactor, they dropped the stones on the ground as they continued to run.

Silent and swift, a formless gray figure cut through the area. Picking up the stones the moment they fell. Only a brief puff of wind occurred as evidence of the Legendary Spirit’s movement.

From there it only took a few minutes before the group reached the river. Upon seeing the smaller group ahead of them on the riverbank, each one a Glacial Hunters, the fleeing Hunters relaxed, just a bit, in relief. They were now home free.

The Glacial Hunters next to the river moved in tandem to freeze the river, creating a bridge that would allow their Spirits to carry everyone across the hundred-meter-wide river.

They were halfway across before a light fell from the sky.

“Dammit! How did they catch up so fast? And why aren’t the Rulers pushing back!?” the leader of the rebels cried out in shock as the ice beneath their feet shook.

The light that had struck the bridge had hit the base where it was connected to the land behind them. Heat and force made the anchor point break, and the bridge was now drifting down the river with over three dozen Hunters stuck on top of it.

For a moment, a few moved to either fly away, or enter the water, but the second they stepped toward the edge, a rapid fire of light beam forced them back. Trying to run would be suicide.

Worse yet, more light was raining down, boxing the group closer and closer as the Legendary figure flying above them chipped away at the edges. Shrinking the platform more and more.

“They’re playing with us... They must’ve paid an even bigger tribute to one of the Spirit Rulers to the north. I guess the Cultists in that village had a Com-Slate that we didn’t manage to destroy.” Shari’s words were met with an angry growl from her leader.

His angry red eyes glowed in the darkness of the night, reflecting the Radiant beams that rained down beside them. Flashes of light continued to chip away at their platform.

“Bastards! What’s the point in this when they could just strike us down in one hit?”

The rebels knew that it was a Legendary Hunter that was attacking them. Though they couldn’t distinguish their figure from the contrast of light in the dark night sky. Their Radiant magic was obscuring their appearance.

It wasn’t until a few minutes later, when the platform was nearly gone, and the Glacial Hunters and their Spirits were working to their limits to keep everyone from falling into the river, that they understood what the Cultist’s plan was.

The magic they used had also begun to grab the attention of the Spirits in the water. Numerous Tier three and below Spirits circled the floating iceberg. Rapidly frothing water indicated a shift in territory. A different Spirit Ruler was closing in on them.

“Death by proxy. I’ll bet the Cult promised our lives as tribute if they could get free passage.” Shari was surprisingly calm, given the current circumstances surrounding herself and her allies.

“I don’t suppose you know how we might get out of here? Given how you’re behaving, I assume you have a trick up your sleeve,” the leader of the rebels tried to sound calm, but there was an obvious tension in his voice.

“Do you remember what my fiancé and his brother’s element is?” Shari asked as she narrowed her gaze at the water. Off in the distance, a number of large bubbles popped in succession. Barely noticeable in the darkness of the night, but they brought a smile to her face.

“This won’t be pleasant, but you need to let the glacier break.”

The assembled Hunters stared at Shari in shock. Then the first blow struck their icy platform.

A crack formed in the middle as the Glacial Hunters tried to hold their lifeline together. But Shari wasn’t worried, even as another blow struck the ice. This one knocked most of the group on their backs.

Above them, a bird cry sounded, and a flash of light flew into the distance. The Legendary Hunter that was toying with them had fled. Aware that it was no longer welcome in this territory.

A third attack finally shattered the ice they were standing on. The rebels all fell into the frigid water, with only the Glacial Hunters able to freely breathe as they formed bubbles around their head.

Countless aquatic figures swarmed around them, but a deep and rumbling roar sent them swimming away in a panicked flurry. A massive maw ascended from the depths, moving in a circle and devouring the rebels as they flailed about in the water.

Attempts were made to defend themselves, but nothing worked as they were consumed by a beast they couldn’t even see.

----------



Far to the east of the burning village where the rebels had suffered losses and were forced to flee, massive fish covered in seaweed flopped onto the banks of the river. In the distance, past a dense stretch of forest, smokestacks rose into the air, indicating a town close by.

Next to the fish Spirit itself, was a building with a water wheel attached. Along with several pillars covered in Runes, gently glowing in the dim morning light.

‘Plop!’

A sudden gush of water flooded the bank as a large group of Hunters and Spirits were expelled from the Spirit’s mouth. Soaking wet and utterly disheveled, they looked around in confusion, not understanding what had happened to them.

“Thank you, Akland, for your support.” Shari wheezed out her appreciation as she struggled to stand up. Beside her was Noren Morse, her fiancé, who was helping her to her feet.

“Indeed. Your aid is greatly appreciated, though costly in its own right.” Noren glanced at his now empty Void Pouch, which had been filled with the mana crystals needed to ensure that they made their getaway safely.

Akland, who was still laying on the edge of the river, nodded once before flopping into the air. He shrank down to a much more manageable size, and rapidly disappeared upstream, returning to the Fjorya for the time being.

Meanwhile, the assembled rebels finally regained their bearings, and had turned to Shari and Noren. Their faces filled with confusion and shock.

“How? I thought we were getting no support from the Legends on our side for this.” Their leader questioned as he stood in front of Shari. “I was specifically informed that there would be no support, since there was a need to keep up appearances for most of our higher Tiers. That’s why this group was composed of those that have already been declared missing or dead.”

Shari looked down at her feet, somewhat guilty, but ultimately unrepentant at her deception.

“You weren’t deceived, if that’s what you’re worried about,” her words somewhat calmed the others down. “I had simply informed my fiancé of what was going on, and he used his brother’s contacts to reach out to some allies that are, unfortunately, forced to keep out of the conflict at this time.”

She pointedly looked to the southeast, where a large mountain range was stretching into the horizon. The snowy peaks were visible, even as far away as they were. Beside her, Noren couldn’t help but chuckle and scratch his head in embarrassment. Happy that his paranoia and worry had panned out, but also aware of what it looked like to others.

The leader, knowing the circumstances behind Noren and Shari’s positions with the rebels, immediately understood what she was alluding to. Though he had to restrain his disbelief, as he also knew the circumstances that the Fjorya was dealing with.

“That must’ve cost a lot...” he trailed off, trying to calculate the over price they had paid.

“It was worth it, though, and if things hadn’t gone wrong, then it wouldn’t have cost us anything.” Shari’s words made the others slump in defeat. All of them were reminded of how badly the mission had gone.

Before anything else could be said, a rustling from the trees near the edge of the land surrounding the water wheelhouse drew the group’s attention. They all fell into defensive positions, ready to fight if needed.

Upon seeing who was coming into the clearing, they allowed themselves to relax, as it was their primary backer.

“Exalt Narok!” the assembled rebels spoke in unison and bowed to the Mythical Hunter that was leading them. The Tier five Snake Spirit around his neck glanced in their direction and nodded in approval.

“It’s good you survived. What’s this I hear about problems with the mission?”

Shari, Noren, and the mission leader quickly explained what had happened. Hearing what Noren had done, the Exalt couldn’t help but frown.

“While I am grateful that your actions ensured the survival of this team, you need to know that the private use of such funds shows a level of favoritism that could potentially seed conflict among those that are allied with us. Especially those that are against the hoarding of wealth amongst nobles.”

Noren hung his head low at the gentle reprimand and reminder. While there were some nobles that had allied with the rebels and their fight against the Cult of Light and the nobles allied with them, most of their forces were Hunters from Guilds and those that didn’t have access to the same wealth as he had.

There had been more than a few voices that had demanded the allied nobles hand over all of their wealth for the rebel’s use. Completely disregarding the fact that most of that wealth was necessary to keep their cover among the higher circles in the Empire’s political society.

“I will keep that in mind. Thank you for the reminder.”

The Exalt’s nodded in approval.

“Do so. Now, the rest of you, return to the town. I’m sure you know where to go before spreading out back to your homes. Cautiously, of course.” The group made noises of approval and began setting off. “Not you three.”

Shari, Noren, and the group leader were held back. Much to their confusion.

“You’re not in trouble, but things have happened that you need to be aware of. Things regarding the rebel’s situation, and your two families.” Exalt Narok gazed at Shari and Noren as he spoke.

The four Hunters stood around in silence as the others left. Though, there were a number of them that looked back in confusion and concern.

Seeing that everybody that didn’t need to be there was gone, Narok stomped on the ground and a silencing enchantment was engraved into the earth and empowered at the same time.

“Now that we won’t be overheard, I have some bad news regarding the capital.” Seeing that he had the three Hunter’s attention, Narok nodded in approval. “The Cult of Light has managed to successfully implement several reforms with the Emperor. Basically, this means that I, and the other Exalts, will be returning to the capital full time for the foreseeable future. To ensure the safety of the Imperial subjects, aka the royal court’s noble families.”

Shari and Noren grimaced at the news, while the group leader let out a curse and spat on the ground at the mention of the royal court. But the Exalt wasn’t done just yet.

“Shari, Noren, your families have been officially declared as criminals and fabricated evidence implicating a connection to the rebel groups was planted and used against you in court.”

“Eh?”

“What!?”

Noren and Shari’s outbursts were to be expected, and even the group leader looked at them in shock and pity.

“Fortunately, Noren’s family managed to get out of the capital in time, thanks to the contingencies they put in place, and since your sister is a member of the Church of Ten, the Emperor has no means of getting to her. So, she’s saved and sound in Tollren. Though I think she’s put in a transfer request.”

Noren couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief, and nearly slumped to the ground at the news. But focused when he realized that the Exalt hadn’t mentioned anything about Shari’s family.

“Shari... your family escaped as well, but there was a cost. They weren’t able to get out of the Empire. Since the Emperor has officially declared that the borders are to be closed. Worse yet, they were only able to escape due to the intervention of several other allied families. Needless to say, much of our support has been lost, and Harkem has been turned into a refugee city. The Emperor has tried to declare the whole region to be under the control of the rebels and have us take action against them. But Exalts do not move at the whimsy of those beneath them. Especially against the Church of Ten.”

A weight settled on the shoulders of the lower Tiered Hunters, and they couldn’t help but swallow nervously as the anger and hatred in the Exalt’s voice was easily discernible.

It was obvious that the Emperor’s orders were explicitly against the code that the Exalts were bound to follow, as the Emperor should have been able to order them to take some sort of action. Yet, neither Shari nor Noren were willing to question it, as it meant that their families were safe. For now.

“Given this change of events, you two will be headed to Harkem, where your families and the other allies will work to try and get out to the northeast. Moving around the Desolate Lands, with the help of some anti-imperial forces that share similar sentiments to us. Even if we are not officially allied.”

For a moment, Shari and Noren didn’t seem to comprehend the orders they were being given.

“Milord, you can’t be serious!”

“That’s ridiculous! We can’t just abandon the fight!”

The two were prepared to argue as to why they should be allowed to stay. But the Exalt was having none of it.

“Enough!” The earth shook from the might of Narok’s voice. “Deliberately demanding the deaths of our allies is not what we are trying to encourage. Make no mistake either, keeping you and the other nobles allied to our cause within the boundaries of the Empire is a death sentence.”

Shari and Noren took a moment to regain their bearings, and once they did Narok continued.

“The Emperor can’t force me and the other Exalts to kill civilians or mobilize us against imperial cities and other official towns and villages. But the Cult has no such restrictions. Nor do the ‘mercenaries’ that the Emperor has hired.”

Awareness dawned on the three Hunters at the Exalt’s explanation. Usually, Guilds were not to be brought into political conflicts. But given the fact that the Empire had so many Guilds founded by nobles, it was obvious that many of the Guilds would change to being Mercenary Companies to get around the restrictions of the Guild.

If an official Guild broke the oaths that were required for their creation, the Prime Guild and Church of Ten would have permission to take action against them. This was something that the Empire’s past Emperor’s had agreed to when the Guilds and Church had used their own resources to set up the original borders of the Desolate Lands, and provided the lessons needed to ensure that more powerful Mages became citizens.

“But... What can we do to help when we’re not even here?” Shari sounded heartbroken as she spoke, and Noren pulled her into a hug to give her what comfort he could.

“Train, rise to higher Tiers, and return with additional forces. Once the Empire falls to the Cult of Light, which it seems is inevitable, Quintessa and the other factions of the world will be able to move. The Cult is not officially recognized outside of Tarquessa, after all.” Narok gave a predatory smile as he said this. “At the same time, you’ll be able to get assistance from your friend, the Void Hunter. I hear he’s making waves on that side of the world. Even figured out how to make more Void Spirits.”

The Exalt’s final words drew vicious smiles from Shari and Noren as well. Though, the group leader from before just looked confused.

“That sounds more like a plan I can support. When do we leave?” Noren asked.

“Now. Transport has been arranged to get you through the areas with Spirits overseeing them. You’ll need to avoid the normal towns and other places with imperial overseers. They’ve all been replaced with Inquisitors by the order of the Emperor.”

Noren and Shari nodded in understanding.

“Good. Here.” Exalt Narok handed the two a set of folders pertaining to their travel instructions. He also handed a set of instructions to the group leader, who thanked him before setting off.

“Once again, I am sorry for this.” Narok then donned his Spirit Armor, before disappearing into the sky. His flight speed was too fast for Shari or Noren to follow.

Exchanging glances with one another, the two remaining Hunters set out as well.

----------



A week later, walking through the corridors of the Imperial Palace, two Hunters, of the Tempest and Cavern elements, garbed in the colors of the imperial court quietly discussed the ongoing issues they were forced to deal with. In particular, the ones that were ongoing in the east.

“Do we have anything left in Quintessa?” Erkan asked his companion as he double checked the privacy Artifact he had on his wrist. “Given the apparent purge of our people I would assume no, but a man can dream.”

Next to him, the gray-haired man snorted.

“Indeed, a man can dream. He may even find his dreams coming true.”

Erkan turned to Typhos with a hopeful gleam in his eyes. Even if it was only one or two members, anything was better than nothing at this point.

“Several safehouses in the wilderness bordering Quintessa, as well as the forests and uncivilized areas within their borders survived. It will take some time to get agents back into the cities, and Lana’s position was lost, in full. But she hasn’t been driven out.”

A sigh of relief came from Erkan, along with a sudden slouch as the man lost most of the tension he’d been suffering for the past few weeks. Ever since Endaria had failed to take out the Anathema, he’d been dealing with the fall out of the political consequences of Quintessa suffering attacks from fellow followers. Needless to say, relations between the Willowbrush Empire and Quintessa had soured.

“Those damned false prophets continue to encourage their heretical beliefs. Worse yet, they refuse to accept the grace of nobility into their government. How can they allow commoners, of all things, to take positions of oversight?”

Typhos sighed as Erkan began yet another rant about the benefits of nobility and the power of bloodlines as proof of political might and rights. The Gray Light of Radiance didn’t really care, but also knew better than to bring the topic up with him, else he would be shouted at once more.

“Regardless!” Typhos cut Erkan’s rant short. “There is additional news, beyond that of Endaria’s temper tantrum.”

The Orange Light of Radiance fell quiet.

“It seems like the Anathema has most likely perished.” Typhos smiled serenely as Erkan broke out into a manic grin. “We just received word, only three of the Hunters returned from the Ancient Legacy that was revealed. Though, our agent that was involved didn’t manage to see it with his own eyes. He was able to confirm that the Anathema refused to leave the Legacy when given the chance. So, it is going to face yet another challenge. One that they will not be escaping from.”

“Are we certain of this? If there isn’t a body, then how can we confirm it?” Erkan felt guilty for questioning their agents but knew full well that things were never that easy when it came to the Anathema. “Which agent confirmed this?”

“It was the Cavern Hunter whose brother we converted. He, himself, was not an actual follower, but he knew his brother would suffer for his failure. It was just a shame he still refused to join us properly, even after we helped him escape the heretic Radiant and forsaken Mage that were with him.” Typhos referred to the Radiant and Obscure Hunters that had also escaped the Legacy. “Given we couldn’t allow such a loose end to potentially return to the Prime Guild after his brother was captured, we had to extract his memories from the Legacy. He did not survive.”

“Tsk! Serves him right. Refusing to concede to his better’s wishes,” Erkan growled out.

Before he could say anymore, the sound of stomping steel clad feet echoed from down the hallway. The two Lights of Radiance stepped to the side and took a knee. From around the corner, a contingent of guards clad in highly enchanted armor came into few.

As did the Emperor, who was safely secured behind the twenty or so figures that were surrounding him. He and his guards came to a stop in front of the two Lights.

“Erkan, Typhos. I was looking for you both.” The Emperor didn’t bother with formalities as he addressed the two more powerful beings. “Have either of you heard the news yet?”

Typhos and Erkan glanced at each other out of the corner of their eyes, their heads still bowed as they shook them in unison. The Emperor smirked in glee.

“Ha! I didn’t expect you to. Given that the information came from my Inquisitors.”

Erkan and Typhos mentally sighed but didn’t say anything.

“Regardless, it seems like our deal with the Kindled Clan is coming to fruition. Apparently, they have a daughter that they were willing to sell in exchange for the right to fight for us. It won’t be more than a couple of months before Harkem falls, and with it, those damned rebels!”

Typhos and Erkan’s eyes widened. This was not a plan that they had discussed with the Emperor previously. What girl was he talking about?

Bowing his head lower, Erkan silently asked for permission to speak. The Emperor waved his hand, letting out a small spark of mana to indicate that Erkan could proceed. Raising his head, the Cavern Hunter did so.

“Might I ask, what deal, and what woman do you speak of? I mean no offense, but for me to be lacking this information means that proper accommodations will be difficult to meet.”

A glimmer of gold appeared in the Emperor’s eyes for half a moment. Caught by none but Erkan, who was looking at the Emperor’s face. Erkan gulped, as he could tell that the Emperor had been abusing the resources that the Cult of Light had provided him in exchange for political power.

While helpful in rising through the Steps and Tiers, if overused, the drugs and materials they provided could also diminish one's thought processes. Much like the zealous madness that affected those that tried to refuse their Lord’s blessing, only to ultimately fail, their minds cracking under the strain.

“Why, the young daughter of the Kindled family’s recently returned son, of course.” The Emperor smiled indulgently. “She’s quite young, apparently, but that’s fine, there will be time for her to grow. She’s apparently off training to increase her Tier to become properly worthy of the position of Empress.”

Erkan and Typhos both froze in shock. There was only one son that had been returned to the Kindled family. He was rebellious, to say the least, and there was no way that his daughter would agree to this. But it seemed like the Kindled family was making moves that the Cult was unaware of.

“I see. Then may I congratulate you in advance, your majesty.” Erkan bowed again.

“Indeed. I hope that this one lasts longer than all the others that have been offered to me. It would be a shame if she, too, was a disappointment.” With those final words, the Emperor turned and walked away. His guards followed him in step as Typhos and Erkan remained kneeling until the Emperor was out of sight. Only several seconds after they stopped hearing the guards footsteps did they finally rise.

“Others?” Typhos asked, not having heard of any other women in the Emperor’s life. He decided not to mention the apparent side-effects that the Emperor was suffering from. So long as the man continued to aid the Followers of Radiance in their plans, Typhos didn’t care what happened to him.

“We nobles have removed the majority of the women in the Emperor’s life, even before I joined the Followers. To ensure that the right woman held the position of Empress.” Erkan replied once his privacy ward was up once more. “It has been difficult, since many of the nobles wish to marry into the Imperial family. The fact that the Emperor is nearing forty and has no heirs is also a point of contention. But the right bribes and deaths have kept things silent. Though, I don’t think this is entirely a bad thing.”

“How so? I thought we wanted to keep the Kindled family from getting too much power or influence.”

Erkan smirked, implying to Typhos that he was aware of something that the Gray Light was not.

“That might be the case, if not for the fact that half their elders recently swore loyalty to the Radiant Lord. As well as ensuring that their traitor was being ‘properly treated’ for his disobedience.” Erkan smiled at the thought of what was happening in the Kindled family. “After all, all who use our Lord Radiance will one day see the Light.”

“Hmm... Well, if that traitor is being brought back to the light, then it would explain why the Kindled family are so certain that his daughter will be brought back to become the Emperor’s wife.” Typhos didn’t sound entirely certain of the odds of success but wasn’t willing to dispute it at this time. “Then I guess we’ll just have to finish cleaning up those rebels. I still can’t believe that they managed to disrupt our plans for as long as they did.”

“Tsk! They only did so because they have all three Exalts backing them. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have lasted a week. Let alone the months they have so far.”

Typhos nodded in agreement before he fell silent.

Upon reaching a fork in the road, the two Lights of Radiance broke off to continue with their respective duties. Both were forming more and more plans to bring their Lord’s Light to this world.

----------



Far to the south, on a particular island in the middle of the ocean, a letter was being opened. It was a letter with the symbol of the Prime Guild emblazoned on it.

“Girls! Your brother sent us a letter!” Evelyn Luminance called out to her daughters, who were both training with their Spirits in the Sanafalls’ Cathedral’s courtyard.

They were being watched over by Grand Scholar Scarlet Reyness. The older Glacial Mage smiled at the sight of the two young ladies training. Memories of Ezekiel’s own training filled her mind, but she let the twins go to their mother upon hearing that they had received a letter.

“What’s it say? Did he manage to help make more Void Hunters?” Wendy asked.

“Of course he did. As if he would stop at just three.” Ellen stated.

The two had been shocked to find out that their brother had created an entire method for forming a bonded Spirit. But after getting an explanation, they figured that it was just their brother doing his thing.

Flipping the world upside down.

They waited for a few seconds for their mother to reply but grew worried when she didn’t say anything. Facing her directly, they saw that she had turned pale, and her hands were trembling. Even Reya looked worried, and hopped up to read what was on the letter.

The Obscure Spirit’s eye’s widened, and as Evelyn fell to the side in a dead faint, she let loose a frightening howl filled with pain and loss.

“Mother!” The twins screamed, moving to check on their mother in an instant.

The letter detailing their brother’s current status was left forgotten. But upon hearing the news that Ezekiel was assumed dead, the twins would understand their mother’s reaction.

Though they would not be able to do much about it. For a ship with a candle on its flag was sailing toward Sanafalls at great haste. One that did not bring happy tidings.
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                Unaware of the events occurring out in the world, Ezekiel continued to study the secrets left behind by the Ancient Void. Though he failed to truly [Understand] the concepts and forces at work, he found that, through trial and error, he was able to begin crafting spells that emulated the effects of what he saw.

Floating above his hands as he sat at a desk, Ezekiel examined the spiraling dust he had set to spin around his finger. A glowing white orb floated above the tip of his nail, the center of the solar system he was simulating.

Different particles condensed together to form larger spheres that were more difficult to control. While light was bent, ever so slightly, to focus energy that altered the matter being moved.

This would’ve been impossible if he hadn’t been using his mana to speed up the process and ensure that everything was self-contained. Even then, he still knew that there was a risk of causing an explosion of energy if he wasn’t careful.

That was not his primary concern, however, since explosions that could harm him were something he had dealt with before. Usually in much more dangerous conditions.

‘Any luck on your end?’ he asked Shine, who was staring at a set of [Void Panes] that were set up, side-by-side, facing each other. In front of which, Shine’s materialized avatar stared intently.

Having witnessed a scene where the Ancient Void sent physical objects across vast distances, without traversing them itself, Shine had decided that they wanted to work on doing the same. So that they would be able to teleport without [Jumping].

A small stone continuously tapped against the [Void Pane]. Every now and then it seemed to flicker, whenever something happened to the spell, but nothing good.

Instead, small piles of sand began to form as the stone was chipped away. The alterations to the spell caused instabilities to occur, and in the process the stone was damaged.

‘Nothing that we can use. Not at this point anyway.’ Shine sounded morose as they continued to tap the stone against their spell. ‘I think I’ve learned more about what not to do than you have, however.’

Their avatar turned its head, and Ezekiel looked to see a much larger pile of sand, reaching nearly his hip in height, that was being swept away by small golems that were cleaning the room.

‘There’s got to be something we’re missing.’ Ezekiel leaned back in his chair to stare at the ceiling. Kicking his legs up on the desk, he balanced precariously as he let his mind wander.

The spell he’d been focusing on faded away, and the grains of matter he’d been messing with fell to the table. Though the condensed spheres retained their shape.

Countless images ran through his head regarding the different Spells that the Ancient Void had used and recorded in its memory slates. Given the amount of time they’d spent here, he’d gone over almost all of them at least once. With a few that he’d reviewed numerous times due to his desire to better comprehend them. Yet, nothing had been figured out.

Thinking back, he realized that something must’ve been different when he had broken through the lower Tiers, since back then he had had the information literally downloaded into his mind, due to his bond with Shine.

Thinking back on it, he tried to figure out what exactly the difference was. There seemed to be something, but it was just out of his reach. A missing piece that wasn’t present in the memories that he was viewing at this time.

“Ezekiel?” Riley’s voice cut through his thought process. His eyes shot open as he reflexively extended his leg. A moment later, he fell backward, landing on his head with a ‘thud’ but was otherwise unharmed. “Are you okay!? I didn’t mean to surprise you like that!”

Ezekiel looked up at Riley, her legs obstructing his view from seeing her face, but as she stepped back to look at him, he could see the concern in her eyes as she reached down to help him up. Celia was once more perched atop her head like a hat. Even the little Flame Spirit looked down at him curiously.

Allowing himself to be pulled up, Ezekiel just smiled as he replied.

“It’s fine. I wasn’t meditating or anything dangerous. Just trying to remember something.” Riley let out a sigh of relief at Ezekiel’s words. “Was there something you needed help with?”

He could tell she had been more worried about his mental and spiritual state than his physical one. A small bump on the head from falling off his chair wouldn’t have hurt him.

“Ah! Yes, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind sparring with me for a bit. I think I figured something out and was hoping you could help me refine things.” Riley’s smile lit up her face, and while Ezekiel felt a bit of frustration at his relative lack of progress compared to her, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation regarding what new [Understanding] Riley had managed to achieve.

“Sure. Let’s go now. Shine!” Ezekiel held out a hand to his Spirit, who looked just as curious as he felt towards whatever Riley had to show them. Though it could have also been a desire to get away from the wall they were bashing themselves against.

“Let’s go!” Shine vocalized their words this time so Riley could hear, before retracting inside their blade, and flying into Ezekiel’s hand.

A flash of light later, and both Riley and Ezekiel were clad in their Spirit Armor.

“Guardian!” Ezekiel called out. “Please open a path to the battle chamber!”

The massive study they were in rumbled for a second before a tunnel appeared in the wall next to them. A road to another area where they would be able to use their magic in a more destructive manner. It was something they had discovered after the first few days of studying, when they realized that they needed more space to safely practice what they learned.

Not that their magic could cause harm to the tablets left by the Ancients. It was just a precaution since there was a chance that, if they were experimenting with something special, that they could injure each other without the proper head up.

Taking to the air, the two Hunters flew down the tunnel so that they could fight properly.

----------



There were no artificial lights to illuminate the arena where Ezekiel and Riley sparred. This was both an advantage and an obstacle that they were forced to overcome as they fought. Though, not that big of one, since Riley’s magic lit up the area fairly well.

Ducking under a ring of blue fire, Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder, even as the heat permeated through his Spirit Armor. The fire, while still the same color he remembered, was very different. It was clear that Riley’s understanding of Flames had far surpassed his own.

His knowledge extended entirely to the basics of the fire triangle, and the fact that different chemicals could change the color of fire. The different heat levels for blue, white, and clear flames were a part of this.

Yet, this flame wasn’t merely hotter than a normal one. This Flame seemed to warp and bend, while at the same time it burned away some of the gasses in the air from Ezekiel’s immediate proximity.

This caused him to stumble for a moment as he became lightheaded for a moment. Taking a spear shaft straight to the chest as Riley smacked him through the opening he provided.

But that wasn’t all. Rather than the normal flames that Ezekiel knew Riley often released from her spear when fighting, this time she released a concussive force of energy. One that Ezekiel could feel cracked his ribs as he went flying backwards.

“Gah!” he couldn’t help but cry out in surprised pain as he impacted against the wall. But he didn’t let that stop him.

Grabbing the stone behind him, he levered himself away, using his greater physique to get out of the area. Just in time, since Riley had fired off a number of flame-dagger constructs at his previous position. Though they didn’t go deep, Ezekiel could tell that the wall had at least been scratched by Riley’s spell.

“Explosives and burning specific gasses... Very interesting.” Ezekiel couldn’t hide the fact that he was impressed by Riley’s progress. He hadn’t thought that controlling what elements were used as fuel for her Flames was something that was even possible. But apparently it was.

“Hehe, I learned this one from a memory of the Ancient Flame clearing up the atmosphere of smog after one of the great battles from millennia ago.” Riley smiled widely as her helmet retracted from her face. “In it, they needed to clear up the poisonous fumes that had spread across a crater the size of... I don’t actually know how big it was... but I know it was big! Anyway, they had to be careful not to ignite the explosive gasses, while burning away the deadly toxins. Something that not even the Ancient Tempest could separate at the time.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but feel even more impressed. That was molecular manipulation, though, how exactly a Flame Mage could tell the difference between such small substances was beyond him. At least for now. He figured that it was a part of the unique senses ingrained in the different elemental types.

“The explosion was actually simpler. But it was somewhat more mana intensive.”

Ezekiel nodded, since he could somewhat understand why that would be the case.

While it wouldn’t take too much energy to ignite an unstable and combustible substance, it would take a fair bit more to do so if the substances were as accepting of the energy.

A part of him realized that the closer Riley got to the peak of Flame Magic, the closer she was likely to get to fission and fusion. The thought of nuking the Cruor and the Cult of Light filled his stomach with butterflies, but also made him scared for what would eventually happen to the world.

“Even if it’s a bit more costly, it’s still a tool for you to use in the future. Also, if you can lower the costs by improving your [Understanding] of the spell.” Ezekiel chose to ignore his prior thoughts, though Shine noticed the shift, and continued to praise his girlfriend. “Ultimately, I think if we were fighting for real, you could’ve killed me fairly easily this time around.”

The thought of killing Ezekiel wiped Riley’s smile off her face. It was apparent to him that this wasn’t something she had even thought of. Though he couldn’t help but let his mind wander. He had been progressing at a much slower rate than her, but Ezekiel knew that, once he got over the hurdle in front of him, he would likely shoot to a much greater height even more quickly.

“Hey, don’t worry about it. This is a good thing. It means that you’ll be able to protect me if things go poorly for me.” Ezekiel smiled and tried to lighten the mood, and it seemed to work, since Riley brightened up once more. “Out of curiosity, what Step are you at now?”

While he wasn’t exactly trying, Ezekiel could just barely tell that Riley’s mana had surpassed his own at this point. So, it was clear that she had experienced enlightenment at least a few more times.

Riley fidgeted on the spot. It seemed like she was worried about how Ezekiel would react to her answer.

“I reached Step six about a day ago. I’m not certain, since we don’t have a great measure of time down here.” Riley looked to the ground.

“You know I’m not upset, right?” Ezekiel moved forward to give her a hug. “While I’m upset with my own failings, I’m not going to be mad at you just because you’re doing well for yourself.”

In the back of his mind, Ezekiel could feel a sense of guilt emanate from his bond with Shine. But he sent back feelings of encouragement, and a guarantee that it wasn’t Shine’s fault. It seemed like they had relied too much on the enlightenment that they had received when breaking through the lower Tiers.

‘This was just another roadblock that we need to destroy. Nothing more.’ Ezekiel said to Shine.

‘That doesn’t make it any less frustrating.’ The Spirit grumbled.

But Riley wasn’t entirely relieved by Ezekiel’s words.

“... I know. I just wish I could help you out like you helped me out back then.” It might’ve been less than a year ago, but Riley still felt that the aid that she had received was basically life defining for her.

“I don’t know if it’s that simple. When I first broke through on my own, I basically entered a state of enlightenment each time. The instinctive knowledge of Void Magic that Shine received was downloaded straight into my head.” Ezekiel sighed and sat on the ground, dismissing his Spirit Armor. Riley did the same, and stones along the lit up and cast the bare training room in a dull light.

“Well, what’s different this time around? Obviously, you’re not getting the information, but what about the feel of it? I know that when I was studying the Ancient Flame’s memories, the heat of its magic nearly sent me reeling from how hot it was.” Ezekiel looked confused for a second before his eyes widened in shock.

“Wait! You were experiencing a physical sensation while you were in the memory of the Ancient Flame?” Riley seemed surprised by Ezekiel’s shock, but it didn’t take long for her to understand.

“Yes. It wasn’t like that at first, but when I saw the memories of the magic from the tablet, I realized that it was difficult to understand just from seeing it, so I tried to imagine what the fire would feel like. Since I can feel the fire that I make when casting my spells. After I did that, something clicked, and I found myself feeling exactly what the Ancient Flame was doing with their mana.”

Halfway through Riley’s explanation, Ezekiel seemed to figure something out, and had started mumbling to himself before shooting up in excitement.

“If it’s possible to sense the way that the mana is flowing when submerged in the memories of the Ancients, then maybe I’ll be able to figure something out if I do the same!” Ezekiel reached down to pull Riley to her feet. “C’mon! I need to give this a test as soon as possible. Guardian! We need a path back to the memory hall!”

Feeling just as excited for the help she had provided, Riley nearly jumped onto Ezekiel before they both donned their Spirit Armor and flew down the tunnel that had appeared in the wall. Making their way back to the study filled with tablets.

Grabbing the first memory he could, Ezekiel didn’t even pay attention to which one it was before diving deep into the record from the Ancient Void.

----------



As Ezekiel delved deeper and deeper into the sensation of being inside the Ancient Void’s memory, he found his point of view changing.

Where previously, he would watch events as if they were occurring in front of him, but he remained disconnected like watching a film from Earth, this time, he found himself melding into something. Almost like he was sinking into an armchair. It was comfortable, at first.

Then it hurt, as his senses forcibly expanded well beyond any lengths they had even reached before.

For a moment, his mind felt like it was on fire, and the worst part was, this wasn’t even one of the more impressive memories. Through the pain and overwhelming awareness of the world, he could tell that this was a memory of the [Void Gates] that the Ancient Void had used to transport objects without moving himself.

It was the spell that Shine had been working on earlier. The same spell that they didn’t have a name for yet.

For a moment, Ezekiel felt his senses retracting, and while it was a great relief for his mind, he knew that he was also falling out of sync with the memory. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

So, he forced himself to relax as best he could. Sinking deeper into the memory once again.

The pain returned, but so did the feeling of what was occurring with the mana that the Ancient used when enacting their magic.

At first, it appeared as though the Ancient Void attempted the same thing as Shine. Forcing a solid object into an invisible wall, before exiting another one, miles away, as literal oceans and mountains were transported across the world. Only to be reshaped by the other Ancients once they were placed in the appropriate areas.

However, this time, with his senses in sync with the Ancient Void, Ezekiel could feel the thin bubble that wrapped around the objects being teleported. This stopped them from being destroyed by the forces being imposed on them.

He also saw another layer, one wrapped around the protective layer covering the objects. This layer merged with the [Void Panes] that were altered to act as [Void Gates]. They were basically sucked into the Void, where a reflection seemed to flicker for a brief moment in the other gate.

An instant later, a connection leading to the other gate formed. One that wasn’t bound by time and space. And the object in question, a mountain this time, was slowly shifted through the gate.

As Ezekiel focused on the feeling of the gate, he realized that a solid, everlasting, network would now be feasible for him to create, as not even the Ancient Void was able to make one. 

‘I don’t think I could even make one more than a hundred meters away.’ Ezekiel’s stray thought nearly threw him from the memory, giving him a temporary relief from the forced expansion of his senses, but he restrained himself, and continued to observe.

He could feel the shift of the mountain, as the matter moved from one place to another. The transition was so seamless that, if he wasn’t aware of the distances involved, he wouldn’t have noticed it moving at all.

But as he tried to peer deeper into the gate, he found himself feeling both too large and too small for his own skin. It was as if he was tightly wrapped in bandages, but also stretching out spread eagle at the same time. There was also a startling lack of pain for the second that he maintained this state.

The sudden shift was so confusing that he found himself flinching, his body and mind snapping into place like a rubber band after being stretched.

Little to no damage was caused by the act itself, and Ezekiel could tell that he was in no worse condition than before. 

Yet, the movement he had that realization, he felt an all-consuming exhaustion overwhelm him, and his vision faded to black as the mountain was only halfway through the portal.

----------



Blinking his eyes slowly, Ezekiel returned to consciousness in a blurry haze. His body felt heavy, and he could barely move as he felt a weight pinning him down to the bed that he was laying in.

Shifting slightly, his vision began to clear as the weight on his torso lessened. There was a muffled sound that he thought was his name being called, but it sounded far away.

It took a few more seconds before his senses fully returned to him, but it still felt like he was wrapped up in a hundred layers of blankets.

“Ezekiel! Can you hear me? Please let me know if you can hear me!” As his sight cleared up, Ezekiel could just make out Riley staring down at him in concern. Realizing what she had said, he nodded his head, though he was much slower than he expected to be.

A look of relief flooded Riley’s face, and her body slumped forward, as tears began falling from her eyes.

“Thank the Ancients! I was so worried when you started bleeding. Then you collapsed, and I didn’t know what to do!” Riley reached up to wipe the tears off her face. “I tried to pry that tablet away from you, but the Guardian suddenly appeared, and it threw me to the other side of the room. It said that pulling you out of the memory would do more harm than good.”

As his head cleared up, Ezekiel slowly began to get an idea of what had happened. Though his current state was one he hadn’t experienced before, there were similarities that he recognized. Riley’s next words just confirmed things for him.

“Apparently, you underwent an immense amount of Spiritual strain, which came from forcing your senses to match that of the Ancient Void.” Riley sniffled, but her crying was stopping. “According to the Guardian, this proved something that it wasn’t sure of prior to today. It seems that the Ancient Void is significantly more powerful than the other Ancient Spirits. Because I never had any problems like this. There were supposed to be limits imposed on the tablets that prevented anything below Legendary from accessing the memories stored here. Similarly, there was supposed to be a restriction to prevent our souls from sensing too much for us to handle.”

Ezekiel closed his eyes. Thinking back on it, he should’ve known that the amount of pain he felt wasn’t natural. But to have that much of a difference between the Ancient Void and the other Ancient Spirits was unexpected. It raised even more questions that Ezekiel felt he needed answers for.

“... I’m sorry for worrying you,” he softly whispered, his throat was still dry from however long he’d been out for. “How bad was it? I didn’t break anything this time, did I?”

Riley shook her head.

“No. You’re just suffering from immense fatigue. Though, if you hadn’t fallen out of the memory when you did, you might’ve shattered your Spirit Paths again.” Riley leaned against him once more. “The Guardian said that it was only because your soul had suffered worse than this before, and was close to the peak of Tier four, that it didn’t simply shatter from the pressure.”

“I see...” Ezekiel’s senses had finally returned to a normal level. Looking around, he realized that Celia and Shine weren’t in the small room with them. Though there appeared to be a basic stone door across the room. “I assume our Spirits are still looking through the memories?”

“Yes. Though, they've been using the memories as training tools.” Riley chuckled at Ezekiel’s confused head tilt. “Apparently, the Guardian wasn’t aware that such strain was possible due to the restrictions. But, due to your recovery, it figured that it would be possible to use such pressure to help us expand and grow our souls. For when we try to break through to Tier five.”

A part of Ezekiel felt excited, though he winced in pain when he tried to sit up. Riley gave him a disapproving glare that made him reconsider getting up.

“You’re not going anywhere. Your soul still needs to recover, so sleep and sustenance are all you’ll be getting for at least a few more days.”

As much as he hated to admit it, she was right. His movements were still slow and sluggish, and while he could feel his mana if he focused, trying to make it move for the sake of spell casting was painful.

“I’ll stay here.”

Riley gave him a sad smile before kissing his forehead and moving to lean on him once more.

Ezekiel closed his eyes, allowing himself to fall back to sleep.

----------



Back in the study room, surrounded by numerous tablets, Shine and Celia continued their research. Stopping every now and then when they felt a tugging on their bond.

For quite a while now, Shine hadn’t felt anything that truly distracted him. But the moment Ezekiel woke up, they sensed his return to consciousness.

“It seems like he’s awake.” Shine’s avatar let out a sigh as they slumped over.

Beside him, Celia rubbed up against his sheathed sword body, which was floating a couple of feet from his avatar. She seemed to pause, before stretching and moving over to another tablet. Riley had likely sent her a message as well.

Turning to focus on his current task once more, Shine let out a hum of confusion. Holding their hands shoulder width apart, they formed two Void Panes. Then, following the steps that they remembered from examining Ezekiel’s memories, they attempted to make a short range [Void Gate].

Stones lifted into the air, surrounded by Void Magic, and drifted toward one of the [Void Panes] that Shine had made. Slowly, bit by bit, the stones traversed the distance of a couple of feet. Now split between the [Void Panes], but slowly stopping halfway.

The stones trembled, then began shaking violently before the [Void Panes] shattered, and with them, the rocks did as well.

Sighing in frustration, Shine crossed their arms in thought.

“At least it’s progress.” They mumbled quietly to themself.

Reaching toward a specific tablet, Shine dove once more into the memories of the Ancient Void. Careful not to delve as deeply as Ezekiel had. But still deep enough to exercise his soul.

Given that they didn’t know how long they had been here for, they needed every advantage they could get to grow stronger.
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                While the exhaustion Ezekiel felt wasn’t something he liked dealing with, he was so accustomed to such things that it was easy enough for him to get used to his situation. It also gave him time to think and contemplate what he had managed to glean from the tablet left by the Ancient Void, and the different things he sensed while caught up in the memory.

This pondering led him to gain a deeper understanding of his own spells. In particular his [Void Jump] spell. To go along with the [Understanding] that he had barely gleaned from the memory. He was calling it [Spatial Connection], since it connected two points in space.

Though it wasn’t until what he assumed was three days had passed before the others finally let him use his magic again.

“It’s not just teleportation...” Ezekiel slowly channeled his mana in his hands, forming a small [Void Pane] that he made float between his fingers. “Technically speaking, it’s an instantaneous swapping of matter within a given space. In this case, the space is the range of my senses, and the matter is myself and the atmosphere that is in the place where I am [Jumping] to.”

Verbalizing his thoughts helped him think, and since Riley was meditating over another tablet of the Ancient Flame, it wasn’t like he was disturbing anyone.

“That’s also likely why other people feel sick the first few times I [Jump] with them. They aren’t used to the sudden movement. Whereas I am subconsciously aware of spatial positioning due to my elemental senses.”

Expanding his senses outwards, Ezekiel focused on the placement of every object in his vicinity. A mental map appeared as he closed his eyes but kept an acute awareness of the physical position of everything around him.

His senses still didn’t go deeper than the surface, but this three-dimensional map was incredibly detailed. To the point where he could roughly estimate the mass of the things around him.

Focusing on one point behind him, he reached out with the intention of [Jumping] and realized that there was a sensation, not unlike falling, that overcame him for a barely perceptible moment.

“Hmm....” Reaching out to another spot, Ezekiel felt the same thing.

Switching to an area with a chair in it, he nearly felt himself yanked forward, even though there was no actual force being applied to him.

“Oof!” Ezekiel felt like he just got punched in the gut. “Now, why did that happen...”

Taking a moment to center himself again, he tried to more clearly visualize what he was trying to do. Which in this case meant switching places with the chair, not the atmosphere in the area he was moving to.

A sharp pain lanced through his head as the shape of the space he wanted to [Jump] to seemed to be blocked. Reflecting over it once more, Ezekiel smacked his forehead in realization.

“You, okay?” Shine asked when they noticed Ezekiel’s behavior. They were once more floating in their manifested avatar. Another pair of [Void Panes] between their hands. A pile of perfectly split rocks lay beneath their floating sword body.

While he had fully recovered, Riley and the two Spirits decided that Ezekiel still needed to be watched for the time being. Just to make sure he didn’t try to strain himself again. So, Shine wasn’t delving into any memory tablets at the moment.

“Yes. I think I just figured something out is all.”

Reimagining something else, Ezekiel pictured a sphere of [Void Panes] surrounding him. Then, a similar sphere surrounded the chair.

Exerting his [Willpower] and a little bit of mana, the two spheres swapped places in an instant. At a much lower mana cost than he was expecting it to.

A silent ‘click’ in his mind and a rush of information indicated a deeper [Understanding] was achieved regarding this spell. He now knew how to instantaneously switch positions with a given space within his sensory range.

To the side, Shine seemed to vibrate for a moment as they acquired the same Understanding as Ezekiel. The [Void Panes] they were conjuring seemed to flicker for a moment before the stone inside them was perfectly cut down the middle.

“... I think we just gained a new weapon...” Shine’s avatar seemed to sigh, before they shoved the broken rock away and grabbed a new one.

But they paused for a moment, as they realized that Ezekiel wasn’t processing his new [Understanding] in full. Instead, it seemed like he was doing something else. Riding the wave of knowledge and trying yet another new thing.

In the meantime, Ezekiel continued to examine his spell. New ideas continued to flow through his mind, both from the knowledge in the memory, and from his own experiences.

“So, if that’s the case...” Ezekiel muttered as he flexed his mana for a different type of [Jump]. “Then this should be...”

Thinking back to the blind [Jumps] he had done in the past, Ezekiel realized that, since those [Jumps] sometimes went well beyond his sensory range, that meant that he was doing something different. But what, exactly, was happening was something he wasn’t aware of just yet.

This time around, he surrounded himself with a Void Pane once more. Though, he left an opening to make a request to the Guardian before he continued.

“Guardian! Could you please open a tunnel that extends as long as you can make it?”

Shine stopped what they were doing and looked more closely at Ezekiel. At the same time, an opening appeared in the wall in front of Ezekiel.

“What are you doing?” Shine asked.

“Trying a new form of [Void Jump].” Ezekiel shaped the spell for a [Jump] in such a way that space seemed to stretch out. Reaching into the distance as much as he could, while also pulling back. Like a bowstring being pulled to the limit.

“Wait-”

A loud ‘crack’ as Ezekiel broke the sound barrier filled the room. With a shockwave that nearly disrupted Riley and Celia’s focus. Though it did cause them to return to awareness earlier than expected. Fortunately, they hadn’t delved too deeply into the tune of the memory, so there were no consequences to suffer from.

Moments later, however, a muffled boom echoed from down the tunnel the Guardian had created.

‘I’m okay!’ Ezekiel mentally called Shine through their link.

At the same time, the Void Spirit felt a flow of information regarding how to basically turn themself into a slingshot with their mana. Sending them flying through a given space at a ridiculous speed. Traveling a distance that was determined by the amount of mana used in the spell.

Once more, their [Understanding] of Void magic seemed to improve. But not in relation to the [Void Gates] they were still trying to make work.

Another boom filled the room as Ezekiel came flying through the tunnel too fast for the others to see. He seemed to appear out of nowhere for a brief moment, before it seemed like he was slammed into a wall. Only for his [Void Panes] to keep him from being physically damaged.

As he stood there, right next to the wall, Ezekiel allowed the [Understanding] of his spells to fill him up entirely. The knowledge which he subconsciously labeled [Spatial Stretch], [Spatial Contraction] and [Spatial Swap] settled into his mana.

Spells that involved these concepts would now be incredibly easy for him compared to before. Thoughts and ideas also filled his mind as different ways of applying these concepts filled his soul. New spells formed as he figured out how to better use the Void.

Mana from all around flowed toward him as he subconsciously controlled the different elements that were present in order to form a balance as he gathered mana within him.

Shine provided aid, pushing Ezekiel’s mana reserves to their current peak, and past it in an instant. Breaking through to Step five of Tier four. The place he had been stuck at for several months since his recovery. No sign of safely moving forward had appeared before now.

As his consciousness returned to the present, Ezekiel realized that Riley and Celia were looking at him strangely. But Shine was still meditating and had lost a fair bit of mana to Ezekiel. So, before anything else, he shared his mana back to Shine.

The moment he did this, he felt a pulling sensation, and the mana Shine had given him was returned, with interest, as Shine also broke through to Step five of Tier four.

Now somewhat drained, but not at all tired, Ezekiel let out a breath of relief before smiling at Riley, who had a look of exasperated affection on her face.

“Why can’t your breakthroughs happen quietly, like with the rest of us?” she asked with a teasing tone in her voice.

“Because that would be too easy,” Ezekiel said with a chuckle. “I’m sorry if I disturbed your focus.”

“It’s fine. But I expect you to show me what you learned once you’re topped up on mana.” Riley gave a toothy grin at the thought of sparring with Ezekiel.

He shot her a smile that was just as wide. Just as Shine was coming out of fully processing their new [Understanding]. Seeing Ezekiel and Riley smiling widely at each other, they just rolled their manifested eyes before entering a meditative state.

Better to be prepared for whatever chaos Ezekiel and Riley were undoubtedly looking forward to.

----------



Standing across from Riley in the large open cavern once more, Ezekiel was once more garbed in his Spirit Armor, with Riley much the same. Both wielded their weapons as they prepared themselves.

Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel threw a stone from his hand into the air. It seemed to fall in slow motion as he and Riley waited for it to hit the ground.

A stray thought crossed his mind. He could easily set up the battlefield in such a way as to ensure the first move would belong to him. It would be simple. Riley wouldn’t even be able to notice it, since she couldn’t sense Void mana.

Minutely shaking his head, Ezekiel tossed those thoughts aside. This wasn’t the time for that. Though, he made a note to ask the Guardian for golems to battle, like in his previous trials, so that he could fight all out, rather than simply testing things.

The stone hit the ground. Riley exploded into motion, moving forward in an instant as a trail of white-blue fire burned from her feet. After-images and wavy mirages seemed to fill the area as she used her magic in ways that weren’t purely offense oriented.

But with a flex of his mana, Ezekiel slung himself to the side, instantly moving out of the way, at a fraction of the cost of a proper [Jump] from before. He did stumble for a moment, as the momentarily lost his footing since he wasn’t flying. The momentum of literally throwing himself through space, totally ignoring everything in front of him, was jarring.

He took a moment to center himself, while also expanding his senses, which just so happened to encompass the entirety of this chamber.

“Pay attention!” Riley cried out as she let loose a wave of white fire.

But Ezekiel had been given enough time to set up his next move. Something that was made easier, since Riley wasn’t moving as she cast her spell.

An invisible bubble appeared around Riley and Ezekiel, though only after the fire from Riley’s spell had gotten a certain distance away from her. This meant that she wasn’t aware of anything changing around her. So, Ezekiel’s next move caught her completely off guard.

As did the white-hot fire that covered her figure a moment later. Since, her and Ezekiel’s positions had been swapped in an instant.

Were it anyone else, Ezekiel would’ve dropped the [Void Panes] used to anchor the space that was swapped. But doing so would’ve meant that Riley would’ve taken her own flames directly to the face.

While he knew that Riley had very good control of her flames, when they were still emanating from her, he didn’t want to test her control when they had been separated from her [Will]. He knew from experience that those white-blue flames were far too hot to handle without some form of protection.

Given that Riley was curled up in reflex to the fire surrounding her, even as it faded away, he felt that this was a good decision.

“You, okay?” he called out. A moment later, Riley glanced up from behind her arms, which were covering her face. She slowly stretched out but made no aggressive movements seeing as Ezekiel wasn’t in a battle-ready stance.

“I think so. Was that your new magic? Swapping places without the person even noticing it?” She sounded curious, so Ezekiel explained the details of what he had figured out.

Riley nodded along, but it was clear to Ezekiel, after he saw her eyes glazed over in confusion, that she wasn’t following him. So, with a sigh, he just called it Void mystery magic and called it a day. Only to get slapped on the arm for laughing at her.

‘Hey, can I try something too? It might be too much for Riley though.’ Shine mentally called out to Ezekiel. He got the sense that Shine was somewhat uncertain about this.

‘Oh? Did you figure something out while I was practicing my [Jumps]?’ Curious about what Shine had to offer at this time, Ezekiel stepped away from Riley. “Guardian! Can you make some golems for what we’re about to try next?”

Seeing that he was about to do something potentially dangerous, though hopefully not to himself, Riley backed away from Ezekiel even further, until she and him were on opposite sides of the room. A large alcove opened up in the wall. One with a chair that she could sit in as she watched.

A large number of golems rose up from the ground. Their forms varied, but overall embodied the different types of Cruor. Each one was roughly the level of an Adept, so Ezekiel didn’t think he’d have much difficulty in taking them down. Even if he wasn’t wearing his Spirit Armor.

Even so, standing perfectly still, per the instructions given by Shine, was something that made him sweat a little when seeing a horde of Cruor constructs charging toward him.

Fortunately, it was apparent that he had nothing to worry about, because the moment they got within ten feet of his body, they seemed to hit an invisible wall. A series of [Void Panes] blocked their progress. But rather than simply stop them, it seemed like they partially sunk into them.

A majority reached over a third of the way in, their bodies partially transporting to other sections of the barrier that Shine had erected. Over half of the horde was trapped before Shine could no longer hold the spell.

The sound of shattered glass echoed through the room. The constructs that were stuck fell to pieces. Their severed body parts crumpled to the floor as they were split apart over a distance that hadn’t been real to them just moments before.

“Amazing...” Ezekiel couldn’t help but mutter in wonder at the devastation Shine had just caused.

But he didn’t have time to keep staring, as the rest of the horde continued forward. Tentatively reaching through his bond with Shine, he realized that the Void Spirit had used up nearly all of their mana in that plan just now.

“Take a break. I’ll finish things off.” Channeling his own mana through Shine’s blade, Ezekiel swiftly cut through the relatively weak constructs. “I’m surprised that you didn’t achieve any greater [Understanding] when you figured this out.”

‘I based this off the [Understanding] that you acquired when you strained yourself in that tablet.’ Shine replied.

Thinking about it for a second, Ezekiel realized that it really did apply the concepts and instinctive knowledge that they had acquired from the tablet.

“Interesting... We will have to test this more later.” Ezekiel said as he walked back to where Riley was now standing, away from the alcove that had disappeared.

“Did you get what you wanted from this spar?” she asked with a grin.

Ezekiel nodded, and the two moved to return to their studies.

But as they went, Ezekiel felt something he hadn’t experienced in a long while. A sinking sensation filled with dread in the middle of his gut.

Pausing for a moment in the middle of the tunnel, Ezekiel couldn’t help it as he looked up at an angle. Unable to see through the walls, and with no way to know how far away from the surface they were, he still knew that something had happened. Something that affected him in some way.

“Ezekiel, what’s wrong?”

He turned back to Riley, a look of fear and worry covering his face.

“We can’t afford to take our time anymore. I think our two-year deadline is coming up much sooner than we expected.”

The look on Ezekiel’s face was mirrored on Riley as he finished speaking. They both immediately took to the air and flew the rest of the way down the tunnel.

Reaching the first tablets they could, they immediately began delving deep into the Memories of their respective element’s Ancient Spirits.

----------



Just a few assumed days later, Ezekiel once again found himself within the memory of the Ancient Void. This time, he was reviewing a new tablet. One that he had only glossed over before, not diving too deeply into its secrets.

Within his mind, he felt the ever-familiar presence of his Spirit. Together, they split the burden of the enhanced senses that came with delving more deeply into the memories of the vastly more powerful Ancient. A trick that Riley and Celia had figured out first and shared with them later.

This particular memory was something that Shine didn’t understand the relevance of, but as Ezekiel watched more of it, he grew much more focused. Almost to the point of diving too deeply for even his and Shine’s souls combined could handle.

‘What, exactly, is so interesting about this memory?’ Shine couldn’t help but ask as they watched the emptiness of space. Nothing but stars in the infinite distance were visible.

This was a memory from before even the creation of Eldramir. Something that Ezekiel still had questions about but had put on hold for the time being. A memory that simply showed the stars in the distance, and the Ancient Void traversing the emptiness.

‘That’s something I’m trying to figure out.’ Ezekiel continued to stare into the distance. The pressure on his mind wasn’t lessening, but unlike when he shared senses with the Ancient Void the first time, there was nothing for him to experience.

Nothing that his expanded senses could focus on.

Continuing to stare into the distance, his viewpoint continued to change. The stars in the cosmos changed position as the Ancient Void moved around.

‘I don’t get it. What’s so interesting about watching the stars move around?’ Shine asked.

Like a bomb exploded in his mind, Shine’s innocent question made Ezekiel realize what he was really looking at.

It wasn’t the Ancient Void that was moving. It was the stars themselves.

‘Time.’ Ezekiel declared. ‘This memory is all about time, and the speed at which it moves. Countless billions of years have occurred since we entered this memory. Since that is how long it would take for the stars to change their position if we remained still.’

For a moment, Shine didn’t say anything, and it seemed like Ezekiel was about to enter into a state of enlightenment once more. But nothing happened. It seemed like this observation was not enough to trigger the instinctive understanding of his magic.

‘Perhaps... does this also have to do with the closed spheres we’ve been making?’

Ezekiel thought back to his other newly comprehended spells and magic. Each of them involved creating a completely sealed space within a barrier made of [Void Panes]. Picturing different bubbles in his mind, he started making them move. Some moved faster than others, and he tried to recall something from his past life that had been a fun fact, but not something he ever thought he would be applying to real life. At least, not to his life anyway.

‘The relative speed changes the relative time...’

An image of a person flying through space nearly at the speed of light and aging slower than someone stuck on the first person’s planet filled his mind.

The bubbles he pictured were filled with generic images of different people, plants, or animals. As the bubbles spun, faster or slower, the beings inside them aged at a different rate. Some were slower and some were faster. But they all aged at a rate different from the norm.

The next moment, that sense of enlightenment filled him once more. To the point that he couldn’t hold anything back. Subconsciously, mana began gathering within him once more. The same occurred to Shine. Though it was much more subtle for the both of them.

‘[Accelerate]’ Ezekiel mentally whispered as the new [Understanding] and magic filled him. He and Shine took a moment to examine their condition before leaving the memory.

The two of them had broken through to Step six of Tier four. Their eighth [Understanding] was now settled in their souls.

----------



There was a sudden change in plans as Ezekiel and Riley found themselves called for by the Guardian of the Ancient Legacy. Usually, their studies were left uninterrupted, and other than the odd requests when the Guardian would possess a golem to speak with them, there was really no need for them to speak with one another. They hadn’t actually spoken to the Guardian in person since they had begun their training with the Ancient Spirit’s tablets.

“Greetings, young Hunters. It has been a while since we spoke face to face.” The Guardian said as it reclined in a massive stone chair. “Given the amount of time you have spent here, I am forced to ask if you will be taking the next trial anytime soon?”

Ezekiel and Riley shared a look. Their Spirits were, respectively, attached at the hip, and perched on the head, of their partners. Carefully observing the current discussion.

Ultimately, the two Hunters knew they couldn’t stay here forever. Riley had had some initial growth, same as Ezekiel, even if his came later than hers, but there was something missing. While they were certainly at a higher Step than they were before, it just seemed like they had reached a plateau. Like simply [Understanding] their magic and element wasn’t enough.

According to Riley, due to her head start, she had actually managed to consolidate ten [Understandings] over time so far, but even with her soul having grown a fair bit by experiencing the strain of the weight of an Ancient’s memory, she still hadn’t reached the peak of Tier four.

She was stuck at Step eight, which was still two higher than Ezekiel’s, but given her training speed had a head start on his, she should’ve been knocking on the gates to Tier five by now. Though, it was possible that her soul hadn’t grown enough just yet. Hers was originally behind Ezekiel’s, after all.

“I am uncertain that we would be able to pass the test at this point. At least if it is as dangerous as you are implying it to be.” Ezekiel eventually replied to the Guardian’s inquiry.

“Agreed. I have actually been stuck for quite some time now. At least, given the resources we have, I feel like I should’ve made more progress at this point.” Riley also responded.

“Ha! You both passed the first three trials with relative ease. With your improved [Understanding] I am almost certain you will pass the next trial as well.” The Guardian barked out a short chuckle, as if it couldn’t believe what it was hearing from them. “As for your progress... the only thing that will help you at this point will be to discover who you really are. It is not something that you will learn here. Only by returning to the surface will you be able to cross that line to the realm of Myths.”

Hearing the Mythical Guardian’s words, Ezekiel felt his faltering resolve affirm itself. Yes, he currently had less [Understanding] of his element than Riley, but he could still face her on equal footing. The difference between their elements meant that he simply had a natural advantage.

Though, that didn’t discount Riley’s own efforts and power. She was still probably just as strong as a peak Legendary that forced their way to the top with a stronger soul and better mana crystal resources.

It had to be noted that both Hunters had only had breakthroughs during their enlightenments, and the subsequent resonation with their elements. So, if they had the mana crystals, it was almost a certainty that, at least Ezekiel would be at a higher Step right now.

“Ezekiel... maybe we should go for it.” Riley was the first to speak up after a minute of thinking. “You had a bad feeling a while ago, right? Well, like you said, I don’t think we can afford to stay here too much longer. We can’t just take our time anymore.”

Ezekiel closed his eyes and sighed. He knew Riley was right. Especially since he was the first to say it days ago.

“One more day. I want to study for one more day and see if I can glean anything more from a couple of the tablets, I feel I am this close to understanding.” Ezekiel pinched his fingers together close enough that they were nearly touching.

Riley nodded her head, and the Guardian let out a sigh.

“Good. Then two days from now, I will summon you once again, and you will face your third and final trial.” with a wave of one of its hands, a tunnel appeared behind the Hunters. “Go, rest, study, prepare. You have chosen to face death once more. Do so, with the best preparations you can make.”

Turning around, Ezekiel and Riley donned their Spirit Armor and flew down the tunnel.

There was no time to waste walking.
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                Standing before the Mythical Guardian, Ezekiel and Riley prepared themselves for the trial that they were about to face. Both had already donned their Spirit Armor, their control over their mana was so much greater thanks to their new [Understanding] that the expenditure from wearing it was now negligible.

“Are you certain you are both ready? While it would be better to do this sooner than later, it wouldn’t be too harmful to take a bit longer to make another breakthrough.” The Guardian was only addressing Ezekiel at the moment.

Riley was, unfortunately, unlikely to make much more progress. Her current potential was fully tapped, and it was likely that the memories of the Ancient Flame would aid her unless her soul underwent some significant growth.

“I don’t doubt that, but even if we can remain for a while longer, that will not stop the feeling that I have regarding whatever events are occurring on the surface.” Ezekiel grimaced at the thought of his premonitions getting worse.

He had spent the entire day attempting to make another breakthrough, pouring over the contents of a couple of the stranger memories. Including one that manipulated time in a way that nearly made him sick from how strange the sensations he experienced were.

Ultimately, he failed, but towards the end of this timeframe he focused on memorizing the contents of a memory that he felt that he was close to comprehending. Though, whether or not any came of it would depend on future developments.

“That is a fair assessment. Outside of instances where a great deal of experience and comprehension has been subconsciously accumulated, it is rare that a moment of enlightenment can occur without total focus.”

Ezekiel thought over the Guardian’s words. He had thought that it was only the memories that had contributed to his and Riley’s enlightenment. But as he recalled his own enlightenment, that had resulted in his first few [Understandings], he knew that it was only because of the experiences, and half remembered theoretical knowledge from his past life, that could’ve allowed such fast growth.

Even then, it was mostly chance that allowed his only breakthrough after his omen to occur.

An elbow gently tapping his side drew his attention back to the present. Looking to the side, he saw that Riley was staring at him. Hands on her hips as she looked at him in what he assumed was an exasperated manner.

Glancing back at the Guardian, he saw that all of its eyebrows were raised.

“Are you back with us now?” It asked.

Gently clapping his hands to his face to center himself, Ezekiel nodded.

“Good. Then I will restate what I have told you before. This trial will test your [Understanding] of your elements. The mark of your power and ability as Legendary beings.”

Two gateways appeared behind the Guardian, both exited the walls, and were clearly not constructs created by the Guardian’s magic. These were pre-prepared, and Ezekiel couldn’t even begin to comprehend the Runes that were inscribed on them. But he recognized the feel of them from a memory.

“[Void Gates] ...” Even though he had seen their creation at a much larger scale, it was still amazing to see such an amazing Relic in real life.

Through his bond with Shine, he could feel a sense of wonder and curiosity far greater than his own. The Void Spirit had spent much more time trying to recreate the Void Gates than he had, after all.

“Indeed. Now, I do not know what it is that you will face. But I do know that it will be like nothing you have experienced before in your entire lives.” The Guardian’s face was grim as it looked down on the two Hunters. “Now, if you are ready, step forward, and either exit through the other side, alive and successful, or die within, having failed the Ancients test.”

Neither Ezekiel nor Riley flinched at the ominous words given by the Guardian. Instead, they shared one last look, reaching out to grasp each other’s hands once more. Holding on for a few seconds, they finally let go, stepping apart so that they could enter into their respective [Void Gates].

A flash of mana later, the room was empty, save for the Guardian who lingered for a moment.

“May the Ancients guide your path, and may this world not stop moving forward.”

Waving its hands once more, the two [Void Gates] sank into the wall once more.

----------



The first thing Ezekiel noticed when he opened his eyes was that he was surrounded by absolutely nothing. It was a Void of nothing that reminded him of the memories he witnessed of the creation of Eldramir. Though this was even more blank and barren, as there weren’t even any stars sparkling in the distance.

Upon realizing where he was, Ezekiel suddenly felt his ears pop as his body realized that it was in a pressure less environment. The sheer vacuum of space began tearing his body apart, and he knew that, were it not for his enhanced physique, he would’ve already been dead.

Flexing his mana, Ezekiel infused his Spirit Armor with a spell. Conveying his intentions to Shine, the Void Spirit flexed their own mana to help. Soon, the feeling of being in a vacuum dissipated.

[Void Panes] infused with his [Understanding] of [Force] surrounded Ezekiel. They pushed directly against his skin, and forcibly kept his body together by creating a false pressurized environment. One that also retained all heat so he wouldn’t freeze from the temperature. It wasn’t very healthy, but it was enough to keep him together for the moment.

‘Any ideas?’ he asked Shine. ‘We need to figure out what to do here, or else I’m going to run out of oxygen before we run out of mana.’

Shine was silent, but Ezekiel could feel their mind racing just as fast as his own. Yet, there was nothing going on that he could think of that would allow him to survive for long enough to pass whatever this trial was supposed to be.

He felt a poke coming from Shine that pulled him out of his thought process. ‘Do you think just lasting for a certain amount of time would be good enough?’

Ezekiel didn’t know whether or not that was a possibility, but he couldn’t help but feel like it couldn’t be that simple. Ultimately, something like that was more like a test of his mana capacity.

Even if his [Understanding] of [Force] allowed him to physically survive, as well as lower the mana expenditure for the magic he was using, he just knew that there was more to be tested.

‘... Hey, help me expand my senses outward.’ Ezekiel began focusing on his mana. Specifically, the mana around him, as non-existent as it currently seemed to be.

Shine immediately began to channel their mana in sync with Ezekiel. Their combined senses expanded, growing outward, and covering a much larger range.

The pair remained like this for several seconds. Ezekiel was beginning to feel the strain of holding his breath for so long. Even if he didn’t need to breathe nearly as much as other Legendary Mages or Hunters, his body was still flesh and blood.

A thought occurred to him. ‘Deeper. We need to push our senses deeper into the space around us. Not wider. That isn’t helping.’

 ‘Like the Ancient Void!’ Shine began to pull back on their mana. But that only shortened the range that they sensed. ‘How are we supposed to do that?’

Seeing the effects of their current attempts, Ezekiel knew they had to try something different.

By this point, his chest was starting to burn as his lungs begged for air.

His mind raced with possibilities. He thought back to the different memories where he had felt the Ancient Void’s senses. Searching for how they were different from his own, he realized that it was just a deeper sensation he had felt at that time. It was also a much more narrowly focused sensation.

It didn’t just spread out to cover a large radius. It pierced through everything within a very tightly controlled radius. One where the Ancient Void was in control of all aspects. A great deal of power, in a very small area. Power that pierced through more than just one’s surroundings.

Sharing his idea with Shine, he formed a second layer of [Void Panes] around his body. This time they formed a barrier, much like when he was underwater in the third trial. But rather than keep the environment out, this one acted much like the one keeping his body from depressurizing.

The sphere then shrank until it was just a small sphere in between Ezekiel’s hands.

Before he could begin, Shine voiced their concerns. ‘Are you sure this will work? This wasn’t something we witnessed in the Ancient Void’s memories.’

As the idea behind Ezekiel’s plan filled his mind, he couldn’t help but have a second thought at Shine’s question. It was true. Neither of them had witnessed what Ezekiel was about to try doing. They had seen the formation of Eldramir from the mana that filled the Void. But they didn’t know how the elements formed the world. Just that they did, somehow.

Not only that, but Ezekiel’s current plan didn’t involve any of that. Instead, it was something completely different, and it was based on something that he barely recalled from memories of his past life.

‘... Are you getting a bad feeling about this plan?’ It wasn’t much, and he knew it put far too much faith on a sensation that neither of them truly understood, but it was the best they had right now.

Shine stayed quiet. Ultimately, they didn’t have any other choices right now. They could survive in this environment, but they’d be stuck here until they figured out how to leave. So, technically, they didn’t have to worry as much as Ezekiel was.

Yet, the worst thing imaginable to them would happen if they did nothing.

‘Let’s do it!’

The pair immediately began filling the sphere in front of them with mana. Unlike in the world that they were familiar with, they didn’t have to worry about keeping the other elements out of the sphere, so they only needed to focus on one-way blockage.

As the sphere began to fill with Void Mana, a white glowing mist filled it, growing brighter and brighter as Ezekiel and Shine dumped half their mana into the sphere. Then, they pushed inward.

Originally, the sphere was the size of a basketball. But as they filed it with mana, they felt a pressure that wanted to burst outward. But by redirecting the [Force] that was exerted on it, they were able to maintain it, and strengthen it as they [Compressed] it into a smaller and smaller form.

From there, the pair combined yet another [Understanding] into the [Void Panes] that contained the now blindingly bright star. Crushed to the size of a baseball, the mana within, even infused with his [Will] as it was, fought against its confinement with all its strength.

Smaller and smaller, Ezekiel and Shine continued to [Compress] the now [Accelerated] orb of mana. Adding a spin to the sphere, he knew that he couldn’t force a specific outcome from this attempt. At this point, the only thing he and Shine could do was wait for whatever result occurred.

But as the orb spun faster and faster, and condensed to a smaller size, now no larger than a marble, a warning began to flare in the Void users’ minds.

‘Ezekiel...’ Unsure of what to do, Shine trailed off when they realized that Ezekiel wasn’t stopping.

But the scary thing was that Ezekiel seemed worried. Which caused Shine to redirect their attention, and a hint of fear filled the Spirit.

That lapse in concentration from the Void Spirit was almost enough to destabilize the sphere, but Ezekiel managed to catch it in time. Even if the pressure on his soul increased. A moment later, he sent a series of plans to Shine through their link. A backup, if things went poorly.

The Void Spirit enacted Ezekiel’s plan a moment later. Right as the brightly shining ball of Void Mana began to flicker as the forces applied to it seemed to cause a change to occur in its form.

Space immediately [Contracted] and [Stretched], causing the small ball to shrink to the size of a pinprick. Now incredibly far from Ezekiel’s hands, while also still between them.

A half-second after this occurred, Ezekiel felt the mana within the sphere ‘crunch’, its very essence suddenly altered under the strain of the forces that were applied to it. Before the there was a strange twisting sensation as space and time seemed to warp together.

Ezekiel and Shine’s souls both felt a tugging sensation, before the amount of [Force] that pressed up against the [Void Panes] containing the [Compressed] mana exponentially increased. For half a second, he was shocked, and immediately took action to save himself and Shine.

The flickering light from the sphere blasted outward in a bright white brilliance that blinded Ezekiel, even as he felt the [Stretched] space between his hands be filled with far more mana than he had originally put in.

A brief spark of [Nothingness] appeared as a [Shroud], combining with his pressurizing [Void Panes], and the duo barely had a moment to complete Ezekiel’s plan. Throwing up the spells they had partially prepared just before this.

It was all they could do to not black out as they were both consumed by the light that rushed directly toward them. The empty blackness with a small spark of bright light was now replaced with a white Void filled with energy, and nothing else.

----------



Surrounded by a sea of flames, Riley was looking over her body as she examined the fire that was trying to consume her. Yet, no matter how long she lingered in all-encompassing heat, the worst she felt was a slight discomfort brought about by a foreign force being applied to her.

‘Why is this so easy?’ she couldn’t help but wonder. ‘Is... is this because of Ezekiel’s teaching?’

Holding up one arm, Riley let out a thin stream of blue flames created with her own mana. All while channeling her mana through her body at the same time. After a few moments of looking at the difference between the flame in her hand and the flames in her surroundings, she let the blue flame disperse.

It was strange to her; witnessing an inferno that was larger than anything she could imagine.

‘Shouldn’t I be unable to breathe right now?’

The thought nearly made her panic, as she knew from her talks with Ezekiel, regarding their respective elemental magic, that even if their higher Tier allowed them to hold their breath for longer periods of time, it was impossible for them, at least at Tier four, to survive without breathing.

All Mages and Hunters could survive without air for a short time, and there were different tricks to breathing underwater, and other harsh environments, but they still needed to breathe. As flesh and blood creatures, this was simply an inescapable fact.

A whispering voice skittered through her mind as Celia answered her aimless inquiry. ‘Perhaps it is because the Ancients knew that a fleshly body would not survive without being able to breathe, and so this trial was developed in such a way as to bend the rules a bit.’

The comforting sound of her Spirit’s voice helped Riley to remain calm as she realized the strangeness of her situation. Now, she just needed to figure out what to do to pass whatever the trial intended to test when it came to her [Understanding].

Subconsciously, she reached up to wipe some sweat off her forehead, only for a soft ‘clang’ to ring out as her armored hand struck her armored face. She flinched back for a moment but didn’t otherwise react beyond shaking her hand.

‘I think that I have figured out the purpose of this trial.’

Riley paused, waiting for her Spirit to continue.

‘It is hotter than when we first began.’ Celia’s voice carried a hint of uncertainty, but the more she spoke, the more Riley believed that she was right. ‘Most likely, this trial is not about defeating an enemy, but instead, we must survive, much like in the first trial, by using our [Understanding] of our element so as not to be destroyed by it.’

Spreading her senses outward, Riley realized that it was, indeed, hotter than before, and steadily growing hotter. Even the light from the flames was growing brighter, and the color was changing from a bright orange to lighter color with flickers of blue that were now growing much more common.

With a renewed feeling of urgency, Riley nearly began cooling her surroundings to ensure that she didn’t overheat. Yet, Celia’s next words stopped her in her tracks.

‘Not yet! We need to retain as much mana as we can. We cannot allow ourselves to run out of fuel when we do not know how long this trial will last.’

By this point, the previously uncomfortable heat was now sweltering, which was a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

‘What do you suggest?’ Riley focused on the state of her body, making sure that nothing was suffering too poorly under the effects of the heat.

‘For the moment, we will need to tough it out. Afterward, we will need to figure out how to absorb these Flames to refuel our own mana.’ There was an intensity that filled the Spirit’s soul as she also extended her senses outwards. ‘I imagine that there will also be a [Willpower] component to this trial as well.’

Riley was sweating quite a bit beneath her armor now. But, even so, she could still focus enough to tell that Celia’s last assumption was likely wrong.

‘I don’t think that that’s the case.,’ she could feel Celia’s questioning gaze in the back of her mind. ‘This is a test of our [Understanding]. If we use our [Willpower] then there is no purpose to this test. Doing so will likely change the intensity and difficulty to ensure that we can’t rely on it moving forward. We couldn’t even withstand the [Will] and full senses of the Ancient Flame’s memories, after all.’

Celia remained silent, but Riley could feel the bashfulness from the Spirit that indicated she was embarrassed for her prior guess.

‘But you’re right about the mana thing.’ Riley tried to lift her Spirit’s mood back up. ‘I can see turning our element into mana to absorb and use as being a form of [Understanding] so we should work on that. Do you remember anything from the Ancient’s memories?’

The two silently contemplated the knowledge they had, and the scenes that they had witnessed from their previous viewings of the Ancient Flame’s memory tablets. Nothing in particular came to mind, but as the temperature rose, Riley was finally forced to begin spending her mana to remain relatively cool.

Stacking multiple [Understandings] on top of each other as she focused helped lower the cost, but as the flames around her fully converted to blue, and continued to heat up and grow ever brighter, she knew she would need to figure something out soon.

----------



Back in the emptiness of the Void that Ezekiel had been sent to, a luminescent rainbow filled the space in its entirety. Every color of mana was present, as were different sensations that were felt by the sole occupant of this expansive nothingness.

“Wow...” there was a sense of awe and wonder that filled Shine’s words as they observed their surroundings to better get a sense of what had happened. “I don’t think that should’ve worked the way it did. Was this what you were trying to do?”

The strange pseudo atmosphere that took shape allowed the vocalization of words, but even then, Ezekiel knew that something was going on that shouldn’t be happening.

“No… I was trying to pierce through something. Something that we couldn’t see or sense, but it seems my experiment decided to go for a ‘big bang’, and I guess this is the result...” his eyes lingered on a twisting spiral of mana that was filled with blue, gray, and gold motes.

Water briefly formed, before red motes touched upon it and the newly formed matter dispersed into magical particles once more.

“This goes against everything that I thought I knew about reality...”

Through their bond, Ezekiel felt Shine’s confusion as they pondered his statement.

“Well... scientifically speaking, I don’t think this should’ve happened. Although, I’m pretty certain that the only reason we’re not dead is because the space we’re in is operating under very special rules.”

Waving a hand, Ezekiel directed some of the mana that was randomly moving around in an ongoing mess and took control of the area around him in its entirety.

The next moment, the different motes of mana became solid splotches of color that directly contrasted with one another. A strange and abstract mosaic formed. One that had no rhyme or reason for its structure. So, he decided to give it some.

Digging deep into his memories, Ezekiel imagined a scene from his past. It was his house from when he was a child. Something he hadn’t seen in over a decade at this point.

Slowly, the mana in their surroundings shifted, and began mingling together to get different colors. A painting took shape, and the old house with a shop on the bottom floor came into being. First as a two-dimensional painting, then it obtained depth that turned it into a real, physical, object.

“Is this your old house?” Shine had never seen it before, not physically, at least.

Carefully running his hand along the door in front of him, Ezekiel was shocked by the realness of the wood beneath his fingers. “Yeah, it is... but this just confirms that there’s something else here.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The fact that there is no possible way that a Legendary Being would have the knowledge and power to create an entire world from scratch.” Memories of what he had seen in the tablets left behind by the Ancient Void filled his mind.

The sheer depths of what he had barely been able to sense during that time had nearly been enough to break his soul. Only by ensuring that he stopped at his absolute limit prevented that from happening. Yet, he was still laid out for several days from strain and fatigue.

“But at the same time... I think I know why this happened.” Ezekiel opened the door, only to see an empty space filled with colorful motes of mana. “This was a test, to see if we [Understand] our element to a certain level of sufficiency. While I do not know how the Void can do these things, I [Understand] why this can happen.”

Carefully taking a few motes of his Void mana, he allowed them to exit his body freely, and the small amount of elemental chaos that occurred was mostly expected. At least by him.

“Whoa!” Shine was less prepared.

“The Void is the beginning and the end. All things come from it, and all things return to it. Just like our [Nothingness], but opposite in this case.” Ezekiel carefully applied his [Will] which was still infused in the mana that had exponentially empowered the elemental motes that surrounded him, and reshaped the inside of the house to perfectly match what was in his memories. “But this is as far as we go, for now.”

Dropping his hand to the side, Ezekiel retracted his [Will] from the world around him, and the many motes of mana began to chaotically move around once more. His eyes flickered as he stood on the cusp of something new, something big.

Something that would destroy him if he took even a single step closer toward it.

Yet even though he didn’t fully embrace the concepts that were just out of reach, smaller ones still filled his mind. Filling him with new [Understandings] that weren’t there before.

“[Origin] and [Empowerment]...”

Sending his mana out of his body, he applied these new [Understandings] alongside his first concept of [Nothingness] to return the mana around him to their [Origin] of [Nothingness] and [Empower] it as he took it all in. Ensuring that there was no loss in the mana that was expended.

No clashing elements were needed to form the Void mana that Ezekiel was now taking in. Granting him a breakthrough to Step seven of Tier four. A moment later, Shine followed suit.

Looking around him, Ezekiel spread his senses, focusing on the [Origin] of his surroundings. Reaching deeper, past the elemental mana that was now everywhere, he felt it.

It was like a small film of gossamer, but a thousand times harder than steel. Fortunately, with his power at its current level, he could puncture it if he really wanted to.

The question was more a matter of whether or not he should.

Sensing Ezekiel’s new apprehension, Shine couldn’t help but poke through his mind to find out what was wrong. But Ezekiel had clamped down tightly on his every thought. Nearly using his mana to Void his emotions, but not just yet.

“Is it something dangerous?” This was Shine’s primary concern.

“I don’t know. It’s more like a door... A door that, once it’s opened, we’ll never be able to close it.” Ezekiel remembered the sensation of being reborn. It was sudden, and the thousands of years he had traveled had felt like nothing. Yet, it was ultimately something that he could never return from.

Right now, it felt like something similar was about to occur.

For a few minutes, the Hunter Spirit duo just floated in the luminescent rainbow void.

Ezekiel let out a sigh. “What am I doing?”

Focusing his mana, he prepared to puncture what he assumed was a wall between different layers of space. “There’s no point holding back now. Especially since there’s nowhere else to go.”

“Agreed! Let’s do this!”

Ezekiel could hear the nervousness in Shine’s voice, but also the firmness that indicated that they agreed with this decision and weren’t just spouting nonsense to hype themself up. So, all he did was carefully pat the pommel of their blade while sending soothing emotions through their bond.

Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel flexed his [Will] and mana.

There was a ‘pop’ and the void was filled solely with multicolored light.

A moment later, the colors seemed to come together into spiraling starlight.

Surrounded by darkness, eyes shaped like spiral galaxies stared at where Ezekiel once was.

A blink later, they were gone.
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                A tearing sound echoed through the room where the Guardian had seen Riley and Ezekiel off. Space warped and twisted as a rip appeared in the air. At first, the room was utterly covered by darkness. Then, as a footstep could be heard, a series of lights appeared on the walls.

Ezekiel was hunched over, sweating, and gasping for breath as his Spirit Armor flickered in and out of existence. Shine was held in his hand with a weak grip, and with forceful push, Ezekiel flopped out onto the ground doing his best to keep breathing. The moment he hit the ground, the rip in space behind him closed shut.

New information flooded his mind, and he nearly entered another state of enlightenment, but the glimmer in his eyes fizzled out as it just barely escaped his grasp. He figured it was partly due to his exhaustion, and partly because whatever it was, was far too great for him to comprehend safely at the moment.

“That was terrible...” he muttered with his face on the floor. “We will not be doing that again until we reach Mythic. Agreed?”

‘Agreed. That didn’t hurt the soul, but even without a body I feel physically exhausted from that.’ Shine’s voice whispered through Ezekiel’s mind.

Glancing up at the Guardian from his place on the floor, Ezekiel was surprised to see that the Guardian’s eyes were practically popping out of its skull from how wide they had become. It was the most emotional expression Ezekiel had seen on it during his time in the Ancient Legacy.

“Is everything alright?” Ezekiel looked around. He figured that the Guardian was just confused by his new magic.

Though Ezekiel could tell, now that the connection to whatever that strange space was, that he would not be able to do it again. Whatever that Void where the trial took place was, the rules that worked inside it were different than the ones out here, in the physical world.

It was a subtle thing, but at the back of his mind, and in the deepest part of his gut, he could tell that any attempt to recreate what he had done would result in his death.

“I... Have not seen such magic since the Ancient Void was still on Eldramir,” the Guardian's voice seemed to waver for a moment before it returned to its firm, gravely, monotone one from before. “Though, the Ancient Void did not fall flat on his face when he did it.”

Ezekiel sighed, slowly pushing himself up to at least get himself into a sitting position. He nearly fell over again but managed to position Shine in such a way that they could be used as a crutch to remain upright.

Looking around the room, he finally realized that Riley wasn’t there. A moment of panic filled his chest, but before he could ask if the Guardian was aware of her condition, the five-eyed monkey Spirit seemed to perk up before a smile spread across its face.

Waving a hand, the wall opened once more, and a single [Void Gate] emerged. It sparked and an orange gateway flickered open. Much to Ezekiel’s confusion, since they weren’t orange when he and Riley had entered them earlier.

It took Ezekiel a moment to realize that it wasn't the gateway that was orange, but the area beyond it. A sea of Flames and nothing else filled the space beyond the boundary of the gate.

Not long after this realization, a sweaty and singed Riley came out of the portal and collapsed. Just as Ezekiel had a few minutes before. A red dragon the size of a house cat was spat out a second later. She loaded on Riley’s back with a squawk.

“Never again!” The crumpled body on the ground muttered with fury and bone deep tiredness. “Not until Mythic Tier!”

Celia raised a tiny, clawed fist and squeaked in agreement. Behind the pair, the [Void Gate] receded into the wall once more.

The Guardian smirked and chuckled at the sight, and Ezekiel also cracked a grin. Though, his was more of relief, since he knew that, if Riley had failed the trial, she would’ve died. Something that would’ve been far more devastating for him than for the Guardian.

“Good! Now that you both have passed, it is time that you return to the surface.”

The two Hunters smiled at the thought, even if they couldn’t fully move at this point.

“Before that, however, I will let you both rest and recuperate. While at the same time, I have some things that I need to tell you prior to your departure.”

Ezekiel and Riley both looked at the Guardian in confusion and interest.

“What do you have to tell us?” Ezekiel moved over to Riley to help her sit up. “I thought we already knew everything we needed to know?”

The Guardian shook its head. “You were granted answers to any questions you asked that were possible for me to answer. But only a small portion of that information was freely provided. Certain things were not proactively given to you. Now that you have passed this trial, there is no need to keep it secret anymore.”

The two Hunters remained silent as they listened to the Guardian speak. As did their Spirits, who were still being used as a crutch, and leaning forward in curiosity, respectively.

“The first thing you must know is that you will not be exiting this Legacy from the same entrance you came in.” Waving its hands, the Guardian summoned forth a diagram of the Continent and the Archipelago. It was rounded like the surface of a globe, and tunnels leading from the surface to a relatively small structure beneath it were also present.

Riley looked at it in confusion, as did Celia, and Shine also had no idea why the construct looked like that. But Ezekiel’s eyes widened in shock.

“Hollow earth...” he muttered. “This Legacy is located within the Mantle of the world...”

The Guardian nodded its head, as if expecting Ezekiel to know this. “That is what the Ancient Void described it as. Though we are close to the outer core, floating just above it like an iceberg.”

Riley and the two Spirits beside him looked at Ezekiel in befuddlement, but he remained silent, waiting for the Guardian to finish speaking.

“Notice these tunnels,” the Guardian pointed at the tubes connecting the surface to the Legacy. “Most have shattered and are no longer usable. As is the rule set forth by the Ancients when this Legacy was created. No entrance may be used more than once. I had some leeway in the entrance your group used, to send the others that passed back to the surface, but since you two remained here, you will need to go through a different tunnel to return. Pick one of the ones remaining, and that is where you will end up.”

Looking at the construct, Ezekiel could see three remaining tunnels that weren’t broken. Of them, two were on the Continent, with one being in the Morathi alliance lands, another was hidden in Tarquessa, and the last was on an island in the Archipelago.

Seeing the tunnel leading to the Morathi Alliance, Ezekiel felt the urge to go there. But he restrained himself with some help from Shine, as they both knew that they wouldn’t survive there for long on their own. Even with Riley accompanying them, it would be impossible to take down the Kindled clan with only two Legendary Hunters. From what he knew, the Kindled clan had nearly a dozen Legendary Hunter's. Making them one of the Hegemons of the Morathi Alliance.

Yet, with the apparent fracturing of the Alliance, due to the Kindled clan making deals with the Willowbrush Empire, it was likely that they would get a fair bit of help.

Forcing down a yawn, Ezekiel turned to the Archipelago tunnel. In all honesty, the only viable option was the Archipelago. It was the only one that wasn’t directly in enemy territory.

Even if it was on the border of the Desolate Seas.

“The Archipelago is likely our only option.” Ezekiel looked down at Riley, who was also incredibly tired. “What do you think?”

Riley yawned. “Whichever you think is best...”

Ezekiel smirked. “Then I guess we’ll leave through the Archipelago.” He yawned, nearly falling over in the process. “But for now, I think we’d like to properly rest.”

Seeing that the Hunters were in no condition to continue their talks, the Guardian nodded. “Very well. I will have you brought to your rooms. You may sleep, have one more meal for yourselves when you awaken, and then we will continue where we left off. For there are still things that I must tell you.”

Nodding his head, Ezekiel allowed himself to be lifted into the air and carried alongside Riley as they were carefully moved to a room for them to sleep in. Placed into the same bed, Riley curled up beside Ezekiel, as Celia snuggled up between them, and Shine carefully leaned against Ezekiel.

Barely a few moments later. Their labored and tired breathing even out, and they both fell asleep.

----------



Sitting across from one another, Ezekiel and Riley quietly ate their last meal here in the Ancient Legacy. It was nothing fancy, being nothing more than rations composed primarily of fruits that were grown and dried here underground.

Shine and Celia were resting next to the small table the two Hunters were seated at. Calmly overseeing their partners as they tried to relax after the previous day’s ordeals.

“What do you think we’ll find up there?” Riley asked after she finished her meal.

“...A war, of some sort, I expect. Now that the Cult had revealed their true might, or at least a significant portion of it, they’ll likely be forced to push much harder. Since, if they don’t, they’ll get pushed back and put under the same restrictions that the other Mythic Hunter factions are under.”

Ezekiel wistfully leaned back with his eyes closed as he imagined the events that were likely to occur once they reached the surface. An image of his family passed through his mind. He was really starting to feel concerned for their well-being.

A twinge from his danger sense made him frown. His choice to go to the Archipelago was even stronger now.

“Do you mind if I ask you how you passed your trial?” Ezekiel wished to change the topic, so he brought up what he hoped was something Riley wouldn’t mind discussing.

“... Honestly, I think that it was just a trial of lasting long enough...” Riley’s eyes glazed over for a second as she recalled the memories of her time with the fourth trial. “I was surrounded by a sea of fire, and it continued to get hotter and hotter, until finally, the temperature fell back to normal flame. Then, the gateway appeared, and I fell through it. It was close, though, and if I hadn’t figured out how to eat flames to regain my mana, it would’ve been impossible to last long enough. My mana would’ve run out, and I’d be nothing but ashes right now.”

Celia moved up to nudge Riley with her head. She reached down to scratch the Spirit’s snout in thanks. “What about you? How did you pass?”

Having heard what Riley had done to survive her trial, Ezekiel began to have second thoughts about what he had done for his test. If it was just a timely survival, then he would’ve ultimately failed, as he wasn’t aware of how to turn the Void into mana.

“... I ripped a hole in time and space, temporarily jumping into another layer of reality. After which, I barely managed to bring myself back to here and now, back where we first entered the gates from.”

Riley turned to face Ezekiel, eyebrows raised, but remained silent. Celia had a similar look on her face.

“... In my defense, I’m fairly certain that I couldn’t do that again. The space that our trials took place in was likely specially created for the trials we underwent. There’s no way they operated under the same rules as the world we know.”

Riley just let out an amused sigh. “Well, at least there’s that. But, please, don’t go breaking reality in pursuit of power. I don’t know if my heart could take it. You’re just... too amazing as it is. Okay?”

Ezekiel chuckled but nodded in agreement. “Fair enough. I’ll be sure not to leave you behind.”

Riley flinched, and Ezekiel knew he struck right at the heart and truth of her worries.

“Let’s go see what else the Ancient as to say, shall we?”

Riley nodded, and the two stood up from their seats, their Spirits once more going to their respective places alongside their Hunters.

A hole opened in the wall, and the two calmly strode toward the Guardian’s chambers for the final time.

----------



Inside the brightly lit cavern, the Guardian was once more seated in a large throne that stood on one side, while a pair of smaller stone chairs were across from it.

“To keep this short, I will roughly explain what is going to happen to you, and why.”

The two Hunters and their Spirits gulped nervously but filed to speak up before the Guardian continued.

“Simply put, the moment you return to the surface, this Legacy will enter into a state of hibernation until another entrance is opened, and the tunnel you chose to return to the surface through will be destroyed. Much like the others were.” There was a hint of regret and pain in the Guardian’s voice. “Given that I have shown you the rough locations of the remaining entrances, you will need to swear an oath to never reveal this information. For if the other entrances are used and destroyed, then so too will this Legacy share that fate.”

“What do you mean share that fate?!” Ezekiel couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This is the greatest Legacy of the Ancients in the world! How can it simply be destroyed?”

The Guardian closed its eyes. Ezekiel could tell that it was just as frustrated at the situation as he was, but it was obvious that the Mythical being had no choice in the matter.

“I understand your outrage, perhaps more than most. But know this, the alternative is to risk the chance of the Broods gaining access to this place. Which will be far worse than you can imagine.”

“How so? They can’t even use mana!” This was a known fact, so it was hard to believe that the Cruor and their Brood masters could make any use of the Ancient’s memories.

“I was not made privy to that information. Just that the Ancients and Broods came into being at the same time, and that they are far more intricately connected than you would assume.” The Guardian appeared to get lost in its memories for a moment as it stared at nothing. “Regardless, the cost is far greater than you would assume. If the Broods gain access to this place, then it will be immediately destroyed, to prevent them from gaining the knowledge within. Regardless of whether or not another path still remains. As for the destruction that will follow if all tunnels are used up... that was decided on due to the Ancients making the choice to give humanity a limited number of chances to overcome the Broods, and one day meet them in the Realms Above.”

The two Hunters looked confused by the Guardian’s words.

“What are the Realms Above?” Ezekiel shared a look with Riley before asking this. “Is it where the Ancients went after they left this world?”

“Indeed. But it is not your concern. It is currently impossible to leave this world. Even if you somehow reach the level of the Ancients.” The Guardian sounded utterly certain of its words. To the point that none of its audience could bring up the effort to dispute it.

“How can that be? Why would they do that?”

“All that I can say is that there are things out there that are far more powerful than anything you have ever witnessed. Moreso than the Broods, and more so than the Ancients, but several leagues at that.” To the Legendaries’ shock, the Guardian did a full body shiver at the thought of whatever it was speaking of. “The barrier that surrounds this world can only be accessed by special keys, which in turn can only be used by mortal beings. Those too weak to be of influence for these otherworldly powers.”

Ezekiel immediately thought of his entrance into this world. Wincing at the thought, but fully understanding what the Guardian was speaking of.

After all, if the Ancient Void could visit Earth and make him reincarnate with his memories intact, then it was certainly possible for there to be other beings that could do the same.

Off to the side, Riley clearly noticed Ezekiel’s reaction, but decided to remain silent for now. Something that Shine also noticed but didn’t mention just yet.

“It was actually the greatest hope of the Ancients that Humans and Spirits alike would one day reach their level, and beyond, so that they could be reunited beyond the stars.” The Guardian let out a sigh, and slumped further into its throne. “I dearly hope that such a thing happens as well. Should even a single being in the world reach the level of the Ancients, Tier six, by your standards, then it will be possible for me to survive, rather than die alongside this Legacy.”

Ezekiel frowned, immediately understanding the Guardian’s words. Riley also raised a hand to her mouth in shock as she gasped in realization. “You’re trapped here, not just by duty, but by oaths, aren’t you.”

The Guardian nodded in response. “I am, but do not mistake my situation ass being a manipulation by the Ancients. I was informed of exactly what I was getting into when I swore my oaths. It is not their fault that I could not comprehend the sheer scope of what I would experience down here. The Legacy and I are tied together, until the day we both see the light of the stars once more.”

Riley looked down, upset at the sheer loneliness that the Guardian must’ve experienced, being down here for a thousand years. Ezekiel also felt a twist in his gut. The thought of going through such a thing was horrifying to him. Even if he spent most of his time in his own head, or studying and researching, it wasn’t as if he never had anyone else to confide in and talk with.

“What is the oath that we must swear?” He locked eyes with the Guardian as he asked this.

“Simply that you will never reveal the location of the other entrances, or what will happen once they are found and used. Nor the destruction that will occur should the Broods somehow gain access to this place.” The Guardian’s terms were more than reasonable, and the two Hunters quickly swore their oaths. “Good, now, prepare yourselves. Returning to the surface will be far more straining on your bodies than it was when you first entered.”

Stone coffins suddenly wrapped around the Hunter's and their Spirits. A moment later, a heavy weight seemed to pull them down, and Ezekiel knew they were headed to the surface.

“Goodbye, Hunter's. I hope that we might meet again.”

The Guardian’s voice echoed in the coffins as they rose to the surface once more. Even though he couldn’t move, restrained as he was, Ezekiel did his best to nod. Internally promising that the Guardian would see the stars again. He would make sure of it.

In the back of his mind, Shine was in total agreement. But also decided to address what they had seen earlier.

‘Ezekiel... You might need to tell Riley the truth. The full truth.’ Their voice was grim, as they knew that this was something that Ezekiel hadn’t gone into full details with anyone before.

Frowning, Ezekiel thought about how things were going with Riley right now, and although he was still nervous, he didn’t disagree. So, with that in mind, he decided that he would speak with Riley in detail, after they got to the surface.

----------



Of course, the best of plans often never occurs without problems popping up. Such as the Guardian’s voice urgently calling out for Ezekiel and Riley to prepare themselves for battle.

The urgency and concern within the Guardian’s voice was shocking to hear, but the two Hunters immediately downed their Spirit Armor, even as a series of loud explosions rang out beneath them, causing the containers they were in to rattle and shake, even as they burst from the ground, flying into the air, and falling apart in the sky.

For a brief moment, the pair in the sky thought that they had returned during the middle of the night, for there was little to no light to grant them any visibility. Then, they realized that the sky was actually filled with the miasma of the Desolate Lands.

This should not have been the case, because Ezekiel had memorized the maps of the boundaries of the Desolate Lands, and the Desolate Seas. This particular island should’ve been close to the border, but still outside the Desolate areas.

As they adjusted to the lack of light, both Hunters could sense movement below. Straining his senses, Ezekiel managed to figure out what was below them, and immediately called out an order.

“Blaze Barrier!”

Riley reacted in an instant, knowing what Ezekiel meant thanks to the countless hours they had spent in the Rot territory next to Lolend. Not a second later, grenades impacted against the wall of blue flames that now surrounded Riley. The fungal spores exploded but were swiftly burned to nothingness before reaching Riley’s body. To be safe, her armor was also lit up in bright blue flames.

Shrieks and gurgling moans echoed from the ground. From what Ezekiel could tell, this island wasn’t too large, but was still big enough to set up a supply point, if humanity had bothered to claim it prior to the apparent infestation.

But the most shocking thing was the fact that it was utterly covered in fungal growths. With several Rot Cruor walking about, and now attacking Ezekiel and Riley.

“We need to go!” Ezekiel started flying into the distance. A hint of gray in the miasma above them indicated the direction of the edge of the Desolate. While he couldn’t sense any Legendaries at the moment, Ezekiel didn’t want to risk being outnumbered and taken out by the Cruor just after returning from the Ancient Legacy.

Having no reason to disagree, Riley shot off in the same direction. Her mana burning and sending her ahead of Ezekiel for a few seconds before he managed to catch up. They flew at full speed for several minutes, leaving the island behind them, and finally reached the brightly lit skies outside the Desolate Lands.

The only problem now was the fact that they had little idea of where they were. There were no islands in sight, and there weren’t any boats either.

Ezekiel couldn’t even use the stars to navigate, since it was the middle of the day, and there was no way for them to tell which direction was north or south.

“Let’s keep going for now.” He called out to Riley. “We should try to get as much distance between ourselves and the Desolate Lands as possible.”

The two continued to fly; greatly extending the distance between themselves and the miasma filled skies behind them. This went on for several hours, meaning that they had covered a distance that would’ve taken days by boat, and both were feeling the strain on their mana.

Fortunately, Ezekiel spotted an island in the distance. One that was clearly inhabited by Spirits, thanks to the abundant life that was visible growing on it. But was also likely to be utterly wild, since he couldn’t see any sort of man-made structures.

“There! Let’s land for now, make a shelter and rest. We can set out again when it gets dark, and I can better navigate.” Riley nodded, and the two changed course and landed on the island. Making sure to not go too far inland, as they had no desire to intrude on a Spirit Ruler’s territory.

Setting up a basic shelter and campsite, using the supplies they still had in their Void Pouches, which hadn’t been used since before they entered the Ancient Legacy, the two stayed on watch. Just in case anything tried to mess with them as they rested and recuperated. Their Spirit Armor dispersed for now, but ready to be summoned at a moment’s notice.

‘Now’s a pretty good time, don’t you think? I can keep watch while you two talk.’ Shine said to Ezekiel. 'You can worry about the expanded Desolate Lands when you reach civilization.’

As much as Ezekiel hated to admit it, Shine was right, and now was just as good a time as any to let Riley know. Better to keep her informed, than to keep her in the dark and let her guess.

“Riley... There are some things I think I need to tell you...”

Seeing that he had her full attention, Ezekiel began his story.
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                Having fully revealed the truth of his life, and not the assumed one where he received memories from Void Relics when young, Ezekiel felt a weight be lifted from his shoulders. Even as a different sense of dread settled in his stomach, one that wasn’t an omen.

“So... That's the full truth.” Ezekiel was hunched over in his seat as he finished speaking. “I hope that this doesn’t change things for us, but I’ll understand if-”

A warm body tackling him backwards stopped Ezekiel in his tracks. His words got caught in his mouth and nearly choked on his tongue as his head hit the ground.

“It changes nothing! You’re still the man who saved me, and that’s all that matters.” Riley curled up on Ezekiel’s chest as Celia flew over to land on her partner. “The only thing this means, is that I now understand how you’re so strong, and how you know so many different things.”

A flood of relief filled Ezekiel, and the incoming dread dispersed as he found himself growing warm and fuzzy. Then hot, and searing.

“Hot! Hot! Too hot!” Ezekiel cried our as Riley’s emotions affected her mana. Blue flames began covering her body as she held onto Ezekiel even tighter.

‘It’s times like these that I’m glad I don’t have a body like other Spirits.’ Shine was incredibly smug as they silently laughed at their partner’s expense. On top of Riley, Celia also smirked in amusement. The story had no effect on her, other than solving the question of how Ezekiel knew so much.

Unfortunately, for Ezekiel, Riley wasn’t listening as she held onto him. So, deciding to fight fire with fire, or Void in this case, Ezekiel released his [Nothingness] and caused the flames to dissipate.

For a little while, the two laid on the ground doing nothing, with Ezekiel holding Riley as she held him. Before, finally, the two broke apart and looked at each other. Breaking out into laughter a few seconds later, the two rolled apart while holding hands and chuckling.

“Thank you...” Ezekiel finally felt fully welcome in this world. “You don’t know how much this has been weighing on my mind for years now.”

“I can’t even imagine.” Riley muttered as she looked at Ezekiel. “... Do you ever miss your old life?”

Ezekiel was silent and turned to the sky before answering.

“No, not anymore. I used to, but it’s been so long now. I’ve been in this world for over a year longer than I lived in my previous world.” Ezekiel rolled over and held Riley once more. “Since I was aware for all those years as well, that means that I’ve actually lived longer on this world.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want you longing for something and leaving me behind.”

Ezekiel winced, which Riley noticed, so he explained the time difference that was included in the barrier that the Ancient Void placed around the world. The ultimate magic, which was used to give Eldramir as much time as possible to save itself.

“I see... Then I guess we both know what needs to happen.” Riley smiled. It was sad, but also full of hope and certainty. “We’ll just need to reach Tier seven. The sooner, the better.”

Ezekiel mirrored her smile. Her confidence being contagious, but also recognizing the struggles and dangers that they would need to experience before they could reach that level of power.

“Well... For now, we can think about that tomorrow. The world has apparently changed since we entered that Ancient Legacy. We need to find out how much and how bad.” The sigh Ezekiel let out carried a massive amount of frustration and wariness. “So, first things first, finding civilization, and then my family so that we can catch up and figure out our next steps.”

Riley nodded in agreement, and the two made their way to their shared shelter. Shine and Celia would keep watch until it was time for them to leave.

For now, the two Hunters needed their rest.

----------



Flying through the night sky, clear with no clouds in sight, Ezekiel was barely able to map out a rough route for them to take as he stared at the stars. Both directly above, and off into the horizon. Figuring out their possible location, the Hunter duo found several islands on their way.

Though Ezekiel knew that they had been lucky when, after flying for nearly a full day, they only just landed on an island before running out of mana.

“We need to make a change of plans. A raft will be required if we want to continue.” Ezekiel muttered as he looked out into the island. “Given the size of this island, we’ll be able to take down a few trees and make what we need. But it’ll still be difficult since we don’t have any actual building supplies.”

“Will we need to worry about the island’s Spirit Ruler's?” Riley gazed into the distance. It was quiet, but that meant nothing in the long term. “It wouldn’t be a good thing if we pissed off the Spirits on the island.”

“Hmm...” Ezekiel agreed, of course, but knew that they couldn’t keep risking it if they wanted to get any closer to their destination. “We’ll rest for a bit, then scout out the island. From there, we’ll figure out how we can appease the Ruler of this region. Given its size, this island should only have maybe three of four Rulers in total. Not counting any Glacial Spirits that are living underwater.”

The pair lowly set up a shelter once more. This time in full, since they wouldn’t have to worry about leaving right away, and hopefully not with angry Spirits chasing them either.

After resting for several hours, the two donned their Spirit Armor and flew toward the center of the island. They made no attempt to hide themselves, but also didn’t flare their mana. Instead, they naturally allowed the different Spirits of the island to sense where they were and their power level, so that said Spirits could come up to the Hunters as they wished.

However, as another hour passed by, and no Legendary Spirits approached them, it was apparent that there was a problem that neither of the Hunter's was aware of.

“Could this island just not have any Spirit Ruler's?” Riley asked Ezekiel as they came to a stop in the dead center of the island. “That’s a possibility, isn’t it?”

“A low one, maybe...” Ezekiel narrowed his eyes as he looked toward the ground. “But I’ve been spreading my senses far and wide. There aren’t any Adept level Spirits in any of the areas we’ve passed over either.”

Riley’s eyes widened, as her senses weren’t as well attuned for checking such things. So, it wasn’t something she had noticed. She had just assumed that the Spirits that were weaker than them were hiding. Not many Spirits actively went against more powerful beings by choice, after all.

“What are the odds that a Tier two Spirit would be able to tell us anything?” She asked as she started looking for one below the tree line. “Should we try to find out what happened here, or just make the raft and get going?”

“The latter.” The certainty in Ezekiel’s voice made Riley pause. “There’s no point in searching for answers here, since this happened as we got closer to what should be our destination. The sooner we reach a human-controlled island, the sooner we’ll get our answers. The raft will help with that.”

Riley nodded in understanding. So, with that in mind, the pair set out to put together a raft that would act as their resting point moving forward.

It ended up taking several days, and the raft they made wasn’t exactly a beautiful piece of art, but it was held together well enough. Mostly due to some makeshift wood-joints and tree resin glue. Along with several ropes that they had on hand in their Void Pouches.

“Well, hopefully it doesn’t fall apart on us in the open sea.” Riley muttered as she looked at the fairly large raft that they had made from several dozen logs.

“So long as we don’t run into any storms, we should be fine.” Ezekiel immediately winced as he said it, since he knew he’d just taunted fate.

The fact that they ran into a storm just a few days later, and he was forced to fly up, with the raft, to avoid getting wrecked by the massive waves and maelstrom winds proved him right.

But after another week of travelling, and getting turned around more than once, Ezekiel and Riley finally found an island that had remnants of buildings and civilizations.

As well as a large number of massive and sickly-looking mushrooms that seemed to be surrounding a familiar organic structure that was reaching for the sky in the distance.

“Oh no...”

“By the Ancients...”

‘What the hell happened here!?’ Shine’s outburst was the loudest, even if only Ezekiel heard it. ‘I thought that the Rot was on the other side of the world! How did it make its way into the Archipelago?’

Ezekiel had no answer, and he and Riley just floated in the sky, wordless as they stared.

Both Hunters were shocked and dismayed to see what had happened here. Especially so far away from the Desolate Lands that covered the Archipelago and the Seas it existed in.

“Do you recognize this island?”

Ezekiel shook his head at Riley’s question. “I barely remember the islands I visited while living on Sanafalls. Let alone the hundreds of islands I never set foot on.”

Looking into the distance while remaining in the sky offshore, Ezekiel turned to the Spine that was growing in the distance. “For now, I want to take care f that, then we can see if there are any survivors on this island. This island is too big for there not to be at least a couple more cities.”

He stared sadly at the broken structures that were once a port city. The massive walls that protected it now nothing more than rubble sticking up from the ground. The last remnants of the city, beyond the broken buildings overgrown with fungal monstrosities.

“How will you do that?” Riley asked.

Ezekiel held up a hand and a black [Void Pane] appeared above his hand. Clasping his fist, the incomplete [Void Gate] disappeared from existence.

Riley nodded in surprise. She hadn’t known that Ezekiel and Shine had figured out how to weaponize that spell yet. Not reliably, at least.

Flying over to the sky above the Spine, Riley stayed far away, since the miasma was too much for her. She estimated that, even with her better grip on her mana, she’d only last an hour or so, without casting spells, before she ran out of mana.

Creating a much larger [Void Gate] Ezekiel turned it sideways and flung it toward the Spine from above. It fell like a comet, and half the Spine simply disappeared inside it. There was no displacement, as Ezekiel created a pseudo-space, similar to what the Void Pouches used, and forced the Spine to enter into a stretched-out space that was separate from the space in front of the [Void Gate].

‘We really need to brush up on Void Pouch creation. If regular non-Void Scholars can make them with Runes lift by the Ancients, then we should be able to make something better.’ Shine complained as they watched the [Void Gate] Ezekiel threw down begin to waver, before finally collapsing.

‘Agreed. But that will come later. When we get back to Sanafalls.’ Ezekiel’s reply was filled with worry, as there was no possible way that Sanafalls hadn’t gotten involved in whatever was happening in the Archipelago.

He didn’t have time to think about it, however, as the top half of the Spine was crunched as Space contracted in on itself. The spell failing and the destructive force overwhelming the Spine’s defenses. With little to no flying Cruor, it was surprisingly easy to take them out. Unlike in the war for Harkem.

Though, the cost of the spell itself was not low, and Ezekiel would have to take some time to recover before they could move out again.

Yet, as the resulting explosion revealed a pool of Ichor near the ground, Ezekiel got an idea.

‘You know that this is a terrible plan, right? Shouldn’t we be trying to breakthrough with another enlightenment?’ The Void Spirit knew full well that using Ichor to improve would speed things up for them considerably. But it wasn’t exactly the safest way to do things. Especially since they wouldn’t have a controlled environment to do it in.

‘Given what we expect to run into, can we really expect a safe and controlled environment to be found in the near future?’ Despite his words, Ezekiel was having second thoughts.

“Ezekiel!” Riley’s voice cut through his mind, and he turned toward her. She was still floating in the distance. “Let’s go! Before we get swarmed by spore pods!”

Looking forlornly at the pool on the ground, Ezekiel shook his head. Shine was right. They could try that method later. When they had finished getting answers.

“Thank you.” Ezekiel said as he and Riley flew away.

“For what?” She gave him a look of confusion.

“... Nothing important...”

She continued to stare at him for a few moments, but after they got a bit further away, she shrugged, and let the topic drop.

The two continued to fly in silence, heading toward the other side of the island. The left the area that was still filled with the now thinning miasma.

Only to nearly be struck down by a large number of Legendary Spirits that attacked them from seemingly nowhere. Neither of the Hunter’s senses having given them a warning.

Though, given that the attacks were clearly meant to disable, not kill, was likely the only reason Ezekiel’s danger sense hadn’t flared up any more than the constant state that it had been in for the last few weeks.

“Oof!” He and Riley both grunted in surprise as they impacted on the ground. They were then wrapped up in stone coffins that covered everything but their faces.

Now that his enemies weren’t hidden by whatever it was that was keeping them from his senses, Ezekiel could tell that the spell that held him and Riley was a composite one. With at least two Legendary Hunter's fueling the spell. The Spirit Armor clad Legendaries had appeared a moment after the Spirit's in the sky had knocked the pair down.

A pair of armor-clad boots crunched along the ground, and Ezekiel could see that it was a man in blue Spirit Armor. A Legendary Glacial Hunter with his helmet off, one that wore a sash that Ezekiel recognized as being a part of one of the larger Guilds in the Archipelago, though he couldn’t remember the name, approached them.

“Well, well, well. Looks like we got a couple of traitorous vermin coming back to...” The Hunter trailed off as he looked at Ezekiel more closely. “A Void Hunter! But there’s only one...”

Ezekiel decided he didn’t need to deal with this right now. So, by flexing his mana and his muscles, he utilized his many [Understandings] to break out of his temporary prison. Shattered stone and dust flew everywhere, and the Cavern Hunter's flinched at the backlash of their spells failing.

Riley did something similar, and melted the stone that held her, changing it to something that the Cavern Hunter's couldn’t easily control like before.

“Yes. I am a Void Hunter. The one and only Legendary Void Hunter at that. Now, can someone please tell me what’s going on?” Ezekiel didn’t back down, even as the other Hunters readied themselves for a fight. He knew he couldn’t win, but he could certainly grab Riley and run away. “Given that I just destroyed the Spine over yonder, I’d think a bit of appreciation would be warranted. Unless you’re members of the Cult of Light, though I’m assuming you’re not, since you have yet to try and kill me for being a Void Mage.”

The Hunter's all grew outraged at Ezekiel insinuation.

“We ain’t members of those blasted traitors to the world!” One of the Cavern Hunter's called out.

“That’s enough!” The Glacial Hunter called out. “The rest of yah, get out here!”

Several more Legendary Hunter's appeared, and Ezekiel was glad that he hadn’t made any worse moves than he already had.

He also noted the Obscure Hunter, whose shadow the other Hunter's had stepped out of, and the cloud in the sky that was perfectly resting over them. Extending the shadow’s reach.

A moment later, a Tempest Hunter clad in Spirit Armor descended as well. Making a total of seven Legendary Hunter's now standing across from Ezekiel and Riley. As well as half a dozen Legendary Spirits that were now floating down from where they’d been hidden higher up. Most of which were Flame Spirits.

Somewhat of a surprising thing to see in the Archipelago, but it would only be expected to have as many Flame users move to a Rot battlefield as possible.

Seeing the sheer numbers they were facing, Ezekiel forced himself to hold back from making a move. Beside him, he could sense that Riley was in a similar state.

“Perhaps we should discuss things away from enemy lines.” Slowly waving a hand behind him, Ezekiel sent [Void Cuts] at the dozen or so Rot Cruor that were running toward them. They were casually cut to ribbons and died without a sound.

Riley did much the same, with little needles made of blue Flames that set even more Rot alight and spread fire throughout the Cruor’s side of the battle line within the miasma not far away.

Looking at the casual carnage that Ezekiel and Riley had wrought with mere waves of their hands, and not knowing just how much mana that display took, the Glacial Hunter stared for a moment before turning back to his once prisoners.

“Agreed. I will escort you to our rear base, while the rest remain to stop any incursions from the Rot.” There were no complaints from anyone, even as the apparent captain looked them all over.

With that said and done, the trio of Hunters set out, with Ezekiel and Riley following the Glacial Hunter back to civilization. At least, to what was left of it on this island.

----------



By the time the Hunters had arrived at the fortress town that had been reinforced and supplied on the far end of the island, Ezekiel had gotten a better idea of what was going on.

Due to the incredible scarcity of the Rot outside their respective territory, few regions were as well prepared for a sudden attack by a biological weapon. Outside of Quintessa, Ezekiel wasn't sure that any faction had a means of fighting if off other than killing it with fire.

“How did they get here, if you don’t mind my asking?” Ezekiel tried to keep himself calm, but he knew that the concern he felt was evident in his voice.

“Have you ever been on one of the Archipelago’s living ships?” The Glacial Hunter asked.

“No, but I have seen them before.” Ezekiel recalled an instance, just in passing, when he saw a large ship with massive leaves for sails that was docked at one of the islands he had visited in the past. “I wouldn’t have ever thought that the Rot could make a fungal ship, let alone know how to sail in waters with Spirit Ruler's in them.”

“Usually, they wouldn’t, but it seems like the Deep Cruor were gathering their forces. A large number of our border islands were hit, both inside and outside the edge of the Desolate Lands.” The Glacial Hunter sighed in melancholic remembrance. “It was bad. Each boat had at least a dozen Legendary Rot inside it, and once they made landfall in a hidden area, they almost instantly set up dens that became impossible to uproot.”

Ezekiel and Riley shivered at the thought. Even after several months of diving into Rot dens and clearing them out, they could never get used to it.

“Hopefully the destruction of the Spine will mean that the Cruor will let up a little it.” Riley muttered. “What island is this, if you don’t mind me asking?”

The Glacial Hunter turned to look at them in what Ezekiel assumed was confusion. Though, his now donned helmet covered most of his expression, so it was hard to tell.

“This is Naramoor; the Isle of Ores.”

Ezekiel immediately recognized the name, though it wasn’t the island that he had last met members of this particular Guild on. It was one of the central mining islands and supplied nearly a tenth of the Archipelago’s processed metal. Which also explained the abundant number of Cavern Mages.

He had been here before, however, and would be able to chart a rough course to Sanafalls. Though, it would take at least another week before they got there. Which would only be possible if they had a boat and crew. Unfortunately, the fastest route would mean at least three days at sea, even for Legendary Hunter's. Which they just couldn't afford to do at this point. Even with their raft.

Before the topic could be broached, however, it seemed like they were now approaching a city. This one was much more put together than the one that was within the area controlled by the Cruor. The walls weren’t pristine, but they were clearly rugged and sturdily built.

In the distance, Ezekiel could also see several large stone towers poking out of the water. Massive chains strung up between them. It appeared as though there was fighting going on as well. If the rough water Ezekiel saw when he focused was anything to go by.

Descending on the outskirts, the Void and Flame duo examined the state of the Hunter's and Mages that were guarding the city walls. It seemed like they were relatively well equipped, but it was obvious that they were tired.

From what he could tell, there hadn’t been any attacks in a while, but Ezekiel knew what it was like to be on constant alert. Even if the enemy wasn’t in sight. Especially against the Rot, whose spores were often invisible and nearly traceless.

The fact that Riley hadn’t dropped the thin layer of flames that covered her body was proof of the necessary paranoia.

“When was the last time your guards caught a break, if you don’t mind me asking?” Ezekiel continued to look over the guards that were watching in the distance.

One, in particular, caught his attention. An Adept Glacial Mage that looked incredibly pale and sickly. With red veins bleeding into his eyes. A symptom he recognized from his time in Quintessa.

“A week. When the last attack happened. The Rot managed to tunnel right up to the edge of the city walls. Over there.” The man pointed into the distance, where there was a large hole in the ground next to the wall. “We think we managed to clear out most of the spores and pods that grew, and the city has been running purification enchantments non-stop. It mostly works, but it’s not perfect.”

“Indeed.” Ezekiel broke off from the group and walked toward the guard he had seen earlier. “Greetings. I am the Legendary Void Hunter.”

His words caused a great deal of confusion in the guards that were surrounding the one he was targeting, but as the man seemed to collapse onto the ground and begin convulsing, their confusion turned to anger. Each one drew their weapons, even though none of the were Legendary like Ezekiel was.

“What did you do!?” One guard yelled but was forced back as the man that collapsed suddenly shot up and screamed.

It was an utterly inhuman noise, and was horribly similar to the shrill, rattling cry of the Rot when they attacked en masse. The other guards reared back as the fallen one charge at Ezekiel. His features twisted as the veins in his body bulged. Now black and blue as his flesh began to decay at a rate similar to that of a higher Tier Death Magic.

Ezekiel just released his [Nothingness], and the Rotten Thrall stumbled as he reached forward and caught it by the neck. The other guards looked shocked and horrified.

“All of you! To the purification enchantments. Now!” The guards looked scared and confused. “If you don’t want this to happen to you, then go get purified, now!”

The second order got them moving. They were nearly tripping over their own feet as they rushed back to the wall. None of them even bothered to pay any attention to the Legendary Hunter that had brought Ezekiel and Riley to the city.

“What the hell is that!?” The man asked when he finally stopped stared in open mouthed shock.

“This,” Ezekiel shook the Rotten Thrall, before snapping its neck and letting it drop, before Riley immediately lit it on fire, burning it to ashes in an instant, “was a Rotten Thrall. They only appear after a Mage, or Hunter, goes for at least a week without treatment after being infected by Rot Spores. Sometimes they lay in wait as well. Unless I’m nearby. The Cruor hate me, though for good reason.”

Ezekiel couldn’t keep the vicious smirk off his face as he thought of all the Cruor he had killed in combat. “You need to figure out a daily rotation for your city guards. Most cities in Quintessa have the necessary enchantments to ensure that there is no risk of infection upon return to designation purification sites. But since yours are mostly makeshift and roughshod, there’s a chance that they won’t work properly every time. Only a proper check by a Life Mage is properly sufficient otherwise, but I’m assuming those are scarce right now.”

This was information that had been drilled into Riley and Ezekiel’s heads within the first few weeks of their time in Quintessa. So, they were more than capable of telling what were, and weren’t, up to par when it came to fighting the Rot.

For his part, the Glacial Hunter just remained still as he seemed to be in shock.

“For the moment, while we need passage to Sanafalls, we can probably spare at least a week or so to help you out.” Ezekiel looked to Riley to make sure she was okay with this.

A nudge from Shine also let him know what his Spirit thought. A week wasn’t long enough. Something Riley seemed to agree with, without any prompting.

She shook her head before replying. “We might need to stay here longer than that. Especially if we’ll be leaving before clearing the island.”

“True. I guess we can stay for a month. With the Spine gone, we’ll be able to push further in. Once we get these folks some proper masks.” Plans and schematics for different pieces of equipment filled Ezekiel’s brain. “I hope your forges are ready. We’re going to need them.

He patted the Glacial Hunter on the shoulder before moving on toward the city gates.

They were back in civilization and, as per the usual scenario for them, there was work to be done.
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                As Ezekiel and Riley continued to provide aid while they waited out their unexpected delay, Sanafalls was in far worse condition. Though not at the hands of the Cruor. Being as far away as they were from the border of the Desolate Lands, they were largely unaffected. At least, not beyond the standard agreements of additional provisions and other supplies when under attack by hordes of Cruor.

Yet, even so, much of the city was currently a smoking crater with areas turned to glass from the intensity of the heat, as a result of the attack that had recently occurred.

Far less bizarre than the attack on Naramoor, which, due to the Rot that were invading, was a grotesque mess of warped and pulsating mold and fungal growths.

Instead, Sanafalls was filled with holes and broken buildings. It was obvious that the city had come under attack by a number of powerful Radiant Hunters. Given the size of some of the holes, there were some peak Legendaries among them.

Other, less prominent, but still noticeable, elemental aftereffects were also visible.

A makeshift swamp that half a block collapsed into. Ash and dust, where a large fire blazed and destroyed several buildings. Branching burn marks, where Lightning elements struck the streets. Though, there were few to no effects that could be attributed to the elements that were of a less than bright splendor.

Worse yet, were the tattered remains of several banners that were not native to the island. Each one depicted a brightly glowing golden candle.

However, regardless of this destructive attack, the citizens of the city were nowhere near as downtrodden as many outsiders would expect them to be. While not exactly common, the island of Sanafalls was large, and the city of Sanafalls had a great deal of support that it could call upon from its neighboring towns and cities. So, while it was unfortunate, the city was recovering fairly quickly. Even if there was still a large amount of infrastructure that needed to be repaired.

Ultimately, the ones who were suffering most from this attack were a family that weren’t originally from the island itself. A mother and daughter that were currently laid out in the infirmity of the Sanafalls Cathedral. One in bed, recovering from a near death encounter, and the latter, sitting in a corner as Life Mages did their best to save the former.

“Wendy... You need to eat something. You can’t just stay here and watch. There’s nothing that you can do, child.” Grand Scholars Scarlet stood next to Wendy as she stared, unblinking, at her mother’s unconscious form. Kare was perched in her lap, staring unblinkingly at her from below.

The older Obscure Hunter had been placed into a coma to aid in her recovery, as well as to prevent her from experiencing the excruciating pain that she would no doubt be feeling right now. Bright golden lines ran up and down her form. Radiant poison that was slowly eating away at her magic, soul, and body.

At the moment, Reya was nowhere in sight.

“You say that there’s nothing I can do... So, what’s the point in doing anything right now?” Wendy’s words made Scarlet frown. The older Glacial Mage’s eyes narrowed in frustration and worry.

She glanced over Wendy's body. Several bandages stuck out from beneath her sleeves and dress. Remnants of the battle she had experienced, each a mark that would surely scar. The effort to remove the poison that had infected her had been too much for the healers to avoid causing.

Worse yet, removing them would cause additional stress to Wendy’s body. Even in the future, it might not be worth the effort. More so if Wendy didn’t start filling out again. Her weight had dropped considerably during her recovery.

Sighing in defeat, Scarlet said something she hoped she’d never be forced to say. Especially to such a young girl who was in the depths of despair. But she didn’t see another way. Not after having tried everything else for the past few weeks.

“So, that’s it then? You’re just going to let them get away with this?”

Wendy’s head whipped up to face Scarlet, eyes narrowed in a glare that shot daggers from her eyes. Darkness flooded her eyes, turning them fully black, even as her shadow started writhing on the wall. A faint hint of mana began to cause pressure to be felt by the Mages in the room.

A loud ringing made Wendy stop, as Evelyn’s condition temporarily worsened due to the foreign mana in the atmosphere.

“Mom!” End lunged, but Scarlet stepped forward, putting the girl in a chokehold and dragging her to the door of the room. Shadows flared and struck at everything in sight as she panicked, but Scarlet's next words made her stop.

“So, you can’t do anything to help, but you’ll do anything to harm? I didn’t know you wanted your mother dead so bad!”

Even Kare, who was rearing up to defend her partner, stopped what she was doing in shock at Scarlet’s accusations.

“Let’s go, child, you can’t be here anymore.” This time, Wendy didn’t struggle as Scarlet pulled her away. The glares from the Healers caused a pit of guilt to fill her. Even as Kare sent her words and feelings of support through their bond.

The Legendary Mage ended up dragging Wendy all the way to the mess hall, where she plopped Wendy onto a stool, and told her to wait until she got back with some food. Threats to tie her down were also made, to ensure that she followed Scarlet’s command.

“Here. You need to eat, or else you’ll never get better.” Scarlet had mostly returned to being a gentle guardian by now. But there was still a certain level of sternness that wouldn’t be disappearing anytime soon.

For her part, Wendy simply did as she was told. Still unhappy at being removed from her mother’s presence. As could be seen in the way the shadows moved around her without any conscious commands.

The two humans and a Spirit sat there in silence for a while. Even after she had finished eating, Wendy didn’t do anything. She just stared at her tray, aimlessly, as Kare tried to gain her attention by nuzzling her chin.

“Do you want to know why I made you have that outburst?” Scarlet smirked when she saw Wendy shake her head. “I wanted to see how much you were like your brother.”

Wendy finally turned her attention up from her tray. Her face was twisted in confusion. She knew that Ezekiel could get mad, but how did that tie into her reaction in her mother’s care room?

“It wasn’t often, but your brother would get defensive when it came to his loved ones and friends. To the point that he would sometimes leak his mana. A heavy pressure, heavier than his Step and Tier would indicate, would settle on the shoulders of everyone in his vicinity. Just like how the shadows lashed out near everybody around you a little while ago.” Scarlet seemed lost in thought as she closed her eyes in reminiscence. “Given how you reacted, I wanted to see what I should do next.”

“What do you mean?” Though it was still only very slight, Wendy was slowly coming out of the shell she had formed around herself. “What does me being more like my brother than you thought have to do with anything?”

“It means I have some idea of how to distract you, and how to keep you from collapsing in on yourself.” Scarlet stood up; a determined glare spread over her face. “Training. Lots and lots of training.”

Wendy looked askance, her curiosity gone, and her despair now replaced with frustration.

“What good will training do me? It’s been useless up till now, and it will be useless moving forward!” Memories of the attack on Sanafalls filled her mind, and she started hyperventilating, even as Reya tried to calm her down. “I wasn’t able to do anything! Even with the training we’ve been doing. Even with the weird help that my brother’s notes provided. Nothing stopped those Kindled bastards from nearly killing Mom, and if it wasn’t for me, that wouldn’t have happened in the first place! It should be me in that bed! For the Ancient’s sake! Reya is in a sealed box, since that’s the only place with the level of darkness necessary for keeping her alive!”

By this point, Wendy had stood up, and her fists slammed down into the table leaving dents from where her blackened, shadow covered, hands had struck in anger. The bench she’d been on was tossed away by a shadow that was cutting up the floor behind her. Kare was safe, but the immediate vicinity wasn’t spared the young Obscure Hunter's wrath.

Yet nothing seemed to phase Scarlet, who just stared in unamused deadpan as she watched the temper tantrum in front of her.

“If you say you’d be better off dead, then I’ll smack you like I did your brother when he tried to say something similar.”

Wendy nearly choked on her words. Her shadows stopped moving, and she looked at Scarlet in fear. That was exactly what she was going to say.

“Ezekiel... He...” Wendy couldn’t say it. Yes, they had been separated for the majority of their lives, but she could never have imagined that he would’ve said something like that.

“Indeed. There were many points where he blamed himself for other people’s actions. The Cult of Light in particular. He was wrong, of course, and he learned to accept that fact.” Scarlet reached across the table, grabbing Wendy’s shirt and pulling her close. “Do you know what he decided to do when he got himself together?”

Wendy shook her head, heedless of the fact that her feet were no longer on the ground. Even Kare was staring at Scarlet with curiosity, knowing that the older Mage wouldn’t really harm her partner.

“He trained. Even when he knew it would be hard, and that doing so would piss off his enemies. He trained, harder and harder, and he reached Legendary at twenty years old.” Scarlet gave Wendy a soul-searching gaze, before letting the younger girl fall to the ground with a grunt. “Given your element, even if you started later than him, I think it’s possible for you to match that record.”

Wendy's eyes widened in shock. She had only recently reached the peak of Tier two thanks to Kare’s help. But was still knocking on the door to Tier three. She hadn’t even known whether or not her soul was large enough to have formed her third Chakra yet.

But, if what Scarlet was saying was true, then it was possible that she’d be able to break through faster than she thought.

“You didn’t think you could go through, and overcome, the events you went through this past month, without gaining a single thing at all, did you?” Scarlet raised an eyebrow at Wendy’s confused, yet hopeful, expression. “The soul grows through experience. Adversity being one of the greatest contributors. You were still just shy, before the attack, but now, I’d say you have the potential to reach Step two, maybe Step three, if you push yourself.”

The confusion, despair, and overall sense of loss and aimless anger that Wendy was feeling began to dissipate. In its place was directed wrath, and a sense of hope that she had thought was lost.

If she could grow more powerful, she could make the Kindled family pay. She could make them hurt for what they had done to her mother, to Reya, and to Ellen.

A memory flashed in her mind, and she felt her anger grow as her father’s face filled her mind. She needed to make him pay as well. Although, that would be left for her mother when she recovered.

Pulling herself up from the ground, Wendy glared at Scarlet, even as the older woman looked down at her sadly.

“What do I need to do, to get the resources needed to break through as fast as possible?” There was grit and determination in Wendy’s voice, and Kare trilled in joy at the change in her partner’s mood.

“First, we’ll fix this mess.” Scarlet smirked as Wendy nearly face-faulted. “But then, we’ll get you to the training room that your brother helped design, just for breaking through like you so dearly want to.”

Wendy begrudgingly got to work, cleaning up her mess under Scarlet’s supervision. But there was an eagerness in her now. An eagerness to train, and to get the power needed to fulfill her new goals.

----------



Hidden in a dungeon deep within the Morathi Alliance, painful cries could be heard, as well as tearful sobbing. Two prisoners, both locked away within the Kindled family’s properties, were forced to suffer a tormenting punishment. Each one different and done for a separate purpose.

“You wretched failure! How could you be so pathetic!?” A whip cracked as flames seared the flesh on Warren’s back. The chains holding him in place glowed brightly, and the burned lashes closed as Radiant energy flooded his body. Healing his wounds but leaving a myriad of scars running up and down his form.

Warren’s screams were heart breaking, as the mana from the whip continuously ravaged his flesh. His pain never ended, even as the torturer stopped his efforts.

“You were given one simple order! Kill the whore, and her darkened spawn!” The jailer reared his hand back to strike once more but was stopped by a hand on his shoulder.

“That’s enough, for now. We wouldn’t want our hound to be of no use in the coming days.” Dressed in immaculate armor, a man with golden hair and eyes approached Warren’s cell. There was a large golden wolf shaped Spirit walking behind him.

He gave a glance at the cell across from it, looking at the newest occupant inside. “After all, we don’t want our bargaining chip doing something drastic.”

Behind him, Ellen glared hatefully at the Radiant Hunter, who merely looked amused at her attempt at defiance.

“It’s usually scarier if you’re not crying while your glaring.” His words were true, and Ellen futilely tried to shake her tears away. “A shame. A descendant of the Kindled family shouldn’t be so weak as to show tears for their lessers.”

Ellen shook her head harder, silently denying any relation to the Kindled family. But couldn’t say anything through the gag that was wrapped around her face.

“Patriarch Howlend, you honor me with your presence, my lord.” The jailer took a deep bow, ignoring everything except the man in front of him. “If it would please thee, how might this humble servant of the honored Kindled family be of aid?”

The torturer was terrified of the man in front of him. He knew full well that, as a Flame Mage, he was only barely allowed to live within the primary compound of the Kindled family. Were he almost any other element, he would’ve been forced to live on the outskirts, even with his lineage.

His being able to work directly in the family’s prison was another perk that could easily be taken away. Forcing him to become a Hound, since his Tier was already at the Adept level.

Ignoring the jailer’s question, Patriarch Howlend turned back to Warren’s broken and stitched together form. The sight of his glazed over eyes made the patriarch frown.

“How disappointing. To think that my most promising son would turn out like this.” Howlend sighed as he reached out to the jailer, who immediately handed over the whip in his hands. “Though, you were at least able to provide a relatively talented heir. Good enough for us to sell off without consequences at least.”

Howlend’s words seemed to light a spark in Warren’s eyes, and the dull and glazed over look on his face seemed to harden for a moment. Only to fade away as the patriarch to strike with the flaming whip once more. Cutting through Warren’s face and took out one of his eyes in the process.

“Aaarrrrgggg!!!” The rattling of chains pulled taut and shaken as Warren screamed in pain echoed through the dungeon. A whimpering from Ellen could barely be heard as she watched her father be tortured even more.

“That’s enough, for now. Let them recover, else we won’t be able to continue in the future.” Howlend handed the whip back to the jailer, who nodded and retreated from the cell with haste. “Now then, since we are alone, I will ask you one simple question.”

Turning to Ellen once more, Howled reached through her cell with his magic, removing the gag that was keeping her silent.

“Will you comply with your marriage willingly, or must we continue this show even longer?”

Ellen remained silent for a moment, tears continuing to stream down her face. Howlend raised his hand, a sword of light forming as he pointed it at Warren.

“Yes!” Ellen screamed; her voice hoarse from her gagged attempts from earlier. “Yes... I’ll do what you want. Just stop hurting my dad...”

Patriarch Howlend smirked as Ellen pleaded for him to stop his actions toward her father. “It seems like you can learn. That is good. It means that we won’t need to kill your Spirit to make sure the lesson sticks.”

Ellen’s eyes widened in shock at the thought of her Spirit being killed because of her disobedience. It was already bad enough that they were torturing her father to teach her a lesson. To go after her Spirit would be the final breaking point. The loss of her bond, and damage to her soul, would be too much given what she was already going through.

“Now then rest easy, for now. We will have a proper contract put into place to ensure that you keep your word.” Turning away from Ellen’s cell, Howlend slowly walked out of the prison. “Your Spirit will be returned to you in the morning. Though, if you fail to keep your word, I assume you know what will happen.”

The only sound to echo from behind him was Ellen’s sobs as her fate was seemingly sealed. In front of her, Warren tried to reach out to her. His emotionless gaze flickered briefly as he shed tears of his own.

----------



In the depths of the Northern Tundra, Shari led dozens of banished nobles and rebel Hunters and Mages east, intending to wrap around the Frozen Fjords that covered the uppermost reaches of the Continent. She was currently bundled up, and being carried by Bonnie, as Noren rode behind her, and sliding through the snow even further back was a sleigh filled with people. Several other Hunters were in a similar situation, doing their best to stay warm and pull their caravan forward.

With her were several Scholars that had decided to accompany them when they had evacuated Harkem. The stronger members of the rebels had remained behind so as to attempt to fight off the combined forces of the Loyalists, Cultists, and Kindled family.

“How much further must we travel?” Noren’s voice cut through the cold air as he and several Glacial and Flame Mages and Hunters did their best to maintain a stable temperature that was more easily traversable as they moved. “We have been traveling for weeks since reaching this frozen hellscape, and I’m not sure how much longer we will be able to last.”

Shari remained silent. She wasn’t the leader of this group, but she was still in charge of her own team now. Even though she wasn’t anywhere near the most powerful. So, she was privy to slightly more information than most of the others.

“Given how far we’ve traveled, it is likely we’ll reach the westernmost Quintessa outpost within the next few hours. At least, that’s if the Tempest scouts are reading the stars right.” Shari glanced at the cloud covered sky. The only way they could accurately navigate right now was by having Tempest Hunters with flying Spirits go above the sky. There, they could map out the stars and determine what direction they needed to go.

Looking around the group she was with, Shari sighed in restless disappointment.

“Still thinking about your parents?” Noren asked as he moved to wrap an arm around his fiancé. “I know how you feel, my parents were sent with a separate group as well, remember? Same with my brother. But, if things go well, we’ll see them again soon. At the outpost.”

Shari tried to smile, but it was clear that she was still thinking of something else. Noticing her mood, Bonnie snorted and shook her shoulders, forcing Shari out of her darkening thoughts.

“Sorry. I’m thinking about Ezekiel and Riley...” Noren frowned at her words. This was a topic that was sore for both of them, but more so for her. “I just can’t believe that they’re gone. Even if it’s not confirmed that they’re dead, it’s been months, and given the rumors flooding up from the Archipelago... It just sucks that that family can’t seem to catch a break.”

Noren held Shari even tighter to try and comfort her. “When they get back, we’ll do everything we can to support them. That’s all there is to it.”

Shari turned to look at him in confusion. “What? Did you think I would tell you to forget about them? To focus on the here and now? You already know that the former is pointless and are trying to do the latter. So, I will tell you what you want to hear, which is also the truth. Ezekiel and Riley are our friends, and we’ll provide whatever aid we can, once we’re in a proper position to do so. Alright?”

Smiling widely in thanks, Shari nodded, and finally found her focus, turning back to their route forward. Only for the snow in front of them to be divided by an invisible blade.

Plumes of snow launched into the air, and dozens of Adept level Hunters rose from the snow. Among them were also several Legendary Hunters.

“Halt! Not one more step. State your business, and your loyalties!” The leader of the group, a Legendary Glacial Hunter called out, and the pressure she released was enough to make most of Shari’s group buckle over.

However, among the group was one Hunter in particular that caught Shari’s eyes. A man in full armor with a familiar looking sword stood near the middle of the group. He was covered from head to toe in enchanted armor, and it was clear that he was only barely at the lower Steps of Tier three, but that didn’t matter.

All that mattered was that he was a Void Hunter. Meaning that they were within the boundaries of Quintessa. Even if they were still far from the outpost, Shari could now finally relax, as she knew that they were safe with a faction that could just barely be considered friendly.

----------



In the central regions of Quintessa, within one the last remaining Temple of the Void still held by humanity, Lady Wilma, once Mythic Hunter, now the most senior member and nominal leader of the Church of Ten, sat slumped in a throne like chair as she listened to the reports from a number of Grand Scholars.

“That summarizes the state of the Desolate Land’s border, Lady Wilma. Unfortunately, unless Wolken recovers, it is unlikely that we will be able to reclaim the towns and cities lost in the conflict.” There were many despondent looks as the man finished his report. “The attacks were just too well planned, and there was no way we could expect one of the Old Ones to take part in this attack. Not when it’s been... decades, since the last time there was any mention of him.”

The reminder of her brother’s current near-death state was disheartening for Wilma. She had seen her brother laid out in bed several days ago, before she was caught up once more by the various duties that she was required to oversee.

“Keep me informed of any changes. For now, make sure that Strom has all the support he needs to hold the line. It is unfortunate that his element is not the best suited for fighting the Rot, but he should be able to make sure that they can’t push any further any time soon.”

Nods from her fellow Grand Scholars showed the approval of her peers for this plan.

A knock on the door drew the group's attention. “Enter.”

After being welcomed into the room, a Hunter with a gray bird on his shoulder opened the door and greeted the Grand Scholars in front of her.

“Greetings, Grand Scholars, I have news from the northwest. Another group of rebels and exiles from Willowbrush has arrived.” Confusion spread throughout the room, how was this newsworthy enough to garner an interruption for this meeting. “Apparently one of the Hunters in this group is the childhood friend of Ezekiel Luminance, as confirmed by one of his students. Whom Ezekiel had shared stories with regarding his past when he was teaching.”

Given the contribution that Ezekiel had provided, this was serious news. Since it wasn’t confirmed that the first Legendary Void Hunter was dead, it was fully possible that he would return at some point. So, keeping his friends and family in good health was a good idea as far as most of the Grand Scholars were concerned.

“What is their status?” Lady Wilma was on her feet, unable to do anything due to the distance, but also too excited to sit still. “Have they safely been brought to lands free from the Rot and other Cruor?”

Traveling through the Frozen Fjords that covered the north was usually a death sentence for anything other than an incredibly well prepared mid to high Step Adept. Yet, the progress made by the Church of Ten had increased the likelihood of survival for larger groups by leaps and bounds.

Even so, it was hard to say if they would survive without any losses.

“They are fine, surprisingly, and Miss Alkena has reunited with her family at the westernmost outpost, along with the other refugees. Though, they were shocked to hear about the state of our nation.” Which was understandable, since Quintessa was one of the strongest forces against the Cruor, so to have lost so much land so swiftly was almost unimaginable.

Yet, before anything else could be said, another Hunter burst into the meeting room. This one was panting and gasping for breath as they tried to speak.

“Exalt Wolken.... He’s awake!”

While she was interested in the Legendary Void Hunter’s friend, Lady Wilma was immediately brought to attention, and forced herself to move as she went to see her brother.

Given the state of affairs that Quintessa had fallen to, it was nice to finally hear some good news.

Maybe, they’d be able to turn their situation around, now that they once more had two Mythic Hunters to fight back with.
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                A massive battle was currently taking place on the island of Naramoor. Several dozen Rot Dens that had been a pain in the human forces’ side were finally being uprooted. Though the battle wasn’t an easy one by any means. It was far more organized than usual, however, so the endless hordes were being dealt with in a much more systematic method than the norm.

“Fire squads forward! Cavern Squads, keep redirecting paths and fence them in!” Ezekiel called out orders one-by-one as he and several dozen Hunters and Mages marched forward.

They were currently organized into block shaped groups, with Flame users in the front, walled off and protected by Cavern users on the side and rear. A few Tempest users were also there and were redirecting clouds of fungal spores into areas that weren’t filled with people.

Each and every Hunter was equipped with a make-shift mask that was glowing with runic lines and stuffed full of specially treated cloth for filtration. Their clothing was also perfectly sealed, and there were no seams that allowed any air in, or out, that wasn’t filtered extensively.

“Legends at two-o-clock!” Ezekiel threw up a series of [Void Panes] that blocked the large Rot that was charging toward him. A hulking figure with mushrooms and other polyp structures impacted against the barrier, and the sound of cracking stone was heard as several other barriers were struck.

A sea of fire filled the area, even without Ezekiel’s command, and the agonizing shrieks of Rot Cruor and Umbral beasts filled the air. They died out a second later but were refilled by more Rot running forward. The sheer number seemed endless.

Off to the side, one of the battle groups on the edge of their formation was taking heavy casualties. Several Hunters had taken blows that cut open their sealed uniforms. Their skin was beginning to slough off as fungus and mold melted and consumed their flesh.

Ezekiel moved over in a flash, releasing his [Nothingness] to prevent the Rot’s spread, but it would be impossible to heal the fallen Mages in the midst of this battle. They weren’t able to bring any healers with them, as their magic was not the most effective against the Rot. So, any Life or Glacial Mages were practically sitting targets when in a battle like this.

“Purge yourselves! Quickly!” Ezekiel called out orders that would hurt, but hopefully save the Hunters and Mages who were trying to rip out the mushrooms and fungi that were growing from their bodies. Gritting their teeth, the lower Tier Mages did as they were ordered.

Flames covered the bodies of each and every one of them. They all let out pained cries as they were literally burned alive, but the fungus, being more combustible, was quickly purged, and the fires died out seconds later. Each man and woman there was covered in burns, and the Spirits that were also treated suffered injuries as well, but the Artifacts that they were provided prevented any immediately fatal injuries.

Nearby, the other battle groups that witnessed this firmed up, and their focused gazes intensified. None of them wanted to have to go through what they had just witnessed.

“Cover! More Legends incoming!” One of the other battle groups moved to cover the one that had fallen as they slowly retreated. The forward march had been slowed, but they weren’t losing ground yet.

‘Below!’ Shine’s warning was all that Ezekiel had to indicate that he was about to be attacked.

His danger sense had been flaring for hours now, so it was hard to tell where and what was attacking him. If not for Shine’s aid, he would’ve been hit by sneak attacks several times.

Taking to the sky, Ezekiel avoided a direct hit from the spray of corrosive gas released by the Legendary Cruor that popped up beneath him. A layer of [Void Panes] covered him as well, ensuring that his protection was complete.

Stabbing downward, the Cruor beneath him was filled with holes, but that only slowed it down. Unfortunately, while he was immune to the detrimental effects of fighting the Rot, he still didn’t match up with Flame magic when it came to actually fighting them.

Especially since the higher Tiered Rot were able to survive more easily, even if dismembered.

The Legendary Rot leapt at Ezekiel but failed to make contact. But it wasn’t like he could just remain in the sky as the Cruor fell to the ground. There were Adepts and Apprentices that he needed to protect.

Diving back down, Ezekiel defended against a claws strike followed by a spray of corrosive liquid. The wounds he had inflicted had already regenerated.

Focusing his mana, he flashed forward with a series of swings, cutting through the first few layers of the Cruor’s body, but the lack of fire meant that it quickly healed.

‘Flamethrowers from behind!’ Shine mentally called out.

Ezekiel covered himself in a layer of [Nothingness] that protected him from the wave of fire that consumed himself and the Cruor he was fighting. The Cruor shrieked in pain but wasn’t severely harmed. The Adept Level fire wasn’t enough to do any permanent damage.

But it did give Ezekiel an opening to strike deeper. He severed the Cruor’s limbs and forced it to his knees where it was once more covered in flames. Another wave of fire consumed them.

The Cruor tried to retreat, seeing that its sneak attack hadn’t worked. But it was too late. Ezekiel had distracted it for long enough. A spear of Legendary level Flames pierced its body from the head down. The next moment, it exploded, and the burning corpse swiftly turned to ashes.

Looking up, Ezekiel nodded his thanks to the native Flame Hunter. They nodded back before flying off to help in another section of the battle. It seemed like most of the Legendary Cruor that had popped up were being routed. But the number of Rot were still increasing.

If they didn’t make a final push now, their army would be too tired to continue the fight and would be forced to retreat. Likely losing most of their Mages in the process.

“How’re you doing Riley!?” Ezekiel yelled over the noise of battle. He and those around him had been fighting for hours now. There had been regular switch outs with the rear team, and for the most part, they had made significant progress in the week or so that they’d been fighting.

Nearly a hundred kilometers had been reclaimed, and the miasma was still thinning out. By the end of the month, they would likely have reclaimed the cities lost to the Rot several months ago. Though, the people here would need to remain on constant alert for years, perhaps forever, as there was always the chance that the Rot would resurface after recovering in a hidden area.

“Almost ready!” Riley’s words made the marching forces come to a halt. Each battle group took up defensive positions, with walls formed in front filled with small holes for Flame users to fire from. “Now! Take cover!”

High in the sky, Riley, who had been kept hidden by a combination of Radiant, Obscure, and Tempest magic, heaved downward, dragging a large ball of white-blue flames toward her enemies. The ball was only a few meters across, but as the air rippled, it was obvious that the power within it was immense.

All the Hunters bunkered down, even as the Rot tried to flee. Except for Ezekiel, who formed a ball of opalescent light in his hands. Utilizing his [Understanding] of [Empowerment] Ezekiel shot half a Step worth of his mana into the ball of fire that Riley had thrown.

Two seconds later, the orb landed on the ground, nearly a kilometer away from the group of Hunters and Mages. A moment after, it exploded, mixing with the Spell that Ezekiel had tossed into the mix. The result was an explosion of fire that rolled over the ground, barely reaching the humans, who were protected by several layers of barriers.

But it utterly demolished the Rot that were previously pushing toward them in mass. The Dens that were in this area exploded as some of the more volatile substances caught fire. A series of loud booms and concussive waves made the flames flicker move about, but also spread them even further. This region was clear, for now, and would continue to burn for some time.

The white-hot flames from the initial attack cooled to a much more natural red-orange, but the heat had still been enough to cause the well protected Mages to sweat. Some still nearly fell over from the sheer heat, even with the defenses and cooling Artifacts they had all been provided.

“Alright, that’s enough for this area! We’ll let the fire continue to burn out whatever Rot might remain. That’ll wipe out the majority of it. For now, fall back to the rear lines and regroup. Best to rest before moving out again in the morning. But don’t slack off in your purification! We don’t want any spores entering the clean areas, understand?” Ezekiel called out, and several Legendary Hunters saluted, and the Adepts below called out affirmatives.

Then, turning away from the sea of fire, the assembled battle groups gathered up the injured and retreated. Another area had been purged. Now, they just had to keep it up until the Rot was fully gone.

----------



A makeshift common tent had been set up within a walled off campsite. Several Legendary Hunters looked over a map with different colored areas that denoted the human and Cruor controlled regions. Dotted lines indicated the changes that had occurred over the past week.

The sheer amount of progress being made was incredible, but it was only thanks to Ezekiel and Riley’s aid, and the implementation of the methods used by Quintessa, that allowed this to happen.

“We’re pushing well here, and here. But It’ll still be a while before we can keep moving forward.” Ezekiel muttered as he looked over the map.

“We should lock down the areas we currently control. Since the Ichorous Miasma has faded, we can continue fighting with little issue compared to before.” A Lightning Hunter picked up a few models that indicated their forces and moved them to different campsites marked on the map. “Keeping these regions secure would be best, as it will allow easy access between humanity’s headquarters.”

Nods from the other Legendaries implied that this was a good plan. Ezekiel remained silent, not agreeing with it, since he wanted to push forward and wipe the Cruor out as soon as possible. But he conceded the fact that this wasn’t his home, and he wasn’t a general, so it was best to bow to the more experienced commanders.

“You’ll need to have Tempest arrays set up if you’re going to lock down the areas without clearing up more space between the human and Cruor controlled areas.” Riley chimed in from another corner of the table. The room turned toward her as Ezekiel smirked. He hadn’t noticed that.

“This area here,” Riley pointed at an area near the coast, “will, assumedly, be struck by sea breeze fairly often. So, you’ll need to set up defenses to stop the spores from blowing further inland, to here.”

Given the shape of the border in the area she pointed out, any base set up by humanity would need to be secured to prevent passive corruption by Rot spores.

“... Damned bastards!” The group began discussing strategies once more. This time debating whether or not it would be easier to clear out the area instead of setting up arrays.

“We’ll need to clear out the area regardless, won’t we?” one of the Hunters asked. “Do we even have time to set up Tempest formations before that area gets reclaimed by the Cruor?”

This question made everyone in the room pause. As he looked over the map, Ezekiel did some basic calculations, and compared the distance between the current borders and the nearest Rot den. His face twisted into a pained grimace as he figured out the results.

“These three dens need to be taken out. If left for another three days or so, they’ll have developed the necessary growths for a noxious miasma.” The others glanced at Ezekiel. “Without the proper defenses, any humans caught in it will be dead within an hour of exposure.”

This was the problem with fighting the Rot. They were the deadliest off the battlefield, when compared to the other Broods of Cruor.

Fortunately, no one was willing to dispute Ezekiel’s claims. They were all familiar with the toxic gases that he was talking about. Plus, his experience so far had been of great help, even if he was one among the youngest Legends in the room.

“... I think we need to do a full wipe...” one of the older Hunters quietly muttered. He received several sharp glances in response. “Don’t look at me like that! Can you honestly tell me that we have any way of pushing that far within the next couple of days? Or that the winds from the ocean won’t be blowing exactly where they’ve been pointing out?”

No one said anything else, as they knew that the older man was right. “Can you do it?”

Ezekiel sighed. After his progress with his magic from the memories of the Ancient Void, Ezekiel had figured out how to accurately recreate the destructive effects of the Cult of Light’s massive bombs.

By utilizing the power of ten Hunters at once, one for each element, the amount of force released would become immense. Even more so than what the Cult had achieved thanks to his {Understanding] of [Empowerment]. Though the cost was greater than the Cult’s weapons.

It wasn’t that he was utterly against what they were asking for. It was the fact that the consequences were far greater than just burning down a region with fire. They included destroying the ecosystem to a point that it was equivalent to salting the earth.

At least when they did burn an area, there would be an eventual recovery that would return a natural balance to the area. Ideally within a few years.

Yet, to cover the amount of area that they’d need to in order to destroy the relatively spread-out dens in the region, they’d need to take significantly more drastic measures.

“It’ll be cleared to the bedrock; I hope you know that.” Ezekiel was calm, but it was obvious he wasn’t entirely supportive of this plan. Even though it was clear that this was the only method they had that would work in the time they had.

“We understand. But even if this island becomes nothing but stone, we can recover from that. The Rot, however, cannot be allowed to maintain its presence here.” Grim nods filled the room. There were no disagreements.

“... Alright then. Get me the volunteers for this, and we’ll set out as soon as possible.” The Hunters spread out, finding the necessary volunteers, both the ones that would aid Ezekiel in his grand spell, and the ones that would carry them away after they finished their mission.

‘Why are you so against that magic?’ Shine asked once they were away, waiting until they needed to head out. ‘It’s a weapon against the Cruor, so it’s a good thing. Isn’t it?’

‘It’s not that I’m against the spell itself. It’s just that I’m worried that they’re going to become too dependent on us.’ Ezekiel moved over as Riley approached. Making room on the bench he was sitting on. ‘We need to leave as soon as possible. Yet, they’re using us more and more. I’m wondering how much support we’ll get when we try to leave.’

Just as Riley sat down, a horn blew at the edge of the camp. It was time to rally for their mission.

“We didn’t even get an hour.” Riley observed before sighing and standing up. “Time to go.”

Ezekiel silently stood. Taking to the air, the Void and Flame Hunter pair flew toward their next mission. A dozen more Legendaries, with at least one Hunter of the other eight elements, were gathered. Their faces grim, as they knew there was a chance that this mission would end poorly for them.

----------



Two weeks later, the Hunters and Mages had managed to reclaim the majority of the island. But as they had moved further and further into the Cruor controlled regions, Ezekiel and Riley had been forced to cleanse several more areas. The end result was half a dozen craters over a kilometer wide, and just as deep.

Looking down on yet another crater, Ezekiel sighed, even as he felt his mana near full depletion.

Behind him, the other volunteers for their most recent plan nearly collapsed onto the flying Spirits of the Legendaries that were there to support them. By now, Ezekiel had gotten used to it, but since the volunteers weren’t always the same, they tended to overexert themselves if he didn’t micromanage them.

“Back to the base camp?” Ezekiel asked as he settled onto the back of a massive gray dragonfly.

“Indeed. We’ll be regrouping before moving our forces up to reclaim the area.” A man with gray hair and eyes answered as he patted the dragonfly, his bonded Spirit, on its head. “From what I know, we’ve managed to ensure that the Rot was pushed out of the routes needed to make the final push into the city the Rot set up their primary den in. So, it’s likely that we’ll send out some scouts to see how bad it is.”

“It would be a bad idea to do that if the scouts aren’t Legendaries.” Riley muttered from where she was lying flat on her back. Much like Ezekiel, she was dealing with the after-effects of the grand spell he employed much better than the others.

“Given our current rate of progress, it’s unlikely that we’ll even need scouts at this point.” Ezekiel said as he also laid down, dispelling his Spirit Armor in tandem with Riley.

“How so?” the Tempest Hunter asked as they flew away. A wall of wind protected them from the high speeds.

“The lack of artillery, and other stationary growths.” Ezekiel explained. “It means that the Rot have managed to regroup. They’ve realized that their usual horde tactics aren’t working, so they’re consolidating their forces to defend their main base. To allow time to build up a Spore Storm.”

Such a thing was rare in Quintessa, since the Scholars and Hunters had long since figured out and developed a means of defending against such tactics. But here, in the Archipelago, it was unlikely that they’d be able to make the same defenses. Even if their resources weren’t currently running thin.

It was actually something Ezekiel had only read about, but the Rot’s current actions matched with every sign he knew of that indicated a new storm was coming.

“A Spore Storm?”

Ezekiel nodded at the Tempest Hunter. “Indeed. Imagine a pseudo Ichorous Spine. But instead of spreading a miasma that absorbs mana from Hunters and Spirits alike, it’s a massive mushroom that still feeds on mana in the atmosphere, but is also made of the bodies of the Rot, which makes it grow faster. It will grow bigger and bigger, until it explodes into a massive dust cloud that corrodes and consumes everything it touches. Included mana.”

The Hunters that could hear him shuddered at the thought. Such a thing was horrific and nearly unimaginable, even after all the things that the Hunters had seen so far.

“Legendary Hunters have some immunity, due to their Spirit Armor, but those below do not. Worse yet, since the island’s inhabitants have been spreading out to maintain their hold on the island, it will be easier for the Rot to infect them.”

The silence that spread through the air was daunting, but Ezekiel didn’t let his own nervousness show. He knew how much these people were relying on him, and it wouldn’t be a good thing to show how worried he was.

“Don’t worry too much. Your leaders are aware of this. It’s why we’ve been pushing so hard, even though we’ve had to destroy several kilometers worth of land to do so. All corners are closing in, and the final battle will be happening soon enough.

Riley turned back to Ezekiel; a questioning look in her eyes as the others all seemed to relax. But he just shrugged, knowing that Riley was aware that his confidence was a facade. She sighed, refusing to let her own worry show, but Ezekiel could tell.

They had done their best and given the island a fighting chance. Yet, even so, it would only be another week before they left. Regardless of whether or not they succeeded in eliminating the Cruor.

----------



Standing at the ridge of a hill, Ezekiel stood next to several dozen Legendary Hunters. Many were in the lower Steps of the Tier, but each of them was ready to fight.

In the distance, the city that Ezekiel and Riley had first seen when they arrived was utterly overrun by mold and fungal growths. No stones nor earth could be seen for hundreds of kilometers, and a massive mushroom towered in the distance. Far larger than even the Spine had been.

“Damn... that’s a lot bigger than I expected.” Ezekiel said as he clenched his hand to keep himself calm. “Way too big for our grand destruction spell.”

No one else said anything. It was apparent that they were too focused on the upcoming battle.

Around the massive den, spore clouds lingered in the air, preventing most Hunters from being able to fly at the moment. Worse yet, several legions of Rot Cruor and Umbral beasts were gathered just within the edge of the cloud.

Once more, the army of Humans and Spirits, versus the army of the Cruor, was evenly matched.

Humanity was much stronger, individually, than the Rot, even the Umbral Rot, but the sheer numbers meant that that advantage was pointless.

Focusing his mana, Ezekiel looked into the distance and saw that the other armies had managed to gather in their respective areas.

“Ezekiel?” Riley grabbed his attention from where she stood next to him. “Everything alright?”

He chuckled for a moment. “I’m just surprised that things have gone as well as they have so far.”

“Don’t jinx us.” Riley deadpanned. Ezekiel silently threw up a barrier to keep their conversation quiet. It wouldn’t be good distract the rest of the army when they were about to go into battle.

“I’m not. I’m just observing.” He smiled as he looked at her, before he frowned as he turned back. “Fighting the Cruor is rarely as simple as fighting the Rot. Armies like this can’t be assembled to fight in unison. Not effectively, at least.”

“Calling this an army is a bit much, isn’t it?” Riley raised an eyebrow as she glanced over the few hundred Hunters that were gathered. It was a miniscule amount when compared to the number of Cruor. “Also, fighting the Rot isn’t nearly as easy as you’re implying it is. Else this island wouldn’t need our help.”

“It is when you know what you’re doing. We nearly purged them entirely in just a few weeks, after all.” Ezekiel smirked as he wrapped an arm around Riley’s shoulders.

‘Don’t get cocky now. The only reason the Rot were routed so easily is because the dens we cleared were relatively shallow. The one’s in the Desolate Lands stretch for numerous kilometers, while these ones only went a few meters deep.’ Shine chimed in to keep Ezekiel’s head from swelling. ‘They also don’t have any support from the other Broods at this point. Though, since we’re at the coast, that might end up changing.’

‘We’ve got scouts keeping watch. Even then, it would be hard for the Deep to make a push, given how spread out they undoubtedly are.’ Ezekiel silently rebutted.

“Is Shine keeping you on track right now?” Riley asked as she leaned into his side.

“Yep. Now, get ready, it’s almost time.” Ezekiel dropped his barrier, allowing sound to once more roll over them.

A moment later, the sound of a horn blowing from one of the other groups sounded out.

“Do what it takes to survive. We can’t stay here if things go bad.” Ezekiel manipulated his mana to ensure that only Riley heard him. She nodded in understanding, even as all the Hunters took to the air.

Moments later, the charging Hunters clashed with the Cruor. Elemental attacks burst outward, ripping up the landscape and taking out entire groups of weaker Cruor. Fire and Lightning were the most common spells being thrown, as they were the most destructive, but other elements also played support quite well. Ensuring that their own weaker Hunters and Mages were able to make an impact.

Yet even as Ezekiel and Riley pushed forward, cutting down countless Rot Cruor and Umbral beasts, there was a growing sense of danger nagging him. One that wasn’t directly tied to his ill omens. A question eating at the back of his mind.

Where were the Legendary Cruor?
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                With the Legendary Hunters leading the charge, numerous openings were made that allowed the lower Tier Hunters and Mages to provide aid in the battle. There were even a few Life and Glacial Mages and Spirits that were supporting from the back.

Extra precautions were made to ensure that they weren’t swarmed and taken out. With the leading Hunters keeping close to ensure that the various groups didn’t get spread out too thin.

Ezekiel was having a relatively simple time cutting down swaths of Rot as he walked forward. The odd flying Umbral beast landed not far away as he swung Shine at the air a few times. The bodies of the Rot were too weak for him to really need to do much more than this.

‘Be careful not to expend too much mana. We still need to find their Legendaries.’ Shine warned as they telekinetically diverted a spore grenade that was fired by one of the Rot nearly half a kilometer away. ‘This is only annoying for now. But it could quickly become dangerous.’

The empty gnawing sensation that was their combined danger sense was proof enough that Shine’s words were more than true. But rather than slow down, Ezekiel decided that he needed to speed up. He called out to Riley as he did.

“I’m going to scout ahead. Something’s wrong here.” Several Hunters turned to look at him in confusion. “Where are their Legendaries?”

Everyone who heard him frowned in realization. Several even grimaced at having overlooked such an obvious thing.

“... Be careful.” Riley didn’t offer to go with him, nor try to keep him back. She knew that he’d be able to retreat if he found himself in over his head. It would be easier for him if he went on his own.

Nodding in acknowledgement, Ezekiel disappeared, his [Shroud] covering him and keeping him out of sight so that he could move more easily.

Stepping past the hordes of Cruor, he dashed ahead of the other Hunters, doing his best to lessen the effects of his movements. Both his footsteps on the ground, and his presence in the clouds of fungal spores. He had a mixed amount of success, but it was enough to keep himself from becoming a target as he moved.

With that in mind, Ezekiel swiftly made his way to the more central regions of the massive den. But even as he got closer and closer to the Spore tower, the number of Rot that were around him simply didn’t fall any lower.

‘This isn’t good. Even if they’ve been here for a few months, they shouldn’t have this many bodies to throw at us.’ Ezekiel examined his surroundings, the pit in his stomach sinking deeper and deeper as his anxiety grew. ‘Could they have already converted all the humans and Spirits into sustenance?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Shine had a different idea in mind. ‘It’s more likely that they got support from the Deep, or another ship filled with Rot made landfall in the past few days.’

‘Either way, we need to hurry. What are the odds that we can take out the Spore tower without it exploding?’ He hoped that Shine might have some ideas regarding how best to proceed with eliminating the Rot’s primary weapon.

The silence coming from Shine was more than enough to tell him what they thought of his question. ‘... Possibly. But only if we can- look out!’

Shine’s warning was nearly too late, as Ezekiel leapt to the side, landing in the middle of a large group of Rot. Even so, a corrosive goo-covered spike impacted his shoulder. His [Shroud] immediately fell as he was forced to defend himself from several dozen Cruor.

Their lower Tier meant that he could cut them down fairly easily, but he was also forced to expend more mana than he’d have liked to keep himself safe. Worse yet, he could tell that several more missiles were heading toward him.

‘I knew we were having too easy a time getting this far.’ Shine grumbled as they aided in deflecting the missiles and maneuvering past the Cruor.

‘We need to [Jump].’ The moment Ezekiel said this Shine readied the spell, and he felt himself changing positions. His point of view changed as he found himself several meters up, on top of one of the many large growths that filled the area.

Instinctively replacing his [Shroud], Ezekiel leapt away, moving far more quickly as he forewent all previous caution, and forced himself to get to the center of the den’s surface as fast as possible. But it was difficult, as he found himself swiftly under assault by even more missiles launched at him.

‘Dammit! They must’ve figured out how to sense us more accurately through the spores and fungus.’ Ezekiel observed the ground and structures as he ran. Very briefly, luminescent lines appeared every time he made contact with the strange, almost flesh-like, substance.

Another thing he noticed was the density of the spore clouds surrounding him. His visibility was diminishing more and more as the cloud thickened. Even his magical senses were becoming muffled as his range got shorter.

‘What are the odds that we can jump out of this?’ Ezekiel asked as he crouched behind a structure that provided temporary shelter from another barrage. ‘Or should we just try to fly up and get back to the frontlines?’

His and Shine’s senses screamed, and Ezekiel swung Shine’s blade at another missile. But this one ignited, and he was sent flying to the side, out of his cover, as more Cruor swarmed him. A burst of [Force] ripped them apart as he escaped. The clouds of spores were temporarily pushed back in the process. This gave him a momentary reprieve, and also showed him what was going on around him.

A handful of Legendary Cruor had surrounded him. Hidden just within the thickened fog, just beyond his restricted sensory range. They were equipped with specially grown armor and weapons. Wicked looking spikes and blades were covered in corrosive ooze that flipped to the ground. A sheen of liquid also covered their armor, and Ezekiel’s instincts were telling him that it was some sort of fire retardant.

‘They were more prepared than we expected. How long before this smog reaches the front lines?’ Ezekiel focused on the enemies in front of him as he let Shine figure out the calculations. The aforementioned smog slowly covered the Cruor once more. Ezekiel found himself basically blind to his opponents as Shine replied.

“We’ve got maybe an hour, and that’s only if they don’t have a stockpile ready for release further from the center.’ Ezekiel focused on the faint movements that the Rot were making as they also moved through the smog. It seemed like the countless lower Tier Rot were now either gathering in mass or had been directed away from the area. He assumed it was the former for now.

‘The Flame and Tempest Mages should be able to slow that down a fair bit more, fight?’ He tried to be at least a little optimistic.

But Shine had already accounted for that. ‘Only if they aren’t caught by surprise.’

If the Rot were going to release a massive load of spores over the Hunters, it would only be if they had the element of surprise.

Spreading his senses as far as he could, Ezekiel was barely able to feel some faint vibrations traveling through the ground. Just as he was fully covered in the spores once more.

‘Keep up a constant barrier all around us. It can be weak, but we need something that will give us eyes.’ Ezekiel ordered Shine as he rolled beneath a jagged spear. Several layers of [Void Panes], barely strong enough to take form, took shape around him, and he and Shine regained most of their vision.

Yet they were still too slow to react to the spikes launched at high speeds.

“Oof!” Ezekiel was struck twice in the stomach, and three times in the back. The [Void Panes] did nothing to block them, as they were just used for sensory purposes.

They weren’t strong enough to puncture his armor, but it was enough to make him stumble. The opening gave one of the Cruor an opening that it exploited. Stabbing forward with their weapon, they were stopped short as Ezekiel’s free hand reached up and grabbed it.

“My turn!” He yanked the Legendary Rot forward and spun around. Several more spikes pierced through the Cruor, who screamed in pain. He then trapped it in a [Void Pane] barrier, and collapsed it inward, destroying beyond the point of regeneration.

Then, lashing out with Shine, Ezekiel swung at another Cruor who was swinging a massive pick down on his head. A [Void Slash] severed its arms, and a kick filled with [Empowered][Force] made it explode as kinetic energy rippled through it.

A rumbling shook the ground, and Ezekiel knew that he’d have more company soon.

‘We need to get back to the front lines. They need to be informed of the Rot’s current strategy.’ He readied himself for the inevitable attack, but he needed to move.

Shine did their best to support their partner but knew that this would be difficult. ‘I’ll try to figure something out. For now, just focus on keeping us alive.’

Ezekiel silently nodded his head. He released a [Void Slash] that cut down nearly a dozen Cruor in an instant but was blocked from going too much further by another Legendary that had appeared.

Moving quickly, Ezekiel locked blades with it, only to be pushed back as he needed to defend against another group of lower Tier Cruor. It was simple enough to do so, but he found himself struck once more by yet another Legendary Rot.

Sending out another wave of force, Ezekiel noticed something as the weaker Cruor were destroyed. Though, the drop in mana was something that nearly distracted him.

“What’s so funny?” he called out as he formed a barrier to fend off against a large Umbral beast that leapt at his neck.

To the side, the two Legendary Cruor were joined by a third, and much to Ezekiel’s shock, they spoke in unison.

“You are focusing on getting back to your friends. Unaware that we planned specifically for this.” The trio of gravely voices warbled as they spoke. “There is no escape for you. You do not even know where you are any more.”

“Even if you think I can’t just [Jump] away, what makes you think I can’t escape?” Ezekiel dodged another Umbral beast, cutting it down, even as another group of Rot leapt toward him. Another Legendary Cruor appeared. By this point, they had moved to surround him on all sides. ‘Get ready to fly out of here. We need to go. Now.’

Shine mentally nodded at their partner. They readied their mana to set up barriers for the projectiles that would certainly be shot at them.

“You can try...” The Cruor’s words, now composed of four different voices that were warped and raspy, sent a shiver down Ezekeil’s spine.

‘We’re leaving.’ Ezekiel became surrounded by a barrier of [Empowered] [Void Panes] and took to the skies as fast as he could. But he didn’t even make it ten meters before his barrier broke under the force of his own speed.

There was a ceiling stopping him from going any higher. One that he hadn’t noticed due to his restricted senses.

Dazed and confused, Ezekiel nearly fell back to the ground, but Shine quickly took control. The impact had no effect on them, and they were able to keep Ezekiel airborne and remake their barrier.

‘Are you alright?’ they asked as Ezekiel shook himself back to awareness. ‘How could we have missed this? How did they even do this?’

‘The Rot grows faster than any other structures cultivated by the Cruor. They likely made several areas that were built like elevators that would slowly lower themselves. Not fast enough to be noticeable, but also not slow enough to be avoided.’ Ezekiel struck the ceiling a few times, even as the smog grew even thicker. ‘Then they probably just had a ceiling grown on top, and reinforced with bodies to keep us locked in. We might still be moving down right now.’

Turning back to the ground, Ezekiel barely made out the massive number of Rot that were prowling around beneath him. He knew that most were able to jump high enough to get him, but he also knew that all Cruor had an innate cruelty that made them play with their food when it was trapped.

A sense of resignation filled him, but he stomped it down with his incredible [Willpower].

‘Any plans?’ he asked his Spirit. His pulse throbbed in his ears as his heartbeat raced. For the first time in years, he was thinking about allowing his element to suppress his emotions.

Shine thought about it for a second ‘Perhaps, if we want to risk it, we can take what power we need from them for our own use?’

Chuckling humorlessly, Ezekiel nodded his head. ‘It’s not a good plan, but at least it is a plan. What about the chances of losing consciousness?’

‘Well, maybe start with one of the weaker ones? It should be easier to overpower the [Will] inside it if you do that. Especially since both our souls have gotten stronger after being in the Ancient Legacy.’ Shine was right about it being easier to crush the [Will] of those weaker than them.

At this point, their soul, and Ezekiel’s, had barely broken through to the Mythic realm. But it was enough to suppress anything that wasn’t a Legendary, and even then, they’d have to be a powerful Legendary to put up a fight.

‘Let’s do this then.’ Ezekiel took a deep breath, heedless of the spores that tried to infect him.

Keeping a tight hold on his mana, he allowed it to leak outside of himself. The lack of other elemental mana meant that it wasn’t too hard to prevent it from converting and causing elemental effects. But he still had to keep it from simply fading away.

Then, much to the Cruor’s surprise, Ezekiel dispelled his Spirit Armor. Instead, his body glowed with opalescent light as he readied himself to bathe in the Ichor of his enemies below.

Falling to the ground, Ezekiel crushed the skull of a larger Umbral beast beneath his boot. Focusing his [Willpower], he crushed the [Will] within the Ichor he was splashed with. The oily liquid evaporated as the energy within it was absorbed. He closed his eyes as a feeling of power filled him.

The Cruor went still. Their cruel glares and hungry growls now restrained by the confusion and sense of fear they now felt. Even though he was no longer garbed in his armor, and was simply a man standing amongst monsters, even the Umbral beasts felt like they were nothing more than prey for the being in front of them.

“Well now... this is unexpected.” Ezekiel spoke to himself, his voice was eerily calm, as he observed the changes happening within him. “It seems like I’ll be reaching the peak sooner than later.”

Opening his eyes, they didn’t glow with white-opalescent light like the aura he was releasing. Instead, they were dark as the night sky, and filled with shifting specks of light. The rings that usually filled them were nowhere to be seen.

“I thought that I had feared the possibility of losing myself as I crushed you and took your power for myself. But it seems like those fears were unnecessary. You’re far too weak to be an issue at this point.” Ezekiel slowly walked toward the Cruor closest to him.

He barely made it three steps before the Legendary Rot screamed their orders.

“Kill him!”

The Rot snapped out of their shock, and charged as one, only to be cut down as a massive blade of mana cut through space, horizontally bisecting the majority of them. Ichor flooded the ground, and Ezekiel tensed as he felt the energy within fill him up as he actively took it in.

The mana he had expended in that attack was instantly refilled, and he leisurely lifted Shine to block the strike of one of the Legendary Rot. They were missing a leg that was rapidly regenerating, and the others were quick to follow up and help.

Yet, even as he and Shine pushed hard against the many Tier three and below [Wills] that were imbued in the Ichor pooling at his feet, and the Legendaries were bearing down on him, Ezekiel just smiled.

It wasn’t a nice smile.

----------



Back at the front lines, Riley and the other Hunters native to Naramoor had pushed well into the area covered by the growths made by the Rot’s den. They had been bogged down by the massive number of Cruor that continued to harass them.

Progress was also stalled by the need to burn down the Rot and fungal structures that they passed by. Fortunately, the amount of fire needed to clear out a given area wasn’t the biggest, but many of the Hunters still lamented the fact that Ezekiel couldn’t just bomb it and be done with everything.

“Riley!” a Hunter called out from where they stood inside a circle of fallen Rot. “How much longer until this area is cleared?”

Stepping back from where she had lit up another pile of bodies, Riley sighed before heading over to burn the next one.

“This should be it. How are the other groups doing?” A stream of blue fire lit up the surroundings, and the two Hunters took to the air, but didn’t go higher than a few meters as the ground ignited. The whole area was consumed in flames as they vacated the premises.

“Good so far. But we haven’t gotten any word regarding Ezekiel’s condition.”

Riley frowned beneath her helmet. It had been nearly an hour now, and almost a third of the city had been cleansed. It was odd that Ezekiel wasn’t back yet. Especially since he was just going scouting. She knew something must’ve happened but was hoping she was wrong.

“There’s nothing we can do for now.” Her hands were clenched tight, and a small wisp of fire escaped her grasp before she reigned in her emotions. “For now, we’ll regroup with the rest, and see how things are going with the Spore tower. I don’t like how things have slowed down.”

It was a small thing, but as they moved to catch up with the others, Riley realized that there was a startling drop in the number of Cruor that were trying to kill them. That usually meant really bad things when fighting the Cruor.

“Understood. We’ll try to-”

There was a loud ‘boom’ in the distance, and a shockwave rolled over everything. Had the Hunters been on the ground, they would’ve fallen over like the lower Tiers had from the sheer force of the ground heaving underneath them.

Toward the center of the city a massive cloud of fungal spores filled the air but didn’t spread out like it usually did. If anything, it seemed as though the cloud was condensing inwards. The area it covered grew more and more difficult to see through. Until finally, it was as if a large dome had formed not far from the base of the Spore tower.

“What the hell is that?!” the Hunter accompanying Riley yelled in shock.

“... I don’t know. But I’m certain that Ezekiel has something to do with it.” Throwing caution to the wind, she took to the skies, using her flames to boost her speed.

She had prepared herself for any incoming projectiles, but it was apparent that whatever was happening was keeping the Rot busy. Her flight was practically unimpeded beyond the odd Umbral beast that tried to jump at her. But she was able to cut those down with ease.

“Guild Leader!” Riley landed near another group that was much closer to the strange dome. Piles of Cruor were set on fire at a lower elevation where a pit had formed. “Did you see what happened?”

The Guild Leader she was referring to turned toward her. A Death Hunter with the appropriate regalia to indicate her leadership position, she was confused as she saw Riley and the other Hunter land in her area. But she rallied herself and replied.

“It seems like the Rot extended the den further down than we expected. From what we can tell, there were a number of tunnels that were filled with spore clouds and other seeds for the Rot to spread.” The Guild Leader gestured to the large dome. “We don’t know what’s holding it back. Just that there was a large explosion, and then the ground collapsed, and this cloud started forming.”

Gazing at the massive cloud, Riley extended her senses outward. She wanted to see if she could tell whether or not there were any unique heat signatures within. She could barely tell that there were several Legendary Rot within, which was terrifying enough, as she knew that she would run out of mana if forced to fight that many at once. But it was the one, human heat signature that she felt that made her sigh in relief. Even if the circumstances weren’t the best for him at the moment.

“It’s fine. Ezekiel is fighting down there. For now, we should just leave him be. Let’s head to the Spore tower and start burning it down before it reaches maturity.”

The other Legendary Hunters all looked at her, askance at her attitude, but then they noticed how tightly she was gripping her weapon.

“Shouldn’t we go and support him instead? I thought that there were still at least a few days before the tower was ready to release the Spore Storm?”

Riley just sighed and started moving toward the tower. “If you think you can enter that cloud without running out of mana while you help him, feel free. But I know that I won’t last more than a few minutes. So, I’d rather do what I can instead.”

Some of the Legends exchanged looks. A few dashed over to the dome, placing their hands onto the dome to try and enter. But while it wasn’t as bad as the Ichor Miasma, the properties of the cloud seemed to be composed of every negative effect of all the poisons and acids the Rot could make.

Their mana wasn’t directly drained, but it was obvious that they wouldn’t be able to last long as they tried to defend themselves from the environment.

“How the hell is he still alive in there?” One Hunter asked after catching up with the rest of the group. They had come under attack by another wave of Rot and were forced to protect a team of Adepts that had been surrounded.

“It’s an effect of the Void. He can nullify all forms of magic. Even the effects of Ichor and the spores of the Rot.” Riley sent a stream of fire that cut through another set of Rot.

It wasn’t anything new for her, but she was somewhat surprised. As far as she knew, Ezekiel shouldn’t run out of mana a while ago. But she knew better than to voice that concern right now.

Sending out another wave of fire, she was surprised to find that the next group of Cruor weren’t nearly as affected by it as the ones prior.

“They’ve finally grown their fireproof molds.” Riley changed her tactics, forming a series of flaming dagger constructs that circled around her in a razor-sharp ring. “We should let the others know that large area fire bursts will be less effective moving forward!”

All the Hunters tensed up. They had known that this was a likely occurrence but hadn’t thought that it would happen so soon. According to Ezekiel and Riley, the Rot shouldn’t have been able to grow the necessary molds and slimes to make themselves fire retardant this quickly.

“That’s not all you need to worry about!”

A cackling and warbling series of voices echoed around the group as more Rot charged forward. This time with a number of Legendary Cruor mixed in with them.

“Even if the cost was great, your savior cannot help you now.” Leaping forward, an acid-covered Cruor locked their jagged blade with Riley’s spear. It was noticeably immune to her flames. Even as they grew hotter and brighter.

It broke off before Riley’s daggers could cut into its flesh. Moving backward, a group of weaker Cruor swarmed the Hunters, making openings for the Legendary Cruor to attack.

Seeing the tides changing once again, Riley grimaced, and knew that she would need to take drastic measures to keep fighting. So, channeling her flames outwards, she lit up the area as much as she could. The fireproofing only stopped the Cruor themselves from catching fire. It did nothing to stop the structures and other strange growths from lighting up.

Soon, the Hunters needed to take to the sky, and Riley was left alone on the ground. But due to the heat the Cruor were still finding it difficult to properly swarm her. Which allowed her to continue spreading the fires further and further.

“What do you hope to achieve by doing this?” The Legendary Rot were forced to divide their attention, even with the support from their lower Tiered members. “Your fires are of no use if you cannot strike us down first.”

Riley remained silent, simply basking in the fire that surrounded her. Her mind flashed back to her final trial. The spores in the air were burned away, and all that remained were the Flames.

Taking a deep breath in, the fires that had spread well beyond what she had created condensed and flowed inside her lungs. Her [Understanding] of Flames kept her safe, and converted the fires into mana that refilled her reserves.

Now recharged, she let loose an explosion of fire that blew off most of the fire-retardant mold and slime. While also growing her flaming daggers into flaming swords. A wave of her hand sent them flying at the Legendary Rot that surrounded her. They were swiftly cut down, even as the area was lit up once more. This time, the Rot that were rushing toward her were much more easily slain by her magic.

For the other Hunters, their hopes that had begun to fade were rekindled, as they saw that one of their leaders was now refreshed and ready to fight. Unlike many of them, who had already expended the majority of their mana in the battles prior to this.

“Help me spread the fires!” Riley ordered, and the Hunters were quick to obey.

Then, using her flames to launch herself forward, Riley charged. A blue flaming dragon formed around her as she cut through swathes of Cruor with ease. Only the Legendary ones provided any significant resistance. But even they were slowly cut down.

All while the den was consumed even further in fire, as the Hunters were slowly forced to retreat, else they would be burned up in the blaze.

Yet, even as this occurred, the shadow of the Spore tower loomed overhead.
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                Just a few minutes before Riley began filling the world with fire.

The area below the surface was still filled with clouds of spores and an ongoing horde of Cruor that charged toward their inevitable death. More tunnels had been opened, and the smog that was meant to fill the city above was being brought to bear against Ezekiel.

Ichor had pooled to the point that it was well above his ankles, but even then, he ignored the greasy oil-like substance as he fought. Never stopping his movements as he continued to face off against the Cruor.

It was somewhat odd for him, as he ducked beneath the swing of another Legendary Rot’s jagged blade. Next, he found himself twisting in the air as he bent around a set of wicked looking claws covered in slime. The sight was almost graceful as he dodged around every attack made against him.

All of it while his eyes were closed.

“How! How are you doing this! You should be dead! Corrupted beyond recognition!” The multiple voices from the Legendary Rot echoed through the area. A hint of desperation could be heard as they grew sloppy and tired.

The smog of spores and other poisonous gas filled the area. The walls of the large underground room ensured that the clouds grew thicker and thicker. To the point where it was almost as if there wasn’t any breathable air left at all. Which, fortunately, Ezekiel had some experience dealing with.

Ultimately, all that it did was give Ezekiel even more power. His reserves filled with more and more mana as he absorbed the energy within the spores that now surrounded him. They were just as rich in the strange essence that the Cruor fed on as Ichor was. Just with different effects that his [Nothingness] needed to neutralize.

By now, he was touching on the door to Step eight, and would likely break through within the next few minutes. His mana was refilling just a tad faster than he lost it. Much to the Cruor’s horror.

“The [Void] is the beginning and the end.” Ezekiel’s voice reverberated with a hollow undertone. Monotone and emotionless, as his mana began to affect his thoughts and feelings. The smile he had started with had long since faded away to a neutral expression. “I am the beginning of your end.”

His words sent chills running through the Cruor that were still fighting. It resonated with their souls, and if it wasn’t for the influence the higher Tiers had over the lower ones, it was almost certain that the lower Tier Cruor would’ve long since fled. Their instincts screamed at them to leave.

“It’s just one Hunter!” One Cruor broke away from the pattern that it and the others were using to attack. Charging forward, it started spewing acid and poison that surrounded it and Ezekiel as an ax shaped growth swung at Ezekiel’s head.

“Don’t!” The other Cruor retreated a few steps as Ezekiel deflected the ax with Shine’s blade and followed up with a punch to the Cruor’s center of gravity.

His fist radiated opalescent light as he reinforced his fist with several different [Understandings].

The moment he made contact, Ezekiel released the energy, and the mana, infused with his [Will] ravaged the Rot’s body and soul. There was a ripple that spread through its body. The sound of cracking glass filled the area, and a moment later, a muffled explosion sent a shockwave as the Rot disintegrated from the [Force] behind the blow. It pushed the spores back and created an empty space in the room. One where Ezekiel was now fully and clearly visible.

The fighting paused for a moment as the two forces stilled. With the clouds of gas and Rot spores gone, it was obvious that Ezekiel’s physical condition wasn’t the greatest. His clothing was torn in countless places, where it was obvious that the Rot had gotten a few close cuts in.

Beneath that were the nicks and cuts that leaked crimson blood. The injuries he had suffered over the past hour or so of fighting. Yet, each of these wounds were closing at an incredible rate. They would probably be gone within the next few seconds.

However, that wasn’t to say he was in good condition.

His body was becoming more and more emaciated, as he simply lacked the innate vitality and mas to continue regenerating from his wounds. Worse yet, even as enhanced as his physique was, his breathing was growing heavier and heavier.

Raspy breaths filled the area as he forced his body to continue fighting well past its usual breaking point.

‘We can’t keep this up much longer.’ Shine’s tone was just as emotionless as Ezekiel’s. ‘Neither our [Willpower] nor your body, will last another handful of minutes.’

‘True...’ Ezekiel cracked open an eye as he looked over himself, instead of simply sensing his condition with his magic. ‘But they don’t need to know that.’

A sudden spike of pressure struck his soul. The energy that was within the now dead Legendary Rot mixed with the Ichor on flooding the chamber. It wasn’t the first one he had killed, but the pressure was beginning to be too much.

‘Help me push through. We need to make an exit.’ Ezekiel looked around, as if observing his remaining opponents. There were more than when he began, but he wasn’t being bogged down by several dozen or more Legendaries. So, that must mean that the rest were fighting up top or preparing to do so. ‘A buildup of force should be able to break open the ceiling. It can’t be more than a few meters thick. What do you think?’

Shine thought for a second, and Ezekiel could feel the Spirit’s senses stretching upwards. While they were still somewhat muffled by the clouds around them, it wasn’t nearly as bad as before.

‘I can’t tell, but you’re probably right.’ Shine started channeling their mana into Ezekiel. To get them through to Step eight in full. Both of them were nearly at their peak, and the Cruor moved to attack once more. The pause had been enough time for them to refill their lacking number.

Ezekiel felt a ‘click’ within his soul. Tier four Step eight had been achieved. Focusing his mana, he formed a barrier around himself with a quarter of his mana. The rushing horse impacted against it.

The Rot continued to strike against it, more and more, and even the Legendaries pushed forward to join in. Their confidence had spiked at the seemingly weakened actions of the Void Hunter.

“Break the barrier! The Hunter is weakening!” A cacophony of voices called out as the attacks against the barrier continued. Cracks briefly formed but were immediately closed as Ezekiel pumped more mana into it.

‘How much more do you think we’ll need?’ Shine focused their [Understanding] of [Force] as Ezekiel maintained the barrier. The buildup of energy continued to grow as the onslaught from the Rot continued.

‘Just a little bit more...’ Ezekiel focused inward, bringing himself to the absolute limits of the amount of [Force] that he could maintain control over for a [Redirection]. ‘Now!’

With that final command, Shine infused the [Force] that had been built up with their [Understanding] of [Empowerment]. The next second, the barrier around them and Ezekiel shattered, but rather than allow the Cruor to move in and strike directly there was a sudden push outward.

The Legendary Cruor were the first to react, and managed to get several meters away, but even they were nearly too slow to fully react, let alone the lower Tier followers.

Time seemed to stop for a moment, and an invisible wave moved outward and upward.

Then, so did everything else.

The ceiling, which Ezekiel now knew was at least ten meters thick, launched into the sky, and the lower Tier Cruor were crushed as they impacted on the walls and floors of the chamber that was now open to the world.

“Let’s take this outside.” Ezekiel jumped toward the surface, the cloud of noxious smog had begun to spread over the surface where the other Hunters and Mages were fighting.

Forcing himself to expend his mana, and absorb more Ichor, Ezekiel [Compressed] and [Expanded] space to keep it close to his body. Now allowing it to escape and run rampant.

A large domain formed around him, and his senses covered it all. The number of Legendary Rot had lowered, and he only had half a dozen that were a threat. Best of all, the [Force Push] that he had just deployed had collapsed the tunnels leading to the area.

It was now just him and the few remaining Legendaries. There would be no more reinforcements coming to try and bog Ezekiel down.

Taking in a deep breath, Ezekiel felt somewhat refreshed, even though the air was still thick with spores and gas. The air was still much cleaner up here than it was down below.

Stepping backward, around the edge of the massive hole in the ground, he dodged the blades of one of the Rot that were aiming at his throat.

At the edge of his senses, he could tell that Riley was incredibly close by. Which, given how near the center of the city they were, meant that the other battles had been going better than expected.

“We will need to wrap this up soon...” Ezekiel swung behind himself, blocking a strike to his back. “Fortunately, I don’t have to worry about not letting you overwhelm me anymore.”

The mana flowing through his body still suppressed his emotions, but it was obvious that he wasn’t allowing himself to remain in that state any longer, as his smile had returned to his face as he glared at the Cruor.

“You can’t take us all!” The warbled and multi-layered voices of the Rot filled the area.

“If you were of any other Brood, you would be correct. But we all know that physical might isn’t your Brood’s forte.” Ezekiel allowed Shine’s mana to fully integrate with his own once more. His Spirit Armored covered him again, as he felt the energy from the Ichor and spores stop filling him.

He twitched for a moment as he forcibly crushed the last remaining foreign [Will] that was still inside him. His mana no longer regenerated at the accelerated rate from before, but he no longer had to forcibly divide his attention.

“Now that I’m focusing on just the few of you, death is all that you can expect.”

Leaping forward with his full speed, he barreled into one of the Rot knee first. The [Force] behind the blow shattered its body, and a series of cuts divided it into chunks that were scattered away. The pieces were too small and too many to regenerate from.

As unexpected as it was, the Legendary Tor didn’t have time to react until after Ezekiel had turned to face them. His blade and partner raised into a ready position.

“Rrraaahhhggg!’ Falling into a mindless rage, the remaining Legendary Cruor charged as one. Their minds seemed linked as Ezekiel was forced to focus and dodge their perfectly organized attacks.

Forming a [Void Pane] around his empty hand’s arm, Ezekiel fought with Shine as his blade and magic as his shield. He hadn’t fought like this often, mostly using Shine as both defense and offense. But this time around, with multiple opponents that he couldn’t cut through all at once, he felt that he needed the extra protection.

It also helped when he felt a barrage of projectiles coming at him through the smoke. So, with sword and shield, he fought in a deadly dance with the fungal monstrosities before him.

He sidestepped to avoid a downward strike from one, only to mule kick the side of another as he leaned over to avoid a horizontal blow from a pick. Followed by a swing of his leg forward as he twisted to avoid a series of talons that he had to deflect with his barrier.

His foot impacted on one Cruor, and an application of [Force] sent it flying backward with its torso caved in. Then, Shine came whistling around, splitting the smog, as they channeled their mana, shining brightly with opalescent light, and slicing through the magical fungal spear that had been hastily moved to block. A deep gash sprayed corrosive fluids that did nothing but waste some of Ezekiel’s mana as it splashed against his Spirit Armor.

But as he pulled back to strike again, another one charged at him, as another spat acid at his face. Unable to dodge both at once, he let himself be tackled in the side.

Rolling on the ground as the stream of acid flew over top of him, Ezekiel forced his attacker off of him. Throwing it away and scrambled out of the way of another spray from a different direction.

Getting to his feet, he moved his shield into the way of a trio of projectiles that exploded on impact. The force pushed him back along the tough but spongy ground. But it didn’t knock him off his feet again. He was growing accustomed to the flow of the fight.

Back and forth the battle went. With Ezekiel dealing as much damage as he took. Finally, after a third exchange with one Cruor in particular, he managed to stab through its abdomen. A normally non-lethal blow, but Ezekiel had his magic.

Twisting the Shine while they were still piercing the Legendary Rot, Ezekiel used his [Force Redirect] and [Empowerment] to tear open a hole the size of a basketball inside the Cruor’s body.

He then pulled Shine back, and pushed forward with his [Void Pane] shield, and sent a wave of [Nothingness] through the Cruor. This prevented it from healing as Ezekiel neutralized its body’s innate magical abilities.

As the body crumpled to the ground, falling apart like a dried-out husk, Ezekiel deflected another series of projectiles. The other four Rot leapt backward, getting out of his direct range of attack.

Thankful for the reprieve, Ezekiel took stock of his condition. He immediately realized that his body was still deteriorating. Though, not because of the Ichor he had previously absorbed and converted to mana. He was simply exhausted and would likely collapse from fatigue sooner than later.

‘Perhaps we should run.’ Shine suggested as they realized the condition they were in. ‘We can go and get some additional support. Yes, it means that the hold we have on the smog in this area will fade, but I think it’s naturally faded enough that the effects won’t be too burdensome on our allies.’

‘... I would prefer it if we didn’t have to do that.’ Ezekiel didn’t like the thought of Letting others fight his battles.

But just as he readied himself to charge once more, a shift occurred in the Cruor. Their bodies started spasming, and sickening crunches and cracks rang through the area.

Their bodies twisted and warped as they hunched over at the waist. Grotesque bulges grew from their backs. Expanding outwards like overblown balloons.

“Be happy at your strength, for few are as troublesome as you, Herald of the Void!!” The voices of the Rot became deeper and more guttural as they shifted to something more like a growl. “Rarely do we use our Primal forms of our own free will.”

But Ezekiel barely heard this, as had immediately turned around and ran away. The bulbous growths exploded, and a bubbly roar filled the air.

Even if they were known as one of the physically weakest of the Cruor Broods, he wasn’t stupid enough to fight four Primal Cruor on his own.

Dashing out of the smog that was now spreading outward, Ezekiel saw a sea of flames nearby. Making his way toward it, the ground behind him shook as four massive monstrosities gave chase.

----------



Sweat pooled on Riley’s brow and dripped into her eyes as she leapt back from the swipe of the Rot she was facing. Opening her mouth, she let loose a stream of flames as her helmet shifted to allow her fire breath to consume the Cruor in front of her.

With a muffled shriek, the Cruor fell to the ground. The mold and slime that had been meant to make it fireproof failed as Riley altered the properties of her Flames.

Currently green and yellow, the fire Riley used seemed to cling to whatever it touched and was more than capable of causing difficulties for the Rot’s new defenses.

“Haah, huuh, haah...” She breathed deeply with staggered, choking gasps. “I think that’s the last of them.”

Her voice was a raspy whisper, and dark smoke floated out of her mouth as she examined the area. There was nothing but fire as far as she could see, but there was still a possibility that there were a few more that had hidden themselves.

Worse yet, there was the chance that they would try to shoot at her from a distance again. But with the lack of spores in the air, due to the flames burning them up before they could form clouds, Riley was safe, for the time being. The Rot’s sensory abilities were seemingly blind thanks to the fire.

A flicker in the distance grabbed her attention, and she raised her spear in readiness. Even though she flinched from the pain as her body barely stayed upright. Her absorption of Flames for mana had done some damage to her body that would take time to recover from.

'Crash’

Bursting from the ground, another Rot with an open maw dove toward her. She blocked it with her spear, but the fluids leaking from it were far worse than the others, and it was clear that they had decided to change their tactic.

The moment Riley tried to burn it up, she was blasted backwards and into a couple of the Rot’s grotesque home-grown structures due to the immense concussive force that was released when the Cruor exploded. The liquid turned the flames into a bright purple, but only for a few seconds, since a large number of Rot began charging into the area. These ones covered in layers upon layers of the fire-retardant material that many had been covered in previously.

Unlike before, however, these Rot began shaking the moment they moved into the flames. The material flying off them as they were sacrificed to douse the flames. They had spread a great deal, covering most of the area, and still spreading in different regions, but the space surrounding Riley was nearly as hot as it was before the explosion had knocked her through a few of the Cruor’s structures.

Scrambling to her feet, she was nearly brought down again as several corrosive jaws bit into her legs. Swiping her spear, she cut through the lower Tier Rot that had latched on with ease. It still distracted her though, and she felt her armor crack under the force of a pick that was brought down on her shoulder.

She fell to her knee once more, and the flames receded further and further. Riley couldn’t even summon up more fire, since her fatigue had become too much. Her body was weakening, and even though her mana was still topped up, she could barely focus from the pain she felt in her shoulder.

‘Damn it! I think it’s broken...’ Riley switched her spear to her other hand. Thrusting it backwards as she pierced the Cruor that had injured her. A flex of her mana forced a massive gout of flame to ignite inside it. The Rot fell over, just as another came up, flying through the air from a jump to bring down an ax directly on her head.

She barely had time to lift her spear to block, rising just a bit, to better support herself, only for an invisible force to blast the Cruor away.

Sighing in exhaustion, Riley slumped back to the ground. Ignoring the Rot that were still surrounding and charging her. Her faith in the one that was coming for her was simply that unshakable.

The ground behind her cracked and shattered as something impacted outside of her view.

A wave of force pushed outward, and all the Rot were sent flying as Riley was picked up.

“What took-” She couldn’t finish her sentence, as Ezekiel’s figure flew forward, the world blurring around them as he carried her away at his fastest speed. Barely avoiding the monstrosities that had followed him as they landed where they were standing just a moment ago.

The four Primal Cruor had fully transformed, and they were shaped like strange half human half bull creatures. Their lower bodies were vaguely human shaped, with their limbs looking like the distorted humanoid legs and arms of their original form but bent over at the waist with another form growing out of what would be their backs.

This form had multiple arms with tendrils stretching outward with holes leaking fluids and gases that ate away at everything. Even the other Rot that got too close to them. On top of their new heads was a warped mushroom that covered their eyes, while opening into a vertical mouth that stretched halfway down their chests.

These mouths sprayed an assorted number of fluids that doused and ignited the flames around them, as well as corroded or decayed whatever they touched.

Seeing the presence of these Primal Cruor, the Rot Umbral beasts and lower Tier Cruor fled at top speed. The only ones who remained were the few Legendary Rot that stayed a short distance away. Just to observe the results of this battle and fill in any missing spots should one of the Primal ones fall.

“Faster! Move Faster!” Panic flooded her veins as she realized just what Ezekiel had brought with him. No more words were said, as Ezekiel pushed himself to run as fast as he could.

By this point, much of the smog had faded away thanks to the flame, and their sight was relatively clear. So, it wasn’t too hard for Ezekiel to dodge the barrage of projectiles launched at the Hunter duo.

Moving through the city at his top speed, Ezekiel carried Riley directly toward the closest gathering of Legendary Hunter's he could sense.

Internally, Riley just hoped that they weren’t too tired to help fight off their pursuers.

----------



With Riley in his arms, Ezekiel had some difficulties avoiding most of the projectiles that were flying at him. But he still managed to avoid them, even if he did get nicked here and there. The fact that Shine was maintaining a barrier that was strong enough to deflect most that were aimed at his center mass was also helpful.

‘Ezekiel, is it just me, or is the Spore tower growing?’ Shine sounded panicked, and their concentration on their barrier fell, and Ezekiel had to jerk himself to the side to dodge a spike aimed at his back. ‘Sorry! But you need to take a look!’

Glancing upward as he continued to run, Ezekiel saw that the Spore tower had begun pulsating with oily iridescent lights. It was slight, but the tower was indeed growing.

‘Dammit! What the hell!? It’s too early for this!’ Ezekiel felt his stomach sink to the ground as he realized that there were maybe a few minutes left before the tower exploded. ‘The Spore storm from this thing will consume the island in full at this rate. How did they accelerate it so much?’

Behind him, the Primal Rot roared in madness as they continued to chase after him and Riley, who was holding onto him tightly. He should’ve been with the other Hunters by now, but the fact that he was being shot at made him have to take a more roundabout way as he ran from his pursuers.

Thoughts and ideas regarding how to stop the tower from exploding and sending spores that would consume the island anywhere there weren’t high level purification formations ran through his head.

Much to his dismay, only one bad idea seemed feasible. But as he shared the idea with Shine, all he received was support and acceptance.

‘We’re stronger this time, and we’ve fought off worse before.’ Shine voiced their thoughts while Ezekiel grimaced. He didn’t want to break himself again. But as he felt Riley tighten her grip on him, he knew that failing wasn’t an option at this time.

‘Alright, then we both know what we need to do.’ He reinforced his grip and readied himself to move. A [Jump] would cost too much mana for what they had planned. ‘I’d still like to know why they changed their minds. Usually, the Cruor aren't willing to sacrifice themselves in mass like this.’

‘I think they realized that you were here, and that their plan to kill you wasn’t as great as they thought it was.’ Shine telekinetically ripped themself out of their sheath to block a blow from one of the Primal Cruor. ‘Go for now! I’ll [Jump] to you when you call me! You can’t afford to waste any more time!’

Frowning, but not disputing Shine’s words, Ezekiel focused so he could channel his mana, and then launched into the sky at a speed much greater than before. Space contracted in front of him, and there was a muffled ‘pop’ as he accelerated to speeds that were faster than any Lightning or Tempest Hunter had ever reached.

The Primal Rot tried to catch up, and the brief moment of focus that was needed to do what he did, safely, was nearly enough for him to get taken down by two of the creatures chasing him. Shine intervened, and a flash of Opalescent light ensured that there were gashes that covered the Primals all over their bodies. But the wounds almost instantly regenerated.

Projectiles missed him as he wove between them, and he covered half the city in a few seconds. Only to trip and fall, crashing into a wall when he tried to land. He barely had enough control to keep himself from crushing Riley in the impact.

“What the hell!” she exclaimed as she and Ezekiel were suddenly within a large group of Hunters.

They had found themselves bogged down by projectiles on their way to the tower, having been forced to stop a few hundred meters away. But they had begun trying to push faster and hard once they all realized that the tower was seemingly ready to bloom.

“Thank the Ancients you’re here! Do you know how to-”

“There are four Primals headed our way! I can stop the tower from blooming, but I’ll be defenseless while I’m doing it. Do what you need to do to keep me, and her, safe.” Ezekiel practically threw Riley into the arms of the Hunter who had spoken. “I need Cavern Hunters to make barriers! On me! Now!”

There was a moment of silence, but it was immediately broken by the four distinct roars that were much closer than before.

‘Shine!’ Ezekiel called to his Spirit, and they immediately appeared next to him. Their mana was lower for it, but Ezekiel still had a fair bit left. He just hoped that it would be enough.

“You heard him! Caverns to the front! Everyone else, with me!” The Hunter that was given Riley put her down and began ordering the other around.

All of them fell into order quite easily, and Ezekiel found himself pushing the last few hundred meters toward the tower. Much of the area had been converted or covered by the Rot’s strange structures. This made it difficult for the Cavern Hunters to get ample stone for them to form barriers, but they managed. Though, two had to remain behind due to spending the last of their mana.

The group pushing forward had an almost straight shot to the tower. But as more and more spikes and pod-like projectiles impacted against the glowing stone shields in front of them, Ezekiel silently prayed to the Ancients for their help. Even though he knew they weren’t there.

Each of the Hunters were forcing themselves to ignore the sounds of battle from behind them. Usually, it wouldn’t be impossible for a single Hunter, fresh and ready for action, to at least defend against a Primal Cruor for a few minutes, and maybe even escape relatively unscathed.

Yet, at this moment, all of them were tired. Their mana was low, and the constant push into enemy territory had left them mentally and physically drained.

“Keep pushing forward!” One of the Cavern Hunters called out as they came under a focused barrage that was now chipping away at one barrier in particular.

Just as the stone shield was about to break, a sudden gout of flames burst up from in front of them. Followed by several dozen more, but the group didn’t break stride.

“Go! We’ll help support you!” A new voice called out as they got closer. “Half of you go and help take down those Primals!”

More Hunters, from the other groups, had begun to arrive. Some continued to move to take out more turrets and Cruor that were launching ammunition at them. While the others went to help the group that had been left behind with the four Primal Rot.

‘Where did they come from?’ Shine was confused. They had sensed their presence earlier, but it seemed like there was no noticeable reason for them to be there.

‘If the Rot are really serious about making the tower bloom, then the other battle zones have likely been cleared out already.’ Ezekiel tried to figure out the reason for the help, and this was the only thing he could think of. ‘They must’ve decided that, if they were all going to die anyway, then it would be best to die by making the tower explode.’

Reaching his senses forward, Ezekiel grimaced when he realized that the energy inside the tower, now just a few dozen meters away, was growing chaotic, and felt like it was tight. Like a balloon that was too full, and about to pop.

“Rush forward now!” Ezekiel broke out of the formation, even though the things firing projectiles hadn’t been taken out yet.

The other Hunters were forced to act much faster and pushed themselves to their limits much more quickly. But they managed to keep Ezekiel safe as he got to the tower. The Cavern Hunters were only a step behind, and they covered Ezekiel in their stone shields just before he touched the massive fungus in front of him.

“Seal me in, and do not let me out for any reason!” Ezekiel ordered, and the Cavern Hunters hesitated, but only for a second. They all knew that Ezekiel had already proven himself in the past. This order certainly wasn’t the strangest.

So, as one, they shifted even more rock and stone, and sealed Ezekiel in a half dome next to the tower. Nothing would get in, or out. But even then, the Hunters continued to stand guard.

Inside the dome, Ezekiel took a deep breath and reached out to touch the Spore tower.

----------



Standing inside a vast and iridescent void, Ezekiel almost felt something familiar as the looked out into the endlessness in front of him. The only one he could sense, at first, was Shine. But this feeling only lasted for a few seconds, as a cacophony of warped and warbling shrieks could be heard behind him. He turned, already throwing up a barrier in defense as he leapt away.

What he saw nearly stopped his heart from how shocking it was.

A part of him had expected an army of sorts. A legion of Cruor, weak and strong, that would charge at him in an attempt to consume and subsume him. But this was much worse.

‘It’s like a meatball...’ Shine was the first to voice their shared opinion of what was in front of them. The entity in question was the size of a small city and seemed incapable of moving from its current spot. This made it somewhat less dangerous, but it was a truly hideous monstrosity.

It wasn’t an army, nor was it just one Cruor. Instead, there was an amalgamation of the many different figures that made up the Rot. Mushed together into a single body, but still twisting, shifting, and bursting out from one another, only to be dragged back in.

Fluids of different colors and viscosity mixed together. Melting and growing different body parts as the mass of Ichorous fungal flesh shifted. Pained cries echoed through the strange mental plane, and Ezekiel clenched his fist. He could tell that the Cruor were suffering worse than anything he would ever be able to inflict on them.

‘I think I’m going to be sick...’ he muttered as he nearly turned away.

That seemed to be the signal, however, and massive writhing tentacles stretched outward. They moved toward Ezekiel in an attempt to grasp him. He forced himself out of the way and didn’t stop moving as he came under attack.

‘Are you sure we can do this!?’ Shine began to panic as they felt a piece of themself burn after being splashed by one of the strange liquids the abomination in front of them was spewing.

‘Yes, but it’ll take some time. We need to keep it from killing us. I’ll do that, while you focus on the spell.’ Ezekiel reached out and placed a hand on Shine’s soul form. The astral manifestation of their human-like avatar turned into a sword, and Ezekiel put his entire focus into ensuring they didn’t die.

While he ducked and weaved between the numerous attacks that were sent his way, Shine focused their shared mana into their pommel, and an opalescent glow emanated from them as they moved in Ezekiel’s hold.

[Compressing], [Stretching], [Accelerating], [Forcing], and [Empowering] were the [Understandings] that Shine focused on. Just as they and Ezekiel had during their final trial.

‘I’m ready!’ They stopped just before the breaking point. ‘Are you sure this won’t destroy the world?’

Ezekiel didn’t answer right away, as he took the time to deflect another tendril. ‘We’re not in the real world, and we’re doing something slightly different.

The light at Shine’s pommel began to strobe as the concepts being applied to it started to falter.

‘Now! Add the final one!’ 

The moment Ezekiel gave the command, Shine also infused [Nothingness] into the light.

That act was the last straw, and the Void pair had almost no time to react in order to protect themselves. One moment, there was a mutated abomination the size of a small town.

Next, there was starry darkness that consumed everything within this astral mindscape. Yet, Ezekiel couldn’t admire his work. A sudden jerk was all he felt, and then he woke up.

----------



Ezekiel awoke with a gasp, and immediately tried to pull back from the tower, but his hand was stuck. It felt like he was being sucked in, even as he felt something strange happening to him and Shine.

The Ichor within the tower was losing its [Will], as well as its properties. Only to be replaced by a hint of [Will] that Ezekiel had left behind thanks to his spell It seemed like, rather than exploding into noxious spores that would sprout into monstrous growths that would consume the island, the physical body of the tower was breaking down into Spiritual particles.

Particles that Ezekiel was intimately familiar with.

‘That’s Void Mana!’ Shine exclaimed.

Much to Ezekiel’s dismay, his Spirit was right. The Ichor and essence within the tower, which had been made from the bodies and lives of the Rot and Umbral beasts that had lived here, had been broken down to the most basic building blocks of magic in all of Eldramir.

Only one thought crossed Ezekiel’s mind as he witnessed this. His danger sense screamed at him as the Void mana spread throughout the city and beyond, covering the island, and the surrounding ocean. Only to react to the other types of elemental mana in the atmosphere.

‘We can never use this spell again.’

A moment later, Ezekiel felt a rush of mana as the Void inside him tried to consume the Void outside. Elements clashed and fused and shattered, and exploded as many motes of elemental mana reacted to the now widely spreading Void mana.

Fortunately, this was only temporary, and for the most part, the Void mana in the atmosphere sank into the ground. Influenced by Ezekiel’s desire to destroy the Cruor and keep everybody safe.

There were only a few instances of chaos, each of which were destructive in their own ways. But no human nor Spirit lives were lost. However, the same could not be said for the Cruor.

All over the island, the Rot were disintegrated as the Void mana destroyed them from the inside out. If there were any remaining Legendaries, they might have been able to survive due to their greater [Wills], but as it was, most were either dead, half-dead, or subsumed by the Spore tower.

Even in the water, unseen by the Hunters in the city, the bodies of the Deep that had set up bases of their own were destroyed. Never getting the chance to participate in the battle. Only a few dozen Legendary Cruor that were able to get far enough away in time managed to survive. They left to warn the other islands with their forces of what had occurred. Even though none could explain it.

Yet, throughout it all, Ezekiel and Shine were barely aware of any of this. Having collapsed and passed out just a few seconds after they had felt the Void mana around them rush in.

This refilled their reserves and pushed past their previous limits. But they would only realize what had happened when they woke up.

            

    
        CH 225 (Book 5 Ch 33): Wrapping Up

    
    
    
    
                It was nearly a week after Ezekiel had successfully destroyed and purified the island of Naramoor of the Rot that had infected it. Much of the land was destroyed, but unlike the explosives he had previously set off, the side-effects of his purging of the Cruor meant that the natural biomes would recover much more quickly than he previously feared.

Which was somewhat of a delight to wake up to. Even more so than finding out that he and Shine had managed to successfully breach the barrier to Step nine and reach the peak of Tier four. All while Ezekiel was still in his early twenties.

“Are you listening to me?” Riley pouted when she saw that Ezekiel seemed to be lost in his own world once more.

“Sorry.” He smiled sheepishly. “I’m still just trying to process everything. It’s just... things were going so bad for so long, and now we finally get a win without crippling or otherwise unrecoverable casualties.”

Riley smiled as well. He knew she was just as happy as he was at the ultimate result of their purge of the Rot. But there was a tiredness in her eyes as well. But that was only to be expected. She had been forced to help with the clean-up that followed the final battle, after all.

“Well, just so long as you’re ready to finish up here, I guess you can daydream for a bit longer.”

Riley leaned in to give him a kiss as he continued to recline in his bead. He’d only been awake for a few hours, and while he felt better than ever, having recovered from the fight, he was told that he needed to stay in bed for at least one more day for observations.

“Thank you. I’ll be ready to help out as soon as I’m given a clean bill of health.” Ezekiel grinned at the thought of leaving. Even with their wins, he still felt stuck, and wanted out as soon as possible.

Riley stepped back before turning and heading out of Ezekiel’s medical room. After she left, he turned to look out the small window in the room that he had been provided. Sighing wistfully, his eyes narrowed as he held out his hand. Shine flew into his grasp a moment later from where they had been leaning on the wall.

“Who are you, and what do you want?” He was nearly growling as he leveled Shine directly at the corner of the room. A barrier had sprung up the moment he had laid his hand on Shine’s hilt. No one outside the room would hear what was happening. “Speak up! Or do we need to take this elsewhere?”

A second barrier wrapped around the room, and Ezekiel was prepared to [Jump] them well outside of the city limits in preparation for a fight. Something that the figure hidden in the room seemed to be wary of.

“Please wait!” The shadows receded, and the outline of a Hunter wearing their Spirit Armor seemed to step into the room. They were completely covered, and their body displayed no discernable features that could be used to identify them. Even their voice was utterly neutral. “I’m not here to fight! I’m here on behalf of the Church of Ten. Specifically, what remains of the Church on this island, after the Cathedral was destroyed along with the capital port city. I was sent to give you an update by the request of one of the Grand Scholars.”

Ezekiel lessened his glare but didn’t lower his sword. While he wasn’t worried about being attacked himself, he didn’t like the fact that Riley had been completely unaware of the other figure’s presence. The lack of apparent security disturbed him.

“I’m assuming that you and the Scholars managed to find the Cathedral’s vault?” Ezekiel figured that this was the only reason they would’ve reached out to him.

As one of the major allies, and affiliated Hunters, of the the Church of Ten, as well as his peak Legendary power, it was obvious to him that the Church would want to keep him in their good grace by keeping him updated. Though, why they thought that this needed to be kept a secret was unknown.

“That is correct. Specifically, we need your assistance in opening the vault.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow. “Why is that? Wouldn’t the Grand Scholars have the necessary keys to open it themselves?”

The Obscure Hunter shook their head. “Usually that would be the case. But whatever Relics were used to keep it secure were damaged by the Rot’s attempts to break through them. We’re hoping that your unique spells will be able to get through where the Scholars failed.”

Sighing in exasperation, Ezekiel finally lowered Shine to his side where they were laid on his bead. “Fine. I’ll be there tomorrow when I’m officially discharged. Expect me sometime in the afternoon. Now, was there anything else?”

He felt a push on his barrier, an attempt by the Obscure Hunter to leave without replying. Raising his eyebrow once more in amusement, Ezekiel couldn’t help but smirk at the Hunter in front of him as they shifted from foot to foot. Obviously unaccustomed to this treatment.

“... Not at this time. Thank you.” The Hunter forced themself to say. “May I leave, please?”

Ezekiel just waved a hand as he relaxed back into his bed. The barriers both disappeared, and the Obscure Hunter immediately disappeared into their shadow to leave.

But, just to tweak the Hunters nose, Ezekiel reached across space, and used his mana to basically flick them on the head once they were just outside the medical center. Sensing the figure stumble into a wall made him chuckle.

‘Deserved.’ Shine chimed in from their side of the bond between them and Ezekiel. ‘Are you really going to help them for free like this? It’s not a life and death emergency.’

‘It just means we’ll be here for one more day. Besides, perhaps we’ll find something useful inside.’

‘Useful?’ Shine pondered for a second, wondering what Ezekiel could be looking for. ‘Like what?’

‘Well... I’m hoping that they stored a few extra Com-Slates in there. Specifically, one or two with ties to Sanafalls.’ Ezekiel closed his eyes. Intent on resting for a little while longer, but also falling into meditation to focus on his recovery. ‘It’s a long shot, but you never know.’

‘Okay then.’ Shine agreed that it wasn’t likely, but there was no harm in trying. ‘Any ideas on where to go from here?’

Ezekiel didn’t answer right away. He knew that his Spirit wasn’t talking about their next destination. But rather, they were talking about what to do, now that they were both peak Legendary, and how to proceed to the Mythic Tier.

While the sheer number and size of the ordeals they had both experienced were staggering, it was apparent that breaking through to Tier five would be difficult. More so than anything they had ever done before. Even if they did have several people they could speak to about the process.

‘How confident are you about taking that step?’

Previously, Ezekiel and Shine had both assumed that, with Shine’s progress nearly matching his own, that the Void Spirit’s soul had grown to match Ezekiel’s. But after breaking through, it was apparent that it was not. While he had managed to cross what they assumed was the boundary, Shine’s soul was still just a tad smaller. Enough to make them have doubts that it would be enough.

This was made apparent when thoughts and intentions to break through flashed a warning in their senses, but only in regard to Shine. Ezekiel felt no warning when he flexed his mana, or made his intentions known. That instinctive knowledge had thrown a wrench in their plans to start attempting a breakthrough.

‘I’m not. But I think this might be necessary.’ Shine replied after a few seconds of thought. ‘If we break through in the same way as everyone else, then we won’t know if humans will be able to reach that level on their own.’

‘... you know, the world doesn’t need to depend only on me for pioneering breakthroughs for Mages.’ Ezekiel knew what Shine was getting at. Since he had been the one to prove the theory of Mage breakthrough to Legendary, without the need of a bonded Spirit.

‘But if you breakthrough on your own, then you won’t fall down if something happens to me.’ This was the topic that Shine was most worried about. The fact that a Mythic Hunter fell back down to peak Legendary if their Spirit died.

‘Let’s talk about this later.’ Ezekiel decided to stop the conversation before it could go to places that neither of them wanted it to. ‘For now, we’ll focus on recovery, and prepare ourselves to head out in the next few days.’

Shine fell silent, and Ezekiel felt a quiet sense of agreement from his bond. Taking a deep breath, he fell into a state of deep meditation so that he could focus purely on recovery.

Thought of Tier five left his mind, and he forced himself to keep his mind centered on the here and now.

----------



Walking through the broken ruins of the city that was once covered by fungal growths, Ezekiel admired the view as he and Riley followed the Scholars that had greeted them.

“I would like to thank you again for your assistance in this matter.”

Nodding to the Grand Scholar as they approached their destination, the Hunter duo observed the damage to the area they were in. It was surprisingly intact, considering the sheer amount of damage that had been down to the city overall.

“This way. We sealed the entrance when we first discovered it.” The Grand Scholar, a Glacial Mage, as was the norm for most of the Archipelago, led them to a cleared-out area where a large opening leading downward was prominent. “It’s just down here.”

Seeing the hole, Ezekiel’s hackles immediately raised. If it wasn’t for the fact that he had done his own investigations, he would be almost certain that this was a trap. But it was too obvious, and the Church of Ten had long since taken additional precautions to ensure that none of their Scholars were members of the Cult of Light.

It seemed like his reaction was noticed, and the Grand Scholar smiled sheepishly. “I will lead, of course. Please follow as needed.”

Waving his hands in a very obvious manner, the Grand Scholar muttered the necessary pass phrases to open up the seal protecting the entrance. There was a flicker, and an invisible barrier of solidified air shimmered and disappeared.

The Grand Scholar took the first steps into the descending staircase, and Ezekiel and Riley followed, after a few seconds of observation.

‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ Shine sounded worried as they asked Ezekiel.

‘Less so now, but that’s why we made those waypoints while flying here.’ 

Thinking back to the devices that they had left hidden on their way to the ruins, Ezekiel was confident that they would be able to get out of there without many issues if things went wrong. But they hadn’t gotten any sense of danger just yet, so hopefully they wouldn’t be needed.

They were just on the edge of his senses, but since he needed to know where he was going when he couldn’t see his [Jump] destination, they would have to be enough for now.

‘We’ll need to work on making better ones later.’ Shine lamented the lack of preparation. ‘It’s not like we’re not already working on more complicated magic.’

Ezekiel nodded as the group stepped onto the bottom of the staircase case. In front of them were several open vault doors, and several that were closed. The enchantments on most were damaged, and it seemed like the ones that were open had had their insides destroyed.

‘As you can see, we’ve been having some difficulty getting access to our protected Relics and Artifacts.’ The Grand Scholar moved to the side while Ezekiel stepped forward to more closely examine the runes and enchantments. ‘We are hoping that you will be able to do something with your Void magic to get through without activating the contingency measures. Usually, we’d be able to get through with the keys we have, but the enchantments that allow access were the ones that were most easily damaged.”

Humming in understanding, Ezekiel looked over the closest vault. He had already figured out how to gain access. The problem was whether or not he was willing to make anything more than a half-hearted attempt.

‘I don’t think it’ll be any worse than what they’ve already seen.’ Shine had a point, and Ezekiel made his decision.

“Riley!” Ezekiel called out from the end of the corridor he had slowly walked down. “Is the ship that will be taking us to Sanafalls ready to depart?”

Riley nodded, even as the Grand Scholar sighed in disappointment. They had said that if there was nothing they could do, then they would be leaving right away.

“Tell them to delay an hour or so. It should only take a few minutes for me to finish up here, but I want to see what’s left before we head out.”

The group looked shocked at Ezekiel’s declaration, but didn’t have time to voice their disbelief, as Ezekiel reached out and allowed his [Nothingness] to utterly disable the enchantments protecting the vault closest to him. Only Riley was unsurprised, as she just turned and left, to get things ready for them to leave.

The Scholars looked gob smacked as they stared at Ezekiel as he slowly walked down the corridor. His mana unlocked each and every vault he touched. While also removing the contingency formations that would destroy the insides.

“Don’t be so surprised.” He didn’t even look back as he unlocked half the vaults. “I can only do this due to the nature of the enchantments. I’ll leave some notes on how to better protect these things later. Besides, a couple of Void enchantments would stop me in my tracks. If they were powerful enough.”

In truth, this was much more tiring than he was making it out to be. But he knew he needed to focus, so he didn’t let anyone see how his actions were affecting him.

Though he could see that they still had doubts, Ezekiel could tell that most of the Scholar’s worries were dispelled. Given the damage that was already present, it wasn’t too shocking that a peak Legendary Hunter could do this. Especially since he was using magic that no one else had categorized.

You can’t defend against something if you don’t know it exists, after all.

Coming to a stop at the end of the tunnel filled with broken vaults, Ezekiel turned, and began trekking back toward the entrance. The vaults on the other side opened at his touch. By the time he finished, over three quarters of his mana had been used up, and his soul was tired from exerting his [Will] as much as he had.

‘That was exhausting.’ Shine complained as Ezekiel laid them against the wall as he fell onto a step to rest.

The Scholars began sorting through the vaults, taking out and relocating several texts that were sealed in their own protective enchantments. As well as carefully carrying out Relics and Artifacts that Ezekiel either hadn’t seen before or hadn’t bothered to concern himself with.

“Legend Ezekiel.” One Scholar approached with a large stack of books in her hands. “I’m sorry to say that we don’t have any Com-Slates for Sanafalls on hand, but we do have the logs detailing the last several months of communications. The ones prior to the Rot’s arrival, and the destruction of the Cathedral, at least. If you’d like to peruse them, please feel free.”

Ezekiel felt a pit of disappointment fill him, but while he sighed, he still thanked her and took the books. He took the chance to look through them as she walked away.

‘Well, that’s a shame.’ Shine tried to lighten Ezekiel’s mood. ‘But at least we’ll be able to know what we’re getting into when we get there, right?’

‘True enough. I’m sure that nothing too bad happened while we were gone.’ Ezekiel continued to read, even as the sinking feeling in his gut grew stronger.

It was only a few minutes later, when he had gotten to the most recent entries, that a massive pressure filled the area, and all the Hunters, Mages, and Spirits in the surrounding area were forced to their knees. Even the Legendaries that were standing guard stumbled and fell.

“Get the ship ready. Now!” Ezekiel’s cry echoed through the vaults and stairs leading upwards. It filled the city with worry, even as the forces accompanying Riley scrambled to work faster. All while she darted back toward the vault to find out what was wrong.

As he marched up the staircase, Ezekiel’s face was as if it was carved from stone. His neutral expression didn’t match his eyes, however, and there swirling depths of space and stars made all who looked at them feel a hungry emptiness inside them.

Only Riley moved forward to embrace him, asking what had happened.

“They hurt my family.” Riley nearly threw herself away with how quickly she reared back in shock.

At that moment, even as suppressed as his emotions had become, there was an anger in his voice that spelled death to all who heard him.

The boat that was to carry him and Riley left within the next few minutes.

----------



Elsewhere, Ezekiel’s boat wasn’t the only one to leave Naramoor. When he and Riley had first arrived, several ships filled with Hunters were sent out to the nearby islands. It had been difficult for them to get past the Deep that were still nearby, but not impossible.

This led to a number of parties learning about Ezekiel’s survival. Even though it was still weeks after his return, meaning that no word would get back to him before he made landfall at Sanafalls.

“So, the kid’s still alive.” Wolken muttered as he looked over the message brought to him by his sister. “I suppose I’ll need to head out earlier than I thought.”

He pointedly ignored the glare his sister was sending him. “Oh? So, you’re just going to abandon your duty to Quintessa? After all the effort we put into getting you healthy again!”

“Yes.” Wolken didn’t show any of the fear and referral to his elder sister that he had before. “It’s not like I became an Exalt for Quintessa’s sake, after all.”

Lady Wilma glared, and her mana flared as she brought her [Will] down on her brother. “After everything we’ve done for you, you would simply leave?”

“I never asked for any of the things you and the others gave me!” Wolken moved to confront his sister. “You forced those things onto me, after you fell in Tier, because you could no longer do as you wished as a Mythic Hunter!”

Wilma looked away, but didn’t lessen her glare, nor did she deny Wolken’s accusations.

“All that I’ve ever been is a tool to you, and it’s a shame that I never realized it before now!” Wolken was nearly screaming at this point, and it was only when his Spirit gently hissed in his ear that he calmed down. “You care for Quintessa and its people and are willing to sacrifice everything for its betterment. But by forcing others to do the same, all you do is breed resentment.”

Wolken backed down, turning to leave as Wilma bit her lip in anger and shame.

“I’m not abandoning Quintessa, by the way.” His sister turned to stare at him in shock. “I’m just following up on an investment, to ensure that we get another Mythic in our ranks.”

He held up a hand to stop Wilma from speaking. Her face split in a grin at the thought of Ezekiel joining them in full. “However, this means we’ll need to properly support him. Which means not leaving him to rot like we were planning to before. Not that you’d be able to. The Temple’s Void Remnant won’t back you if it finds out you forsake one of its maker’s chosen, after all.”

Wilma shivered at the thought. Wolken grinned in delight.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go help our dear Void Hunter exterminate a worldly faction.” He didn’t wait for Wilma’s reply, taking to the skies and heading southwest at his top speed. Donning his Spirit Armor and disappearing above the clouds in seconds.

All while Wilma stood on the ground, her hair and clothes disheveled from the wind. The future was now uncertain, and the fate of Quintessa, and herself, unknown.

----------



Deep within the hidden chambers of the Cult of Light’s many headquarters, the Lights of Radiance were discussing their plans once more.

“We need to destroy that damned island right now!” Lana, one of the usually calm Lights, was nearly frothing at the mouth as she demanded Ezekiel’s death. “We cannot allow him to regroup and take action against our forces again. We have no way of knowing what secrets he acquired from the Ancient’s Legacy!”

“Agreed. The Anathema needs to die. His mother and surviving sister can be used as leverage to destroy him. He won’t be able to fight us if we take them into custody. One was already taken. The last two won’t be a problem.” Peri voiced her support for this endeavor, knowing that Quintessa would likely be next after Ezekiel took action in Morathi.

Surprisingly, Erkan and Typhos were the least responsive in this conversation.

“Given the way we’ve stretched our forces so far, and the losses in Quintessa, we really do need to decide how we will dedicate our forces.” Erkan muttered as he thought about how best to take hold of this situation. “I can’t say that dedicating more forces to killing the Anathema is a bad thing, but we will need to concentrate our efforts.”

“It seems like we’ll need to give something up in order to get what we want.” Typhos leaned back in thought. This wasn’t missed by his peers.

“Typhos, do you have any ideas?” The Speaker asked as the others fell quiet at his silent command. “These two have their desires, even if they don’t have any ideas.”

Lana and Peri sheepishly looked away.

“... I think we need to give up on Quintessa.”

“What!” Peri screamed as she rose from her seat. “How could you-”

“Silence!” The Speaker prevented her from continuing her outburst. “Explain. Your idea is abnormal for this situation. I must say, I can’t fathom how giving up on an entire half of the continent is a good thing. I’m half considering dismissing this idea out of hand.”

Erkan interjected as the first to speak. “Actually, I think that Typhos is onto something.”

Beside him, Amelia nodded in agreement as she thought things over for herself.

“Indeed. After spreading our forces thin, the best thing to do is to consolidate.”

The Speaker hummed in contemplation. “Give me the details.”

Peri slumped in despair, knowing that Typhos had support from two other Lights meant that she was likely going to lose her territory.

“Simply put, by pulling the forces we have in Quintessa, we’ll be able to take action against the Anathema more directly and solidify our hold on the western half of the continent. Maybe even taking control of the Fjorya much more quickly than our current projections indicate.”

The others thought about Typhos’ words, and even Peri had to agree that, if they could take out the Anathema before he reached Mythic, then it would be worth it. Especially if it meant they could take full control of the Morathi Alliance, and the Fjorya, in the process.

“Perhaps you’re right.” The Speaker didn’t dispute anything. “Endaria, how quickly can you get to Morathi?”

The Green light, who had remained silent until this point, turned to face the Speaker.

“Do I need to! I really want to stay and kill that bastard that made that damned mushroom lady eat my flowers.” She still vividly remembered the defeats she faced when fighting Wolken months ago.

If it wasn’t for the fact that the Cruor had pushed a massive army into Quintessa, forcing the man into a healing coma as he fought both the Rotting Matriarch, and the King of Fangs.

“If you go, it’s almost certain you’ll get to fight him again.” Peri interrupted. “Word has recently come to me that Wolken had left Quintessa to aid the Anathema.”

Each of the Lights grimaced at the thought. “Then it is even more apparent that we will need to go all out in destroying the Anathema here and now. If he is given the chance to regroup in Quintessa, we will never be able to get our hands on him.”

No one disputed the Speaker's words this time. Each of the Lights of Radiance determined what they could contribute to their new cause. Soon, armies of Radiant Followers would flow to the west, and the Anathema would be embroiled in war once more.

----------



All around the world, different forces and people were quick to learn that Ezekiel and Riley had survived. Some were ecstatic, like Shari and Noren, who were reestablishing both their families and their personal power in the cities where they had settled in Quintessa.

Others raged, and ranted, while plotting his death on the western corner of the world. Bright candles flickered ominously as the Kindled family reached out to move up their plans for his sister.

Hope and despair mixed together in many people, as many prayed for his swift support, and more prayed for his ultimate demise.

But it was on Sanafalls, where Ezekiel’s remaining family were recovering from the attack that had broken them, that the most expectant people were waiting for him.

Now, finally, it was only a matter of time before their reunion was at hand.
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The skies and seas were calm during the days that Ezekiel and Riley spent on the water traveling. A stark contrast to the ever-present sense of doom and foreboding that had settled on the shoulders of the Mages and Hunters that were sailing the ship.

During this time, Ezekiel spent all of his time doing one of three things.

Meditating to ensure that his mana was fully under his control, and to clear up his emotional turmoil as best he could.

Stalking the deck or cabin of the ship. Not unlike a predator stalking prey that was just out of reach. A hungry and angry look in his eye.

Laying his head to rest on Riley’s lap. Her fingers ran through his hair as she did everything that she could to calm him down.

The last was the most effective, since it was proof that she was there with him. That he hadn’t lost everything just yet, and that there was hope that his family was still waiting for him. Even if they were hurt in the attack.

But regardless of his physical and emotional state, his mana was still heavy, and the pressure he was releasing was beginning to wear down on the minds and bodies of the sailors helping them. Even the Legendary Glacial Hunter who was acting as their captain was beginning to feel the strain.

“Is there nothing you can do about it?” Riley was currently holding Ezekiel’s head between her hands as he rested it on her lap. They were sitting together in the cabin at the lowest part of the ship. “There’s been no permanent damage just yet, but I’m fairly certain that some of them are almost ready to snap.”

Ezekiel was silent. His face set into a neutral expression. Those that didn’t know him might think he was fine. Just lost in thought, or unfocused, and ignoring the world around him.

If they had looked him in the eyes, however, then they would realize that their assumptions were wrong. The sheer gravity that weighed down on anyone who locked their gaze with his wasn’t real, but the illusion made by the mana churning within made it seem like there was no difference between real and unreal.

“I’ve been trying. But this isn’t just a matter of controlling or deadening my emotions with my mana.” Ezekiel breathed deep, letting out a sigh while he closed his eyes. “It seems that, now that my [Will] has strengthened so much compared to before, my emotions are more easily affecting my mana, rather than the other way around.”

He held up a hand, and a stream of Void mana flowed out of him. His firm hold on it prevented it from interacting with the elements around him. It remained as nothing more than a swirling white cloud of opalescent energy.

“...My mana used to escape my grasp if I did something like this. It would need to be docs into a spell in order to create the effect that I wanted. Yet, now, it appears as though I can totally control it, even when it’s outside my body.” He dropped his hand to the side, pulling the mana back into himself and clenching his fist before letting it relax.

“As it is, my passive sensing range covers well beyond the range of the ship. That range coincides with the range of my control of my mana. Growing and shrinking depending on my focus. I have already compressed it as best I can. In order to do any more than this, I would have to constantly cast my [Shroud] at every moment of every day. But I don’t think the crew will be comfortable with an irritable nascent Mythic hovering around their ship invisibly.”

Riley frowned at the thought. Ezekiel’s words were true. The Crew would likely freak out even more if they didn’t know where he was. Especially if they knew he was on the ship, potentially watching their every move.

“Perhaps you need to get away for a bit.” Riley placed a finger on his head, getting him to focus on her. “Go for a flight, or maybe let us tie a dinghy to the ship and tow you out of range. Either way, you need to go and vent. Holding back like this isn’t helping you, regardless of how great your control is. I mean, you snuck away and canceled a slew of contracts with the Church when you found out your family was in danger before. I can’t imagine how much worse it is for you now.”

He thought about it for a second. Weighing the options as he considered how best to proceed. Perhaps getting away from the ship would help him, and the crew, in equal amounts.

“You, leaving, would also let the crew relax. At least for a few hours. You know how helpful a break tends to be when you’re working hard or stressed.”

Riley’s words hammered in the final blow, and he nodded in agreement. Pulling himself up, Ezekiel started walking out the door, but not before turning and giving Riley a kiss and saying thanks.

“Let’s do it. We’re only a couple more days away, and the crew deserves a chance to relax. Like you said.”

Once the pair got upstairs, they immediately got to work gathering the rope needed to let Ezekiel drift behind the ship. Something that confused most of the crew, but as Ezekiel got further away, and his range no longer covered them, they all felt a weight lift from their shoulders.

Sighing in relief, the crew went back to their tasks, this time they practically had a skip in their steps, as they felt lighter than they had in days.

For the more experienced Adept Hunters and Mages, they kept their gazes on Ezekiel, making sure he didn’t drift away as he laid down in the dinghy. The captain left them to it, just happy that they no longer suffered from the effects of Ezekiel’s mood.

Even in the distance, beyond his suppressed mana sensing, Ezekiel could see the looks of awe and wonder on the Adepts’ faces. Which, given that he was the closest thing to a Mythic they had likely encountered in their lives, was something he took pride in.

But for now, away from the others, he allowed himself to drift. Shine beside him, giving him comfort as Riley remained on the ship for now.

“Just a couple more days...”

The sky and sea stayed calm for the rest of the journey.

----------



Standing on the prow of the ship, Ezekiel looked up at the storm that was gathering overhead. They were only a half a day out from Sanafalls, according to the absolutely tiny island that acted as a waypoint that they had temporarily stopped at, when a storm began to brew on the horizon. One that the captain was concerned would force them to divert their course for another day.

“We go forward!” Ezekiel called out as he focused his mana around the ship. Creating a domain that was totally under his control. “Riley, I need some assistance from you.”

Silently stalking up to his side, Riley readied her Flames, fully trusting Ezekiel’s commands.

“I’ll need you to provide thrust to get us high enough, as well as to make us move forward.” Ezekiel held his hands to the side. “Can you, do it?”

Riley thought for a second. It took her a moment to figure out what his plan was, but her eyes widened in shock when she did.

“Are you sure you can hold it for long enough?” While she trusted him with her life, this was still a massive risk. At least for the others on the ship.

“Yes. I’m sure. But only if you can provide the propulsion needed to move us.” Ezekiel held his haze on Riley. This would take both of them to properly work.

Steeling her nerves, Riley nodded, and donned her Spirit armor before flying off the ship to get to work. A moment later, Ezekiel also donned his Spirit armor.

‘Are you sure that you’ve got this?’ Shine asked with a hint of anticipation in their tone, ‘Your mind hasn’t been the clearest for the past few days.’

Ezekiel flexed his arms, sensing that Riley was in position. ‘Are you saying that you don’t think we can do this?’

‘Just don’t rely on me too much while we’re up there. This is your plan, after all.’ They tried to play off their mix of wariness and excitement as nothing important.

Slowly raising his hands upward, Ezekiel just smirked at his Spirit’s child-like glee as the ship began to rise into the air. The gravity nullified due to the use of his [Gravity Shift] spell.

‘We’ll need to focus on deepening our [Understanding] behind this spell. Ever since we gained the ability to fly, it’s mostly been ignored.’ Ezekiel mused, and Shine agreed, as Riley began pushing the ship higher and higher into the sky.

It only took a few minutes before they reached a height that was well above the gathering storm clouds. The Legendary Flame Hunter then maneuvered to the back of the ship and began pushing forward as Ezekiel focused on leveling the ship out.

The crew quickly furled the sails to lessen the drag, and the ship soon began moving faster than it had on water. With their speed increased, and the storm now no longer an issue, the captain estimated that their arrival would be a little bit earlier than expected. Likely before nightfall. Hopefully, not long after the storm passed, or they passed the storm.

“Well, shall we give Sanafalls an interesting show?” Ezekiel smiled as he imagined the looks on the faces of the citizens in Sanafalls when he and the crew arrived on a flying ship.

Hopefully it would provide a good distraction. If not, then at least he finally had something to focus on for the next couple of hours, instead of brooding and getting lost in his thoughts and worries.

----------



By the time they passed over the storm clouds that had blocked their route by sea, they were only a few more minutes out from Sanafalls. Riley had worked herself to the bone, pushing the ship to reach as fast a speed as it could without breaking down.

Both she and Ezekiel were dead tired by the time the island was in sight, but since they were so close anyway, Ezekiel decided to just push as far as he could and get there as soon as possible. Even as Riley has come back onto the ship. She plopped herself down on the deck behind Ezekiel and watched as he had them drift toward the port.

“Now you’re just showing off.” Riley chuckled as she leaned against the mast behind her.

Ezekiel ignored her humor and focused on gently settling them down into the water once more. Preferably without causing a massive splash that rocked the other boats in an inconvenient manner. Of course, given their means of arrival, it was impossible for them to not be met early by Scholars and Hunters flying out from the island.

“Halt! Identify yourselves and the origins of this vessel, or you will be shot down!” By the uniform he was wearing, it was one of the Grand Scholars that was stationed at the port that spoke. Several Hunters flew behind him. Three Legendaries, and a handful of Adepts with avian Spirits.

Ezekiel idly noticed that it was Leonard, the Tempest Grand Scholar who had first tested his prototype Com-Slates all those years ago. He was fully equipped with several dozen Artifacts that Ezekiel could tell were more than capable of decimating the ship before it touched the water.

‘Wow... the old man’s got more spine in him than I thought...’

Ezekiel nodded in silence at Shine’s words. They had only ever seen Leonard as a strict and disinterested Grand Scholar who only cared about his own projects. But it was apparent that he was more than willing to step in and fight if the situation called for it.

Fortunately, the captain had traveled to Sanafalls in the past, and had the proper documents to settle the still wary denizens of Sanafalls.

“Ezekiel?” Leonard turned to look at him as he continued to lower the ship and was now just a few meters above the water. “... You’ve grown, young man. It is good to see you. Many of us had feared that you were lost to the world. Though, we did get word a few weeks ago regarding your survival.”

The man’s tone was quiet, and his eyes were focused on Ezekiel’s movements as he lowered his arms in conjunction with the ship. It was like he was trying to make a judgment with very little information. Ezekiel figured it was because of what had happened, and he wasn’t sure if Ezekiel was aware just yet.

“Hmm.” Ezekiel was still too focused to speak, and Leonard dropped the subject.

“Captain! You and your crew are welcome at pier forty-seven. Head there once your ship is in the water again, and the proper documentation will be waiting for you.” Turning away, Leonard noticed Riley, who was still sprawled out on the deck. Celia nestled in her lap but was watching the group from the island with a narrow gaze.

“Are you... Riley?” He received a nod from the woman in question. “Then please, when you land, head to the Cathedral with Ezekiel as soon as you can.”

The ship lurched as Ezekiel panicked for a moment, but he got hold of it before it could completely drop. Though it did surprise and throw several Adepts off their feet.

Leonard looked like he wanted to say more but thought better of it.

“I’ll see you both soon. Scarlet and Linette will be waiting for you with answers.”

With that said, the Grand Scholar flew off. The others swiftly followed behind him.

No one commented as the descent speed of the ship increased.

----------



Ezekiel felt like the time it took to set down the boat was the longest handful of minutes he had ever spent focusing on a single spell. Even his hours hidden beneath a [Shroud] back when he was just an Adept didn’t feel as long.

The moment the ship was in the water, and the captain and crew got ready to take it into the port and pier, he took to the sky, Riley right behind him, as he flew at his top speed to the Cathedral at the far end of the city. A look of strain and worry covered her face as she moved to catch up, but she was just too slow. Even with her propulsion spells making her move faster.

The air shook, and the crack of displaced atmosphere as he broke the sound barrier made the people nearby flinch, but he didn’t allow it to deter him.

His speed was so great that he nearly slammed into the defensive formations that surrounded the Cathedral. It was only Shine’s warning that prevented this from happening.

Instead, he simply cracked the ground as he hastily landed in front of the gates.

‘You need to calm down! Leonard wouldn’t have simply left us at port if your mom and sisters were dead!’ Shine tried their best to keep Ezekiel from simply charging forward. But his mind was in turmoil from Leonard’s previous words. The calm that he had barely achieved over the past few days had disappeared. Instead, there was a stone-cold determination that pushed him forward, even as he lost himself in his anxiety.

“Ezekiel!”

He stopped, as a quartet of voices called out at once as he stomped through the gates to the inner section of the Cathedral’s grounds.

Shine and Riley were recognizable to him, he had spoken with them constantly for months now. But it was the other two, one older, and nearly unfamiliar, and the other younger, and almost panicked, that grabbed his attention.

Off to the side, covered in dirt, grass, sweat, and a little bit of blood, was Wendy, who was carrying Kare in her arms as she slowly approached Ezekiel.

Standing a bit further back was Scarlet, who looked at him warily, as he was a dangerous beast about to lash out at anything that got near him.

“Big bro... you’re scaring me...”

Ezekiel nearly collapsed as his sister’s voice cracked, and he realized that the pressure that he had let up on during the past couple days had come back in force. His mind in turmoil as he dropped his spell and no longer had anything to focus on besides getting to the Cathedral.

He tried to take a step forward, but Shine had different ideas.

A sudden force slammed into the back of his knees, knocking him to the ground, as the Void Spirit forcibly cut their Spirit armor form from existence. Materializing as only their bladed form and flying into Ezekiel’s legs flat side first. ‘You need to calm down!’

The surprise attack, mixed with the yelling in his head and the shock of seeing his sister somewhat alright was enough to snap him back to his senses. He immediately dropped the pressure he’d let loose, and everyone within the Cathedral took a deep breath as they could now breath without a weight pressing down on them.

Looking up from the ground, Ezekiel realized that he was crying, and he reached out to his sister as she ran toward him. No longer prevented from approaching by the mana pressure he was releasing.

“I’m so sorry.” He grabbed her tightly and apologized, even as he tried to be careful of the tired Spirit being held between them. “I should’ve stayed here.”

Wendy shook her head. “No. If you had stayed here, then they would’ve fought harder, or done more to hurt the people that live here.”

Ezekiel hated that she was right, and ignored the head nodding that Scarlet was doing in front of him. “But maybe I could’ve helped fight them off. Who was it that even attacked? All I know was that the Cathedral was damaged, and that you, Ellen, and mom, were targets.”

Looking around, Ezekiel noticed that several people in the area made themselves scarce, and even Scarlet looked away without answering.

“Where are mom and Ellen?” He decided to focus on the more important question. “Wendy... What happened?”

Ezekiel held her out to look her in the eyes. Wendy swallowed nervously before answering.

“It was the Kindled family... They gathered up the majority of their Legendaries and attacked. They got Ellen, and they poisoned mom with something new. Something we haven’t figured out a cure for yet.” Tears were trailing down Wendy’s face now. “She got hurt saving me...”

Ezekiel nearly let out his mana once again, but a firm mental push held him back.

“Dad was there too...”

It was as if his stomach dropped to the bottom of the sea as an icy chill filled Ezekiel. It ran up and down his spine as he stared at her incredulously.

“What?”

Wendy looked down. “I didn’t believe it either. I saw him and ran to him for help when he seemed like he was here for us. But he tried to kill me, and mom took the hit instead.”

A thousand thoughts filled Ezekiel's mind. There was no way his father would’ve done such a thing. Warren loved his mother and children too much to even consider such a thing.

But as he considered just who the Kindled family had sided with, he realized that it was much more believable than he had initially thought.

After all, it was already proven that they could perform brainwashing on other people. It was just hard to believe that Ezekiel’s father would’ve succumbed to such a thing.

“... That damned Cult!” The rage in his voice made his sister flinch in shock as she reared back in shock and looked at him in confusion. “You probably weren’t made aware of this, but the Cult of Light has methods that can be used for brainwashing. Given that they’ve allied with the Kindled family, I wouldn’t be surprised if their methods were shared. There’s no way that dad would’ve done anything to harm you, or mom, otherwise.”

“... Then that means...” Wendy looked sick to her stomach, and Ezekiel realized that she had probably been harboring a hatred for their father for what he had done.

“Wendy, look at me!” He refused to let her feel as he had, not while he was there. “We’re going to save them. Ellen and dad. Both of them, and the Kindled family will pay for what they’ve done.”

Wendy stayed silent, but she nodded as Kare nipped at her tattered shirt to try and comfort her.

Their reunion hadn’t gone well so far. Things were much worse than Ezekiel had expected. But at least now, he knew that his family was still alive. So long as that was the case, he could take some time figuring out what he needed to do next.

----------



While the first thing he wanted to do was plan how he was going to take revenge on the Kindled clan, and get his sister and father back into safety, Ezekiel knew that he had a different priority that he needed to focus on.

“Hey, mom, it’s good to see you again...” Ezekiel was quiet as he stood over his mother’s deteriorating body.

The Life and Glacial healing Magic that had been used on her had kept her condition stable. But only so much so that she didn’t take any startling dives in regard to her health. Due to the Radiant poison that couldn’t be removed from her body, her flesh and soul were still slowly being eaten away.

“There’s been nothing you could do regarding the poison?” Ezekiel didn’t take his eyes off his mother, who was currently surrounded by several medical arrays that were keeping her together.

“Unfortunately, not.” Scarlet was the only other person in the room right now. “Though, we did manage to isolate and remove some of it, when it was still fresh. It’s being studied by our best, but nothing has been found so far.”

Riley had gone to catch up with Wendy, who wasn’t allowed to be in here anymore due to the strain it put on her mental state. Given the emotional turmoil she had gone through after meeting Ezekiel, it was deemed that she needed to do something, anything, that would keep her distracted while Ezekiel got to work.

“Hmm...” Ezekiel extended his senses outward, careful not to put any pressure on his mother. “This feels... familiar...”

Scarlett looked surprised. There were no records of this kind of poison anywhere in the world. Not outside the deepest depths of the Kindled family’s archives. At least, this was what was assumed by most, and what they had told Ezekiel earlier.

“Yeah... but I don’t know how that could be possible.” What Ezekiel was feeling as he gently probed the essence of the poison running through his mother’s veins was something that, in his experience, shouldn’t exist. “After all, Radiant magic is supposed to burn Ichor away. Not be fused together with it.”

“What!” Though it was quiet, the Grand Scholar still couldn’t prevent herself from gasping in shock. “That’s not possible! Mana and Ichor are not compatible in that manner. Ichor eats away and consumes mana, while the elements, when directed by a Mage or Spirit’s [Willpower], can be used to wash or burn Ichor away.”

“Usually that would be the case. But, after reaching my current level, I’ve come to realize a few things about Ichor and Mana.” Ezekiel thought back to all the times he had nullified Ichor to absorb it as mana. “The two are far more closely tied together than you would expect. But you are right about [Willpower] being a contributing factor.”

Holding out his hand, Ezekiel covered his mother’s body with a hazy forcefield.

“What are you going to do?” While they hadn’t seen each other in years, Scarlet knew that Ezekiel wasn’t known for his healing abilities. “Did you discover a medical ability tied to the Void?”

“Not exactly. You should get the healers ready to work. Once I neutralize the poison, they’ll be needed to make sure she can finally start healing correctly.” Focusing his [Will] on removing all harmful elements from his mother’s body and soul, he channeled his [Nothingness] and [Empowerment].

One to destroy the Radiant poison, and the other to keep her soul and body strong enough to survive the process.

By this point, Scarlet had already sent notice to get their best healers, who were on standby outside, to get ready.

“If this works, we’ll need you to help with the others. This poison is worst on Obscure users, both Mages and Spirits. But it still has a bad effect on other elements.”

“No worries. I’ll do everything I can to help.” Ezekiel closed his eyes to center himself, and to prepare for what was about to come. “I’m sorry, mom, but please bear with it.”

A moment later, as Ezekiel channeled his mana through his mother’s flesh and soul, the room was filled with ear wrenching screams.

Scarlet flinched back, as did the healers that were just coming into the room. Shadows writhed against the walls, lashing out at anything and everything that crossed their path. The healers were forced to retreat, and only Scarlet and Ezekiel remained.

The Grand Scholar was forced to put up a barrier of water in between herself and most of the room to keep safe. While Ezekiel just stood there, trusting Shine to protect him.

All the while, he was covered in minor cuts as some of the shadows got through. Tears streamed down his face, but his expression was set in stone, his eyes focused on something only he could see.

“So, that’s what you are...” His voice was barely perceptible, but was still heard by the others, who were curious as to what he had discovered.

‘Keep steady! We’re almost done here.’ Shine pulled Ezekiel’s mind back to the task at hand.

It was only a few more seconds later that Evelyn fell back to her bed, her body weak from the thrashing she had done as Ezekiel purged her system.

“Healers! What are you waiting for!?”

The assembled Life and Glacial mages streamed into the room. They rushed past Scarlet, who was staring on in shock. She wasn’t a trained healer, but she was still aware of most of the processes involved. So, she knew just how amazing Ezekiel’s feat had been.

But her awe turned to concern when he turned around, and his face was covered in blood. His orifices had begun bleeding toward the last moments of his act.

“When she’s stable, have someone take a look at me too, will you?” Ezekiel slowly walked out of the room, exhaustion filled his body as he put a hand on Scarlet’s shoulder, right before he nearly collapsed.

“Ezekiel!”

“I’ll be fine. I’m just more strained than I expected to be.” Ezekiel waved off Scarlet’s concern, even as Shine yelled at him in the back of his mind. “Now that I know what to expect, I won’t be in such terrible shape when I fix the others.”

Still worried, the Grand Scholar helped Ezekiel to another room with a cot where he could lie down. Helping him into the small bed, she asked what had happened.

“I encountered a force that I wasn’t expecting. That’s all.”

Scarlet tried to get more information from him, but he remained silent on the matter. He knew that he couldn’t talk about what he had witnessed. Not without there being horrible repercussions for the world. Especially considering what his only point of reference for comparison was.

After all, the [Will] within that Radiant poison was only the tiniest bit weaker than the [Will] within the Ancient Void’s memory tablets.

So, how could he explain that he had fought off the [Will] of one of the Ancients?

Or that said Ancient will was almost indistinguishable from the Ichor of the Broods.

            

    
        CH 227 (Book 6 Ch 2): Arrangements

    
    
    
    
                The chaos that spread through the Cathedral after Ezekiel purged his mother’s body and soul of the Radiant poison was a welcome change. The patients that were still awaiting treatment were organized into groups depending on the severity of their condition. Though, he still made sure to take care of Reya first, before he started working on anyone else.

The injuries he received before the Spirit realized who he was were annoying, but he didn’t hold it against her. Seeing the sheer relief on her face as she collapsed on her side next to Evelyn’s resting, but much healthier, body was more than enough to make Ezekiel feel relieved.

It was enough to get his mind off the starling discovery he had made. There had been a short time when he thought he should discuss it with someone, but he knew that it wouldn’t be a good idea right now.

While it would certainly help in the political side when fighting the Cult, it would also bolster their fanatics, and possibly make them lash out in a self-destructive manner that would weaken Humanity’s forces. This was the worst-case scenario, since the Broods and their Cruor were obviously on the move.

Instead, he found himself given several medicines and resources as he went about his day. All to ensure that he was in the best condition he could be. All the better to ensure that he was healthy and capable of fixing all those injured during the attack. Even though it was the healers that stepped in afterwards that truly ensured that the patients didn't die.

The effect of his actions spread through the island within hours of his initial act. Something that spread even further, and quickly went from rumor to fact after he purged the poisonous energy from several more victims.

When Wendy found out she immediately charged Ezekiel the moment he got free from his most recent patient. He nearly got sent to the floor when the human missile that was his sister impacted his stomach as he walked down the hall.

“Thank you! Thank you thank you thank you!” She cried non-stop and all Ezekiel could do was comfort her as best he could.

He decided he was done for the day after that and spent the rest of the evening with his woman and his sister. They took the time to catch up since they had only done so a little bit earlier.

While he had sensed it earlier, Ezekiel was still surprised and happy to see that his sister had recently taken her training much more seriously, with both herself and Kare having reached Step seven of Tier two. With her current rate of improvement, it was fully possible that she would reach Tier three within the year. So long as her soul was strong enough.

“Your meditation has grown much deeper. At this rate, you’ll be a Legendary within a decade, so long as you face enough trials and tribulations.” While his inspection wasn’t deep, Ezekiel still felt like he could see so much more now that he was spending time with his family properly. “Have you given any thought as to whether or not you wish to join a Guild?”

Wendy was silent as she thought about it for a moment. Ezekiel could tell that this wasn’t something she had considered much. But given the fact that she had been directly trained by her mother and Scarlet, he knew that there wasn’t much reason for her to do so.

The fact that she had suffered under the effects of so many high Tier beings in the past couple of years meant that her soul had also grown well. To the point where Ezekiel wasn’t worried about her current growth.

“I don’t know if I can...” She looked concerned as she thought about it. “IF I join a Guild... I don’t think they’ll approve of my goals...”

Turning to face her directly, Ezekiel narrowed his eyes in concern. Next to him, Riley looked worried as she looked at the brother and sister.

“How so? What is it you want that would prevent a Guild from helping you achieve it?”

Kare ruffled her feathers as Wendy clenched her fists. A faint pressure settled on Ezekiel and Riley’s shoulders.

“The Kindled family... I want to kill them. All of them... Even if it means a war...” The harsh whisper that escaped the young Obscure Hunter’s mouth was starkly different from the normally quiet and gentle tone she usually had. “Does that make me a bad person?”

He knew that he should tell her that her anger was warranted, but her goal might be too much. That would be the morally correct thing. But given his own experiences, and the fact that he wanted to wipe out the Cult of Light, he couldn’t bring himself to want anything other than to support her.

Glancing to the side, he saw that Riley had an angry look on her face. He could tell that she was lost in thought, likely remembering her own unfortunate circumstances.

She caught his glance, and a silent agreement passed between them. They both nodded in agreement, and Ezekiel turned to his sister, who was waiting patiently with a worried look on her face.

“I wish to kill the Cult of the Light and erase their presence from this world. Riley is the same.” He smiled as he reached out and grabbed Riley’s hand. “Given who they’re working with, I don’t think your goal is bad at all. So, tell me what you need, and I’ll do my best to help you.”

Wendy’s face lit up like the sun, a stark change from her previous mood. “Then... Does that mean that you’ll take me with you when you fight the Kindled family?”

A pit formed in Ezekiel’s stomach. He knew that he couldn’t just say no, but it was just as clear to him that bringing Wendy with him was incredibly dangerous.

“... If you can reach Tier three without damaging your potential, then I’ll at least take you with me to Morathi.” Ezekiel decided to settle for a compromise, without promising that he would actually take her into battle. But it seemed to be enough, because Wendy’s smile seemed to widen even more as she launched herself forward to wrap her arms around him even tighter than before.

“I’ll reach Tier three before we leave. I promise!” Though muffled, Ezekiel could clearly hear his sister’s words. “How long will you be here for?”

She looked concerned as she realized that there was a loophole that Ezekiel could use. His next words put those worries to rest.

“At least a couple months. I need to reach out to a few people and see what sort of assistance we can get before we head out. I also need to catch up on the news from both Morathi and the Empire.”

The siblings then spent the rest of the night just talking. Doing their best to focus on being together and enjoying being a family. Even if there was an emptiness due to the missing members.

When they finally went to bed, plans and preparations ran through Ezekiel’s mind. Now that he was in civilization once more, there were a few things he needed to take care of.

‘Shine... How many people do you think we can purify within the next three days?’

The Void Spirit thought about it for a second. ‘Maybe all of them. So long as we’re careful not to slip. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve got a couple of things to prepare. Things that I won’t be able to work on if we owe the Cathedral. So, it would be best to have them in our debt first. The sooner we make it so their injured Mages and Hunters can heal, the sooner we can ask for favors.’

Runic schematics, and multiple Artifacts, and plans for arrays and formations, weapons and armor, and other creations that he could sell for favors and mana crystals ran through his mind.

Before, he was worried about causing too much chaos with the different destructive devices he knew, or at least suspected, he could make.

However, his family had been hurt, in a way that was far worse than taking away his father.

He no longer cared about the consequences.

----------



Four days later, it was apparent that Shine’s estimate was off, as was Ezekiel’s. But, after pushing themselves to the limit, they collapsed onto a cot inside a private room once more as they fully strained their combined souls and [Willpower].

‘That was far worse than I expected it to be...’ Ezekiel laid face down on a pillow.

Riley had gone to help Wendy with her training, at his request, since he knew that his sister would appreciate the act. It showed that he was invested in helping her get stronger. Which meant that she would be more likely to go with him to Morathi.

‘Why were there so many Obscure elements? I didn’t even know Sanafalls had that many Mages and Hunters that used that element.’ Shine was just as exhausted, and they knew that they and Ezekiel would need to be careful and get some proper rest over the next few days.

It hadn’t been a matter of it being too much power for them to face. Ezekiel’s soul was just past Tier five, or so they believed, which meant that there was little he couldn’t face directly, and at least run away. The real difficulty was keeping the patients alive, and not simply destroying their souls as the poison was erased from their being.

Countless factors had to be kept in mind as Ezekiel directed the mana he was using, and the sheer number had stretched his soul in several different directions. This caused his [Will] to be pushed to the limit as his mana tried to escape his grasp and run rampant.

Worse yet, the more he purged the Radiant poison, the more certain he became when it came to what he had felt from the essence within it.

‘It’s still hard to believe...’ A part of him still had doubts, but most had been wiped away thanks to the sheer amount of evidence and confidence he had in his abilities. ‘To think that the Ancient Radiance would... How does such a thing even happen? I thought Spirits couldn’t be corrupted. Just consumed.’

Shine remained quiet. The shock of it all was even worse for the Spirit, who had already had to deal with the fact that, as a Void Spirit, they had no idea if he could be corrupted and turned like Void Mages were.

Before they could delve any deeper, the pair jerked up as a knock on the door filled the room.

“Come in.” Ezekiel moved to sit up and turned to face whoever was coming in.

“Hey, how are you feeling?” Scarlet asked as she entered the room. “Heard you looked like you were about to drop dead after the last session. I can see that that wasn’t an exaggeration. Though, you look like you're doing better.”

It was true. When he had first left the last patient after cleansing their body and soul, Ezekiel had been a pale and clammy mess. Sweat had drenched his clothes, and he had shuffled quietly to this room, pushing off any and all who tried to help him. He had just wanted to get off his feet and rest.

Fortunately, his recovery ability was incredibly good, so it had only taken a few minutes for him to at least stop his arms from shaking, and his completion to mostly return to normal. Though there were heavy bags that remained under his eyes. Showing just how tired he still was.

Snorting in amusement, Ezekiel ignored the jape at his expense and decided to address the Grand Scholars directly. “What did you need? I’m assuming you’re not just here for small talk.”

Scarlet winced at the accusation but couldn’t dispute it. “Yes. I’m here to tell you that we’ve received some word from the Empire. It appears as though several of the rebel forces have been driven out, but for the most part, our agents have confirmed that they safely made it to Quintessa by going north. Our friends in the Alkena and Morse families were among them.”

The news was a welcome and pleasant surprise, as it meant that he had one less thing to worry about. If they had had trouble when they had gotten to the east, then that news would’ve been included.

“There’s bad news, however, in that it seems like the Empire is making moves. They’re calling for your head once more. Though, this time it’s clear that it’s the Cult that’s pulling the strings.” Scarlet paused, as if she wasn’t certain that she wanted to tell him what else she had learned.

“What is it?” Ezekiel knew that he wasn’t going to like it, but he also knew he needed to know what was happening in his home nation.”

“... A marriage arrangement has been made between the Kindled family and the Willowbrush Emperor. The woman in question was a recently ‘saved’ bastard that showed great potential, who was brought back into the fold several months ago.”

It took a moment for him to understand what she meant, but the moment he did, Ezekiel nearly snapped, and the sudden pressure he released cracked the walls and floor of his room. Dust fell on them both as the ceiling was also damaged.

His mood only soured for a second, however, as Shine was aware enough to hold him back.

“I see... Then I will be making my requests now, rather than later.” Ezekiel nearly growled as he started listing different materials, mana crystals of different elements, and the return of his old workplace, which he had learned the day before had been the home of his family when not at the Cathedral.

Due to his work cleansing the various victims of the Kindled family’s attack, he hadn't gotten the chance to visit it.

“This is quite a bit. I’m not sure if we can-”

“Here.” Ezekiel cut Scarlet off as he took a book out of his Void Pouch. “A more in-depth breakdown of the different ways in which a person can achieve the [Understanding] necessary for reaching Tier four. With this, and all the discoveries I know you credited to me before this, I should have more than enough merit with the Church to afford this. Now get me what I asked for.”

Knowing that Ezekiel’s research was more valuable than the resources he was asking for, Scarlet fell silent, and retreated from the room.

Sighing in exasperation, Ezekiel fell onto the bed once more. He tried to fall asleep, since he knew that he would need his rest. But Shine reminded him that he wasn’t done just yet.

‘We need to get a few supplies ourselves. The Church won’t deal with them directly after all.’

Rolling out of bed, Ezekiel checked his mana, before he [Shrouded] himself and left the Church, without a trace to be found by anyone who tried to seek him out.

There was something of a panic, as he went through the city, visiting the different people who owed him debts from years ago. But as his Void Pouch was filled to the brim, he knew that the scolding he received from his girls was worth it.

Now, he just had to get started on his next world-shaking project.

----------



After resting for nearly a day, much to his annoyance, Ezekiel finally escaped the confines of Riley and Wendy’s watchful restrictions. They weren’t actually able to hold him captive, of course, but the fact that they were scared for him made him feel guilty, so he held back.

“Good! This is exactly what I needed!” He exclaimed while he examined a bit of construction he had commissioned.

It was an extension to the housing and laboratory that he had previously lived in. The group that was doing the alterations had been paid for by the Guild, and the reinforced, and pre carved, stonework was settling nicely into place.

He greatly admired the speed at which the Mages and Scholars were working. It was enough for him to almost regret the fact that he would only be using it for a few months at most. But the fact of the matter was that he needed a larger amount of space if he wanted to do what he was planning.

“I must say... These plans are certainly bewildering.” Grand Scholar Linette’s voice cut through Ezekiel’s focus, but he didn’t turn away from where he was watching the ongoing construction.

“It’s rude to look over someone’s private work without asking for permission, you know.”

Behind him, Linette was peering over a now opened notebook that was sitting on a table that was acting as Ezekiel’s temporary workstation. It was covered in architectural drafts and plans, as well as detailed depictions of several different Runic formulas meant for some complicated enchanted arrays.

“You could’ve stopped me at any moment, so it’s not like you care all that much.” The Grand Scholar had calmed down somewhat, since the days when Ezekiel had last seen her, at least. “Unless you’re the most worthless Legendary in the world. Because I wasn’t exactly hiding my movement over here.”

Ezekiel grunted in agreement. “Hey! That pillar isn’t meant to be the same height as the others! It’s for enchanting reasons! Stick to the plans!”

The Scholars looked like they wanted to dispute Ezekiel’s instructions. The ones building this pillar were a pair of older men, who likely believed that their experience meant that they knew better than Ezekiel. However, the moment they looked at him, their faces turned pale, and they got back to work, building the pillar to the proper height.

“Thanks for that.” He didn’t have to turn around to know that Linette had done something to scare the workers into doing as they were told.

“Not a problem. You can pay me back by explaining what the purpose of all this is.” Linette tapped the book she was looking at. “I’ve never seen chambers like this before. The enchantments alone will cost a ridiculous sum. One that you’re just barely able to afford, and that’s after you work for us and make a stupid amount of Artifacts for us.”

“Let’s just say that it’ll change the world once more and be done with it.” Ezekiel turned to see the unamused glare of the Grand Scholar. Lightning danced behind her eyes, as if to say she wasn’t too old to shock Ezekiel’s ass back into a hospital bed. “... You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“I want a fifty percent reduction on the number of Artifacts I need to make for you.”

“Twenty-five, and don’t you dare try to haggle with me young man!”

“Fine.” Ezekiel had been hoping for a bit of back and forth, but it seemed like this was the best deal he would get. “Their gathering chambers. If they work the way I want them to, then they’ll increase one’s mana gathering when actively used, and potentially make mana crystals when passively used.”

Linette’s jaw dropped, and she rapidly looked around to see if anyone else had heard. But Ezekiel wasn’t stupid. He had thrown up a sound restricting privacy barrier the moment he had turned around to face the elderly woman.

“How certain are you of this?” Linette calmed down once she saw that their conversation wasn’t being overheard. “Do you have any idea how much this will change things? How far the Cult of Light would go for this?”

“How much the Church of Ten would pay for this?” Ezekiel’s question made Linette pale, as she finally understood what Ezekiel was really asking for.

“You want to buy the Church of Ten’s support, don’t you...” Her voice was barely a whisper at this point. But Ezekiel heard it all the same and smiled.

He could tell that Linette was struggling internally between whether or not she was actually considering this. Especially when she saw the wicked grin spread across Ezekiel’s face.

“This will change the world as a whole, far beyond everything you’ve done before this. How do you even know that it will work?”

Faced with such questions, Ezekiel simply bent down and picked up a rock.

‘Don’t let anyone see this.’ He told Shine.

The Void Spirit vibrated in their sheath for a moment, before the barrier around them shifted, just a bit, to act somewhat like a [Shroud].

A second later, Ezekiel immediately dumped nearly a hundred motes of Void mana into the rock.

Usually, this would cause the small, mundane, stone to shatter and explode. But Ezekiel wasn't just forcing the mana inside the stone. He was [Accelerating] the stone's time, as well as [Empowering] it so that it could withstand such forces being applied to it.

This was something he had only put the smallest amount of time into studying. Yet, once he had made it work, he immediately began working on developing a way to implement the process in a way that would be usable by others. With, or without, his help.

Within seconds, the stone changed color from its gray coloring to something much more bleached white, with the tiniest amount of opalescent shine. The rock was now a pure mana crystal. However, there was a catch to this miracle, but it was one that Ezekiel’s formation would be able to circumvent.

“Unfortunately, due to my [Willpower] being infused into the mana within, it’s not usable by anyone but me. Though, that’s already a massive boon toward my progress. As it means I’ll be able to stock up and make multiple attempts to break through.” He gently tossed the stone at Linette, who nearly fumbled and dropped it. “Of course, since this was achieved by mu [Understanding] of the Void, turning it into an enchantment, thereby removing my [Will] from the equation, makes this a much simpler process.”

Linette was still looking at the newly formed mana crystal in awe.

“... What do you want?” She sounded resigned. As if she knew what Ezekiel was going to ask for.

“The Kindled family extinct, and my family returned to Sanafalls. Safe and sound.” Ezekiel sounded incredibly bored and blase as he stated his demands. As if he hadn’t just consigned an entire family, one whose members numbered in the thousands, to death.

“... I will need to speak with the other Cathedral heads. But I don’t think you’ll find many that oppose you.” Linette pocketed the mana crystal. Ezekiel assumed she would take it back to study in depth later on. “But, Ezekiel, can you really say that you’re doing the right thing in asking for this. You know what will come next if you go through with this.”

Ezekiel took a moment to breathe deeply. He knew what she was referring to. Now that the Kindled family was closely tied to the Willowbrush Empire, wiping them out would create an enmity that couldn’t be swept away without extreme costs.

His request, essentially, asked for the Church of Ten to give up half the Continent. Including the newly built Cathedrals in the Fjorya, since there was no way that the Empire would allow the Church to remain. Especially with the Cult of Light having so much influence on them.

“The Kindled family nearly destroyed my family... It’s only fair that they be destroyed in turn.” Ezekiel’s voice sounded dead, even to him. “Do unto others what you expect to be done unto you.”

With those final words, Ezekiel dropped the barrier and allowed Linette to leave.

She paused for a moment, but ultimately turned into a bolt of lightning and flew back to the Cathedral with a crack of thunder.

----------



The rest of the month was spent overseeing the construction efforts. Something that Wendy was not happy about, but ultimately, Ezekiel knew that she would greatly benefit from the final result of his current project.

“Okay... time to test it out properly...”

The construction had been completed a few hours ago. The amount of money he had spent on this building was enough to make most commoners in the Empire pass out from shock, and even most nobles wouldn’t be able to afford it.

‘Are you certain that this will work the way we want it too?’

Shine’s doubts made Ezekiel pause, but he knew that they were just being cautious.

‘I hope so... Everything I’ve tried on smaller scales has worked. Even if it wasn’t the most efficient.’ Ezekiel looked around the massive chamber he was currently standing in.

The walls glowed softly as the passive effects of the Runic enchantments took hold. A faint hum in the air made his skin tingle.

‘I think we’ve got this.’ 

Raising his hands, waiting for the familiar sense of danger he usually felt when things were about to go wrong, he was pleasantly surprised when nothing happened.

“Time to change the world on purpose.” Ezekiel channeled his mana through his hands, waiting until they shone with power before slamming them down onto the heavily reinforced flooring.

A moment later, the chamber lit up with opalescent light, nearly blinding Ezekiel as he reeled back in shock. Then, a heavy pressure settled onto Ezekiel’s shoulders. As well as feeling of comfort: like being wrapped in a heavy blanket.

Sitting down and entering into a meditative state, Ezekiel was amazed to see that all around him were motes of Void mana that slowly formed as the enchantments on the walls gathered, filtered, and condensed mana within the room.

‘It worked... It really worked!’ Shine’s cry of joy broke Ezekiel out of his awe. ‘With this, we can make as many attempts to reach Tier five as we like!’

‘Yeah... but it’s still slower than I’d like...’ Looking around, Ezekiel realized that the motes of mana that were forming were slowing down. ‘The attempts we make will be more often, but still widely spread.’

The formation of mana from the Void was actually much slower than he expected, but given that this was just the first attempt, he quickly accepted it and moved on.

‘We’ll fix it in later versions. As it is... I think that the mana can form at least ten crystals a day, with each one having at least a hundred motes of mana within them.’ Ezekiel’s calculation came from the speed at which the mana condensed. It was useful for the lower Tiers, but for the higher Tiers like him, it wasn’t worth that much.

‘Well... what we’re after is mana stones to buy off the Church’s forces. So, we’ve already gotten what we wanted, haven’t we?’ Shine didn’t understand why Ezekiel didn’t sound as happy as they were.

Realizing that he was being too hard on himself, Ezekiel lightly wrapped his knuckles on his head. ‘Don’t mind me. I’m just giving myself too many expectations.’

Turning to the exit, Ezekiel went to ignite the other Champers. Ten in total, one for each element.

‘Let’s go tell the Grand Scholar the good news.’

Shine cheered in response to Ezekiel’s declaration but fell silent as they both exited the newly expanded facility. An Unexpected guest was standing not far from them.

“So... I hear that you’ve made yet another groundbreaking discovery, but instead of using it to aid the Church, and the world as a whole, you’re bribing them to fight a war.”

Wolken’s voice was bland and carefree, but there was a presence to him that Ezekiel wasn’t very comfortable with. He could tell that the Mythic in front of him was upset with him.

As the Mythic approached, his boots lightly crunching on the ground, the heavy presence grew, but Ezekiel refused to back down. Even as his mana churned within him. Even as Wolken began pressing down on him with his own Mythic [Willpower].

The older man examined Ezekiel closely, and he could tell that the Mythic Hunter was looking for something. He apparently found it, because a moment later, the man retracted his mana, and clapped Ezekiel on the shoulders.

“Good. If your [Will] couldn’t bear that tiny amount of pressure, then I’d be forced to stop you before you left the island.” Wolken broke out into a wide and excited grin. “Instead, I’ll just have to do what I can to keep you alive.”

Hearing the older man’s words, Ezekiel also broke out into a grin. This was an unexpected development, but a welcome one all the same.

The Kindled family’s days were officially numbered.
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                The moment Ezekiel revealed his success in creating the mana condensing chambers, there was an immediate outcry from the Church of Ten, who demanded that he provide the information and schematics necessary for them to make one on their own.

He denied them, of course, and stated that the resources used were payment for all the contributions he had made prior to this point. So, he needed to be further compensated before he would hand over anything else. Something that Wolken was willing to support him on.

Given the fact that Ezekiel was the only one with the information needed to create these chambers, while also having the support of one of the strongest Hunters in the world, there was little the Church could do besides agree to his demands.

This was after nearly a week of back-and-forth conversation, during which time, Ezekiel was the only one who had access to the mana chambers. Meaning that he soon had a large amount of mana crystals that he could sell and use as he wished.

Of course, the first thing he did was begin selling the crystals for favors, since he would be giving the chambers to Sanafalls, since it wasn’t like he could take the building sized formations with him.

Though, the other people that had found out about the chambers were becoming an issue. One that he was, even now, trying to avoid to the best of his abilities.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Ezekiel was standing across from his sister. They were both inside the Obscure mana chamber. “While you might be strong enough, it’s only barely enough. I don’t want you pushing yourself too far if you think it’s too much. You can’t get your revenge if you’re dead or crippled, after all.”

He had originally been against allowing Wendy to use the mana chamber to make progress, but he knew that since it was an accelerated means of reaching Tier three, she would demand its use the moment she learned of it.

Attempts were made to delay her request, but the moment the arrangements with the Church were made, she immediately cornered him. Demands were made to be allowed to use it, and Ezekiel found himself taking the time to ensure that Wendy knew exactly what she was doing.

“I’m aware.” Wendy had calmed down somewhat after Ezekiel had agreed to let her use this chamber for her training. “If I feel any sort of pressure build up, I’ll immediately stop.”

Ezekiel gave her a disbelieving look. She hadn’t even been able to look him in the eye when she had said that. He knew that getting stronger was her all-encompassing goal right now. So, he couldn’t find it in himself to entirely trust her.

“You need to get better control over your emotions.” Ezekiel held out a specially made contract that he had commissioned from the Church of Ten previously. “Sign this, or I’m taking you out of here right now.”

Wendy recognized the contract as a Spirit Covenant. Her eyes widened in dismay as she looked like she was about to burst into tears. After she looked over the contract, she glared at Ezekiel before signing it and throwing it back at him.

From her shoulder, Kare, who had also read through the contract, looked conflicted. Ezekiel could tell that the young Spirit agreed with him, but also wanted to support Wendy in every way that she could.

“Can you go now!? I want to get started.” The shadows, dim as they were in the barely present light, shifted ever so slightly as she nearly lost her temper.

Ezekiel didn’t leave right away, instead, he pocketed the contract, and wrapped his sister up in a hug. She stiffened, and nearly lashed out before he spoke. “Be careful. Mom still hasn’t woken up yet, and I don’t want the first thing she sees when she does to be you lying in a hospital bed because you hurt yourself.”

Wendy’s glare lessened a bit as she hugged Ezekiel back. “I’ll be careful. Your contract has ensured it.”

The two parted, and he gave Wendy a smile before turning and leaving the chamber.

A moment after he stepped outside, the opening to it closed, and all was there was a smooth stone wall with black lines that seemed to absorb light.

Closing his eyes, Ezekiel spread his senses outward. He could just barely tell that Wendy was now meditating, and that the formation had fully activated.

Even now, he could see the motes of Obscure mana floating toward the chamber, or condensing out of the Void, as the specially made enchantments went to work.

‘She’ll be fine... You incorporated how many alarm and security formations into this property? No one will get in or out without you knowing about it.’ Shine gave Ezekiel a mental nudge. Then they reminded him of the fact that he had a meeting to get to. ‘Besides, you’ve got a few other things to worry about right now.’

Shine’s words helped reassure him that he could leave, and that Wendy would be safe. But the reminder of who he was going off to speak with lowered his mood once more. Just the thought of who he was going to have to speak to was enough to make his stomach churn, and his heart burn with anger. Stepping past the other chambers, he ignored the presence of the others that were using them.

Several Scholars had commissioned time within these chambers, as it was too difficult to gather up the necessary mana to breakthrough when working on your own. Hence the reason why Hunters were so much more common at the higher Tiers.

He expected that, by the end of the day, there would be several more Adepts, and possibly a few more Grand Scholars by the end of the week. Certainly, by the end of the month.

Though, that wasn’t his primary concern right now.

‘Fine. Let’s go talk to those rotten bastards and be done with it.’ Ezekiel stomped off toward the Cathedral, meeting up with Riley on the way. She had been waiting in a different part of the compound he had created to house the mana chambers on the property he owned.

Seeing the look on his face, she kept quiet. It was obvious to all who heard him when he had first gotten the news, that he wanted nothing to do with his waiting visitors. It wasn’t as bad now as compared to when the Scholars had first informed him of who was coming to visit, but Ezekiel could tell that Riley was perfectly aware of just how badly he expected this to go.

Thoughts of having to rebuild the Cathedral from scratch passed through his mind. But he quickly shook those ideas from his head. It wouldn’t be good to put himself into debt with the Church of Ten when he had just gotten them to agree to his demands.

There was too much at stake for him to allow himself to lose his temper and focus just because of a few rich bastards who didn’t comprehend the fact that the world didn’t revolve around the Empire.

As the two looked into the distance and saw the floating flags of the Empire’s Inquisition settled upon several carriages that carried the Empire’s messengers, a sense of foreboding and frustration for what was to come.

‘Over ten years, and those bastards are trying to mess up my life once again.’

Ezekiel had been so focused on the Cult of Light and the Kindled Family, that the Emperor’s Inquisition wasn’t something he had expected. An oversight that he was now regretting.

----------



It hadn’t even been fifteen minutes and already, Ezekiel wanted to ram several people’s heads through a wall. The people in question were dressed in the new uniform of the Willowbrush Empire’s Inquisitorial forces. A fancy name for their not-so-secret Cult forces that were given permission to invade any village or town they wanted. So long as it was within the Empire’s borders.

Worse yet were the specific people that had been sent to try and acquire the schematics for the mana chambers for themselves. That, or acquire Ezekiel for as long as possible. To get what they needed, or get him to the Cult. Whichever one was easier for them.

“... and that is why the Empire insists on the return of its citizens. For the betterment of the world as a whole.” The man leading this group had just finished speaking, and Ezekiel realized that he had been so focused on not tearing his head off, that he hadn’t heard a single word being said.

“I’m sorry. The braying of an overweight ass distracted me. I didn’t hear a single word you just said.” Ezekiel declared, much to the amusement of the Scholars and Hunters in attendance. The ones not from the Empire, at least.

Behind the man who was speaking, and now blustering his way through Ezekiel’s insults, were a familiar green haired man, and blue haired woman. Grand Inquisitor Yeren, and newly promoted Grand Inquisitor Tasha. Both were glaring at him like he was a particularly filthy piece of excrement.

“How dare you! That our kind intentions would be rebuked in such a--”

“If I didn’t have something that the Empire wants, would you want me back?” Ezekiel interrupted the man once more. “Actually, I’ll make it easier for you. Will you apologize?”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow at the speaker, and the dozen or so Legendaries, Guild members and Inquisitors alike, that were glaring at him. None of them spoke up to answer his question.

“That’s what I thought. Now, what, exactly, do I have to gain from going to the Empire?” Ezekiel turned his gaze over the enemy’s forces. “I have my family, most of it, right here. I have friends, respect, money, land, property, position, and power, right here. So, tell me, what do you have?”

The Empire’s Guild members shifted uneasily. They were only there to provide support for the Inquisitors, as a matter of mercenary-like contracts. But from what they were hearing, Ezekiel had it much better here than any of them did at home.

“You will get to live.” Yeren’s voice cut through the room like a knife. “As it is, you are already one of the Empire’s most wanted criminals. Now that we’ve confirmed your location, we will stop at nothing to make sure you die, and cannot exist as a threat to us anymore. These pitiful islands cannot protect you from the combined might of half the continent.”

The Hunters and Scholars of Sanafalls tensed. Their mana began to leak as they readied themselves for a fight. It had already been a few months, but Ezekiel could tell that they were all still hurting from the attack from the Kindled family.

If it wasn’t for the treaties that the Archipelago had with the Empire, there was no way that they would’ve welcomed them as they had. The Empire’s contract with the Kindled family was well known at this point, after all.

“You don’t have half the continent, and by the time I’m done with you, you won’t have any of it.” Ezekiel’s words were just as threatening as Yeren’s.

“How dare you!” Tash had risen from her chair, and the rest of the room followed. Except for Ezekiel, who remained in his seat, even as Riley lowered her spear in a defensive position around him.

“Oh, shut up! I agree to this little meeting because I was curious as to whether or not you would come crawling on your knees, begging for my forgiveness. Just so I could spit in your faces and make you see how little I care for any of you!” Ezekiel was yelling at this point. “But I can see that your new false Lord has blinded you to reality. Though that couldn’t have been too hard, given how you only had half a brain to work with.”

The room turned to Ezekiel in confusion at the mention of the Inquisitor’s new Lord. Even the Empire’s Guild members. But the Inquisitors' faces turned pale.

“Oh, you think I wouldn’t have noticed it? I can see the so-called blessing from the Radiant Lord filling your souls. You’ve got nearly a full Step’s worth of tainted mana flowing through you right now.” Yeren and Tasha began flexing their hands as their Spirits began making noises of discontent and distress toward Ezekiel. “Although, I guess that, given how pathetic you lot are, there’s no other way you could’ve possibly reached the peak of Legendary. Tell me, did selling your soul like the original Broodlords feel good or was it--”

“You shut your mouth! The Radiant Lord is no such monstrosity as the Broods! They are benevolent masters of Light and Truth! Who's brilliance has guided thousands to a better life!”

The room fell silent as Yeren and Tasha yelled in unison, alongside their fellow Inquisitors. It was eerie, seeing all of them say the exact same thing, at the exact same time. A dull golden glow in their eyes. One that shouldn’t have been there, given that none of the Inquisitors were of the Radiant element.

But as Ezekiel saw this, he just sighed in exasperation. With what he knew of the Cult of Light’s brainwashing and corruption, alongside the eerie similarities between their Radiant Lord’s [Will] and the [Will] within most Ichor, he had partially been expecting such an outburst.

“Your minds are so corrupted I’ll bet you don’t even have a single individual thought right now.”

With the change in the room’s atmosphere, as even the Empire’s Guild members were looking at the Inquisitors warily, Yeren and the others forcibly calmed themselves down.

“You are a fool for trying to act against our Lord. We have an army. This Island may have recovered for the most part, but there are over a hundred ships filled to the brim with Hunters and Mages that are prepared to level this city and chase you to the end of the ocean and back.”

“You what!” One of the Legendary Hunters from an allied Guild slammed his fists against the reinforced table. “How dare you so blatantly disregard the protocols for peaceful negotiation!”

Ezekiel just smiled, even as he felt the weight of his decision to go to war weigh down on him. This was because he sensed a familiar presence returning.

“An army, you say. You mean, a gathering of ships that ultimately breaks the agreements in place by the Empire with the various islands of the Archipelago?” Ezekiel smirked as the room grew heavy with mana pressure released by all within.

“Obviously.” Yeren’s scoff was almost comical.

‘The stupid bastard actually thinks he has the upper hand.’ Shine couldn’t help but laugh within Ezekiel’s mind as the presence of their newest ally grew closer.

Ezekiel’s smirk became a grin, and the Inquisitors shifted uneasily. Confusion and worry was beginning to settle in.

The door opened to the side. Everybody turned toward him, and the Empire Hunters all paled. One even fell backward, boneless, into their seat as they nearly passed out at the sight.

“Are you sure you have an army? Because we have a Mythic, and I know that yours can’t leave the Empire.” Wolken walked in. His weapon bloody and his Spirit grinning alongside him. It was obvious that they had just come from a fight. One where their opponents had badly lost.

“Sorry I’m late, Ezekiel. I had to take care of a bit of a pirate problem. It seems like a large number of ships were headed to Sanafalls. Enough to cause far more damage than that cowardly hit and run from the Kindled family.” Wolken hung up a loose jacket on an empty chair and took a seat. “Now, how go the talks?”

“We’re doing just fine. The Inquisitor here just confessed to an act of war. So, there will be no agreements. Nor will any of these fine people be returning to the Empire any time soon.” Ezekiel turned to Wolken, thinking back to the request he made to the man just a few hours ago, when they had first gotten word that Empire ships had landed at the city’s port.

“Well, that’s good. I’d hate to have thought I missed out on seeing them make fools of themselves for nothing. Even if those premonitions of yours are scarily accurate.” Wolken smiled as the Inquisitors began turning red from rage.

“Having a Mythic Being take action against the Empire is grounds for war! You will be seen as the aggressors of this conflict! It will be our right to retaliate in any way we wish, and the Empire will--”

Yeren’s rant was cut off by a strike to his throat. A crippling, if not lethal, wound for most Mages, but for a Life Hunter of his caliber, it wasn’t that bad. Though he did fall to his knees and begin coughing.

The other Inquisitors responded by flaring their mana and moving to attack. But Wolken just flattened them all with his own mana pressure and stopped the air they were trying to breathe from entering their lungs.

“If not for the fact that I’m happy to see this happening to you, I would almost be disappointed by this pathetic display.” Ezekiel slowly stood up, removing several mana shackles from his Void Pouch. “Well, let’s round them up. No point letting them sit around up here. There are better holding areas for people like this.”

Behind him, Riley and the other Hunters, Scholars, and Mages from Sanafalls took out their own mana shackles. As one the group moved forward, cuffing all the Inquisitors, and Guild Hunters, while also taking the subdued Spirits and placing them in specially made cages.

Usually, they would try to fight back to save their bonded partners, but since the Sanafalls forces weren’t trying to kill the Empire forces, there was no reason to fight back, and endanger their partners.

‘I feel like this was too easy.’ Shine muttered through their bond. ‘Like there was supposed to be a big fight scene, where the forces of the Empire were heroically fought off by the forces of Sanafalls.’

Ezekiel repressed a chuckle. ‘Well, when you’ve got a big stick like we have, and your enemy doesn’t, nor do they know you have it, there’s very few people that want to take such risky actions.’

‘Besides,’ Ezekiel sat back down after all the Imperials had been cuffed and taken away, ‘you can’t say that this wasn’t entertaining. Although, I’d be happier if I wasn’t still feeling very apprehensive about how the meeting went, myself.’’

Shaking himself off, Ezekiel tried to focus on the task at hand. Now that the Imperials had been removed, he could get back to arranging plans to make sure that things went smoothly when they eventually headed out to Morathi.

“Alright, everybody, time to start our actual meeting. Beginning with plans for ships and supplies. Have we managed to make contact with--”

The sound of shattered glass echoed through the room, and Ezekiel turned pale. The Artifact that he had made and tied to the alarm enchantments surrounding his mana chambers just shattered.

There was a ‘crack’ of air as he immediately [Jumped] past the window and began flying toward his home. His Spirit armor already donned, and Shine glowing brightly in his hand. Behind him, Wolken had broken through the window and was already caught up. But Ezekiel didn’t focus on this.

Someone had broken into his home. Where his sister was training alone.

----------



For Wendy, she could only think of one time when she had felt this comfortable before. When she had first gone to the Spirit Haven and was brought deep into the darkness below the earth. Where she had first met Kare and had bonded together with her as Hunter and Spirit.

The only problem was that the feel of this room was somewhat stifling, while the natural formation that had been created in the Haven felt much more freeing. Like there was an endlessness to it that would never keep her restrained.

As she fell deeper and deeper into her meditation, she felt the mana around her flow into her with an ease that she hadn’t felt before. A difference that wasn’t present when she’d been in the Haven.

‘It’s like the mana wants me to gather it within myself...’ Wendy silently mused as she focused on the mana that was surrounding her.

Usually, she had to focus on drawing in the mana by forming the appropriate resonating images within her mind. But now, merely entering her meditative state was enough to begin gathering mana.

It was an obvious change, and she quickly lost track of time. The only thing that brought her back into focus was the fact that she felt a pressure building up within her. One that seemed to be mirrored in Kare. It was apparent that they had reached their limit. This was confirmed when the mark left by the Spirit Covenant began to itch.

“Dammit!” Wendy found herself coming back to awareness from her meditation. Kare quickly joined her. Also annoyed at having been forced to stop after what seemed like an incredibly short time. “And, of course, I didn’t bring and timepieces with me.”

However, as she inspected her mana, Wendy was shocked to find out that the reason she had been forced to stop wasn’t because her soul couldn’t handle it. Instead, she had already reached the peak of Tier two, and was ready to break through to Tier three.

Falling backward from her seated position, Wendy let out a delighted laugh as she realized that she was just a few more steps away from being an Adept. All she needed was to open her third Chakra, then Kare would be able to follow after her with ease.

“Let’s get started! We need to get as much out of these chambers as we can!” Taking a deep breath, she began entering her meditative state once more. Kare, eager to help, immediately began reaching across their bond with her soul.

But just as she was about to begin searching her Spirit Channels for her Chakra, the ground shook beneath her, and she banged her head on the ground. The sudden pain was enough to shock her back into wakefulness.

“What the hells!” Scrambling to her feet, Wendy turned toward the door to the chamber fearfully.

That wasn’t something that was supposed to happen. Ezekiel had explained that the defenses around the property, the mana chambers in particular, were heavily reinforced, guarded, and secured. Only a large number of Legendaries combining their power would be able to do anything to the compound he had made. Yet, apparently, the entire building had just been shaken.

Kare nipped lightly at Wendy’s hair as she took to the air and alighted on her partner’s shoulder.

“I don’t know, Kare, but something isn’t right.” Stepping forward, she approached the door to the chamber. She was just about to open it to step outside, when an incredibly heavy pressure, one that she only remembered once, from the monsters that had attacked the Spirit Haven, and Invera, who had helped her family. “Something is very, very wrong!”

Throwing herself backward, the ground shook again, and this time, she knew that the compound was under attack.

By whom, she did not know.

----------



It took barely a minute before Ezekiel and Wolken arrived above the Void Hunter’s compound. Yet, the moment they did, Ezekiel’s blood ran cold. He had expected a number of Inquisitors, maybe a few Guildsmen from the Empire. Forces that had landed at the port of a different city on the island and had slowly made their way here.

He hadn’t expected three of the Cult of Light’s Radiant monstrosities to be knocking through his defenses like they were paper. Those enchantments had been added to by Wolken, who had enough knowledge to make them strong enough to defend against his own power at least three times.

“Well, that’s not good.” The Mythic Hunter muttered beneath his breath. “I can likely take on two of the mindless beasts, but three is a bit much. I don’t suppose you have a plan for this.”

Though he sounded relaxed, Ezekiel could tell that Wolken was worried. This wasn’t something they had expected. They had thought the Cult of Light intended to use their mutative blessings more conservatively. But it seemed like the Empire had different intentions.

“Seems like there’s more coming. Though I don’t think they got whatever it is that made these things.” The abominations had almost finished tearing through the enchantments around Ezekiel’s property. “You and the others will need to hold them off while I try to deal with the three beasts.”

Ezekiel didn’t have any time to reply before Wolken raced forward, tackling one of the pseudo-Mythic creatures off to the side, and sending a blast of air to blow the other two away.

They only flew a few hundred feet, and quickly recovered, but it gave a chance for the barriers to reform around his home.

‘It looks like you’re getting your epic battle after all.’ Ezekiel mentally growled while Shine winced with regret and apology. ‘We’ll need to get a message sent to the Cathedral. They need to make sure that none of the Inquisitors have the Cult’s blessings.’

Behind him, Ezekiel could sense the presence of the various Hunters and Scholars that had followed after him to help. They were still a few minutes out, but he could get started. He had a bunch of new toys to try out, after all.

Reaching into his Void Pouch, he pulled out several newly made Artifacts. Ones that he hadn’t field tested yet but had appeared to be perfectly functional when tested.

Arming himself appropriately, he flew forward, ignoring the changes to the landscape that were getting further and further away. Even as forces from the city began to flood the area.

The Hunters of Sanafalls were enraged at yet another attack on their home.

This time, however, they were prepared, and so was Ezekiel.
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                The one good thing about the Cult of Light’s abominations was the fact that they were stupid. Driven entirely by instinct, they weren’t able to do things like planning, or even prioritizing any sort of objective beyond the one that they were given.

In this case, that meant that Wolken almost had an easier time fighting off the three of them than Ezekiel did, holding back the group of Imperials headed toward him. With the reinforcements from the city still at least a couple of minutes away, he knew that he was in for a bad time.

‘At least no one else is gonna get caught up in this...’ Shine tried to look on the bright side, but it was obvious that they were having difficulties. ‘Do you think we’re far enough away from the compound to not damage it when these go off?’

‘Honestly, I’m not sure.’ Ezekiel glanced toward the area where the building and mana chambers were. The enchantments had nearly recovered, but the Imperials were almost at it, with long range spells already striking it once more. ‘I’m just glad that we’re a good distance from the city. Though, with the reinforced arrays protecting it, I doubt that anything but a joint attack by all three of those monsters will break through it.’

Ezekiel could feel Shine nod in the back of his mind. The Spirit’s agreement gave him some comfort, but it wasn’t much. ‘Let’s just get this over with.’

Holding out a large metal, rod shaped, artifact, Ezekiel tossed several steel balls with one hand, and lifted the rod in the other.

Channeling his mana through the rod, sparks immediately lit up, and began bouncing back and forth between it and the spheres that were now floating around him. Within seconds, Ezekiel’s [Empowerment] strengthened the lightning to the point that it changed from a bright violet to a blinding white. Almost like cracks in a mirror that cut through the air.

A high-pitched whine filled the area, and the pressure that Ezekiel was releasing increased five-fold. The mana condensed more and more, until finally, a loud crackle filled the air.

“Raaaaahhhhhhgggg!!!” Swinging the rod in his hand down at the Imperials, at the middle of his arc, the energy that surrounded him was released in a massive blast of lightning that branched out for tens of kilometers in every direction he was facing.

The area behind him, where his base was, remained untouched, but the area in front of him was torn asunder at the lightning ripped through the air and the earth.

Dozens of Hunters and Mages were struck by the blast, but that was a startling minority when compared to the amount that was still coming. From the look of it, only a handful of Adepts actually perished. The output of the spell was barely within the Legendary realm, but not the upper ends, and therefore it was blocked by the Legendaries that prepared their defenses.

‘The output was lower than we had hoped, and the actual control aspect was terrible. It just flew everywhere with no direction at all!’ Shine was disappointed in the results of the Artifact Ezekiel had made. ‘Though, I guess it’s not a total failure, since we can use it as an anti-array weapon.’

Ezekiel silently agreed. This Artifact was a bust when it came to attacking large groups, since it was apparent that it was easily avoided. But he could easily see himself using it against the defensive encampments used by the Kindled family.

Breaking their bases’ protective formations would make it easier to strike at them directly. Something that would be valuable when they got to Morathi.

‘Incoming!’ Shine’s warning nearly caught Ezekiel off guard, but he reacted well enough, and avoided the flaming wind spear striking down from above.

His Artifact was dropped, however, and parts of it became melted slag as the fire melted the relatively weak metal.

‘Keep note that we need to make sure that the defensive properties of these Artifacts are also improved.’ Ezekiel idly mentioned to Shine as he dodged out of the way of a dozen enchanted daggers being controlled by the wind.

Sparing a look upward, he noticed several Legendary Hunters flying at a higher altitude than himself. So distracted by the army below him, he hadn’t been paying attention to any support forces that had broken off to pincer him or anyone else in.

‘We messed up.’ Shine mournfully complained. ‘How could we mess up like that!?’

‘It’s fine, we just need to hold out for another minute, and we’ll be good to go.’ Ezekiel didn’t let himself feel worried. Even now he could tell that his support was just a short distance away.

‘Defensive maneuvers. Focus on maintaining a minimum mana output.’ Taking a less aggressive stance in the sky, Ezekiel allowed Shine to focus on the long-range attacks, while he focused more so on the direct attacks coming from the Legendaries that were now within melee range.

They were mostly Tempest Hunters, since their presence was necessary in order to safely maintain an atmosphere so high up. Now that they were lower, it wasn’t an issue, but Ezekiel knew he’d have to keep things like this in mind moving forward.

“Wretched Anathema! Die and rot in the dirt below!” One of the Tempest Hunters screamed as he engaged Ezekiel in hand-to-hand. Gauntlets covered in lion heads with manes running along his forearms impacted hard against Shine’s blade.

Due to his physique, Ezekiel didn’t lose out in power, or speed, but before he could make a counterattack, he was forced to back off, and avoid a flaming whip shaped like a snake, with fangs that dripped a crimson substance that ignited in the air.

“Venomous mana...” Ezekiel grits his teeth as he blocked a hammer blow from a third Hunter. This one was a Cavern Hunter, whose weapon was lit up with numerous enchanted runes.

Allowing the impact to throw him out of the way of the pugilist once more, he tried to wrap the Flame user's whip around Shine’s blade. He hoped to lock it in place, to keep the woman using it from both attacking, and maneuvering as easily as she was.

A tingle on his back told him to stop that and move out of the way.

The next second, as he shifted several feet to the side, the barriers that Shine had thrown up were shattered as the daggers that the Void Spirit was deflecting lit up with Lightning and broke through thanks to their increased offensive might.

‘Alright, this might be a bit much!’ Regret was flowing through Ezekiel as he realized that trying to hold back half a dozen Legendaries by himself was too difficult, even for him. ‘I’ve got a position! [Jumping] now!’

Shine braced them with a series of barriers as Ezekiel connected the space, he was in with the space several hundred meters away. A blink later, he successfully avoided the combined strike of hammer, whip, and daggers.

‘Too close. How much further out are-’

The clash of thunder shattering stone filled his ears, causing him to flinch at the unexpected sensation. Glancing down at the ground, he could see that the forces from the Empire had successfully broken through the barriers around his property.

Right as the first group from Sanafalls entered the battle.

‘New plan: strike their back lines before they can recover!’ Ezekiel took off in a flash as the Hunters he was fighting tried to catch up, but only the Lightning and Tempest Hunters were able to match his speed. Only two bothered to try.

“Get back here, Anathema!” The pugilist Tempest Hunter, and a Lightning Hunter with a wicked pair of scimitars kept up the chase. Ezekiel couldn’t help but smirk. These odds were much more in his favor than before.

Especially when he sensed an incredibly hot flame approaching from where he had just been.

‘Oh good. She caught up.’ He stopped flying, nearly causing his pursuers to fly past him. Only to get a fist to the face each, and a blast of blue fire that nearly boiled them alive in their armor.

Riley’s crimson Spirit Armor was wreathed in blue Flames as she came to a stop next to Ezekiel. The heat she emanated made him a bit uncomfortable, as it meant that she was upset with him, and wasn’t bothering to keep the flames from affecting him like normal.

“I don’t suppose my most heartfelt apology will be enough?” Ezekiel nervously chuckled and Riley became locked in combat with the two brainwashed Hunters.

“We’re going to dinner after this. An expensive dinner. Then, you’re not allowed to use any training rooms for a week, at least!” Ducking under the Lightning Hunters weapons, she brought up the butt of her spear, knocking the man back and rattling his brain.

Before she could follow through, the Tempest Hunter sent a gust of wind that pushed the Violet clad Hunter away from Riley’s strike. He tumbled for a second before regaining his bearings.

Letting out an angry growl, he turned into a bolt of Lightning. A loud ‘crack’ filled the air as his scimitars impacted against the shaft of Riley’s spear.

Rather than reply to her orders with another word, Ezekiel decided to remain quiet as he moved to handle the Tempest Hunter before he could help the Lightning Hunter any more than he already had.

The fanatic’s lion covered fists broke the sound barrier with every blow he tried to land on Ezekiel. But other than shaking causing him to shake his arms from the rattling, Ezekiel remained largely unaffected.

“How are you doing this!” The Tempest Hunter screamed as he lashed out with a kick that Ezekiel flew forward and past in order to avoid.

A blade of wind that would’ve stuck him had he backed up sailed past him, harmlessly flying into the distance where it dissipated without issue.

“I’m not a mindless beast that’s lashing out aimlessly, that’s how.” Ezekiel swung in a wide arc with Shine missing the Cultist’s head by mere inches.

The man seemed to smirk as he moved to strike at Ezekiel’s open side. Only to reel back as a [Void Stab] impacted on his armor. A slight crack appeared for a moment, but quickly disappeared.

‘It looks like whatever they’re using to dope up their troops is getting stronger.’ Ezekiel dropped out of the way of the Tempest Hunter’s counterattack and moved to give Riley some support. ‘Ready a [Jump].’

Shine prepared their spell, just as the Tempest Hunter caught up to Ezekiel. Blindly swinging backward, he [Empowered] and redirected the [Force] in his blow to make the Tempest Hunter literally bounce to the side. All of the man’s momentum was sent flying into another direction, and a moment later, Ezekiel shifted positions and disappeared.

Right in front of the charging Lightning Hunter that had reared back to take a swing at Riley. Who was shaking her arm as if it had gone numb. With the way it sparked with electricity, he figured that it probably had. The thought that it was the [Understanding] and uniqueness of this Hunter’s magic crossed Ezekiel’s mind, and he made a mental note to look into it later.

For now, he could see the Hunter’s eyes widen in fear and surprise as the man tried to stop himself from skewering himself on the opalescent sword in front of him. But all he managed to do was slightly alter his course.

Shine’s reinforced and [Empowered] blade, which was also wreathed in a [Void Stab], pierced through the Lightning Hunter’s side, rather than the center of his chest. But Ezekiel didn’t let up there.

Wrenching his body around, Ezekiel levered Shine through the man’s torso, ripping the Void Spirit blade out with a splash of blood. The Lightning Hunter fell to the side, his injuries now fatal.

However, it was obvious that he wasn’t going to die just yet. Screaming in rage, Ezekiel barely had time to back away before the man ignited the mana still inside him. A massive electrical shockwave was released, and even with his strong physique, Ezekiel felt himself spasm as the lightning coursed through his Spirit Armor and into his body.

“Ezekiel!” Riley’s yell grabbed his attention, but there was little he could do while he lost control of his body. A dull numbness began spreading through him as he felt a foreign magic fill his being.

‘What the hell was that!?’ Shine hadn’t made the same connection regarding the Lightning Hunter’s possible [Understanding] and Ezekiel had. So, his sudden inability to move his body properly had shocked the Void Spirit into anxiety.

As he fell through the air, Ezekiel watched as Riley began dueling with the Tempest Hunter, who was now diving after him. ‘Just make sure I don’t break on impact with the ground. I need to figure out how long it’ll be before my body recovers.’

‘Can’t you just neutralize it with [Nothingness]?’

Ezekiel mentally shook his head at Shine’s suggestion. ‘Not with this. Purging the spell wasn’t difficult, but the damage has already been done. My nerves are nearly fried, and I might need a proper healer to recover.’

Since it was his nerves that were damaged, even though he could sense his body’s overall physical health fairly well, it meant that the physical sensations he relied on to tell when he was going too far with his physical spells was not too accurate right now.

Twitching his fingers clenched his fist. Tapping a toe turned into a mule kick. All while releasing mana that wasn’t being properly channeled through his body.

‘That bastard must’ve been a Peak Legendary even before the enhancement he received from the Cult.’ Ezekiel’s body continued to flail as he tried, and failed, to reinforce and enhance his natural healing in order to recover from his current state. ‘I’m pretty sure I can recover from this on my own, but not anytime soon.’

The numbness had begun to fade, but his actual control over his body had yet to return.

But by now his descent had slowed down as Shine telekinetically halted his fall and asked, ‘How did this happen?’

‘I got cocky and didn’t expect a suicidal explosion filled with a bizarre [Understanding] that I wasn’t prepared for. Now we know for the future, at least.’ Ezekiel tried to look on the bright side as he continued to watch as Riley parried a series of blows from the Tempest Hunter. ‘How’s the rest of the battle? Is anyone else coming near us?’

‘Not yet, but I’m not sure how long that will be the case.’ Shine sounded worried as they spread their senses outward. Ezekiel could tell that his partner had sensed something bad. ‘I don’t know how much longer Wolken can hold out for either. He is outnumbered after all.’

‘... Alright, time to test the next item. Inside my Void Pouch is a glowing, dark green vial. Can you get it for me and feed it to me?’

Shine reached out and began sifting through the objects inside Ezekiel’s bag, even as his body still spasmed every now and then as he tried to move under his own power.

Finally, after several seconds of checking things, Shine found the correct item.

‘Are you sure that this will help you?’ They couldn’t help but ask as they worried over what the effects of this elixir would be.

‘I know that it won’t kill me.’ Ezekiel’s body shook even more violently as a cool sensation spread through his body as the elixir did its work. After a few seconds, steam suddenly began emanating from his body, seeping through the small openings in his armor. ‘That’s not good.’

Ezekiel felt it as his nerves were reformed, and his skin peeled off beneath his armor and clothes. It was as if his entire body had been renewed, but he also felt a pressure fill his helmet.

‘I think your hair grew out!’ Shine exclaimed as they examined the changes happening to their partner. But Ezekiel remained silent. The cool and soothing sensation had turned into a burning one as his body became hypersensitive.

It was like the blinding sensation your eyes felt when going from pitch black darkness to sudden bright light. The only difference was that this feeling was all over his body, not just centered around his eyes.

‘How’s the fight going?’ Ezekiel mentally growled out his question as the pain of his sudden regeneration began to pass.

‘It looks like Riley’s winning, but she hasn’t yet.’ Shine changed their focus to the fighting around them. ‘I don’t think the Imperial forces are doing too well either. It looks like Sanafalls is out in full force.’

“Then let’s get to work!” Ezekiel grunted in exasperation as he finally regained control of his body. “I really don't want to waste this opportunity.”

Taking out a number of caltrop shaped artifacts, Ezekiel tossed them at the ground, before flying up to fight with Riley.

‘Are you sure using those is necessary?’ Shine maintained focus on the ground, where the Artifacts that Ezekiel just tossed out began emitting Void Magic. Specifically, [Nothingness] infused domain magic.

It did little to the more powerful Hunters, but the Adepts and other support forces found themselves with their spells breaking down, or their magic stuttering and faltering as the flow of their mana was interrupted.

‘It’ll be fine. They’ll only work for a few minutes anyway. It wouldn’t be a good thing if they harmed our allies too. Nor if the Imperials figured out what was happening.’ Even with his voiced concerns, Ezekiel wasn’t worried. He made sure that this particular Artifact was practically untraceable.

Focusing on the Hunter that was fighting Riley, he noticed that the man was starting to grow tired. It looked like Riley would be able to finish him off fairly soon.

Seeing the two had clashed once more, Ezekiel waited for a moment when Riley would be further away from her opponent. But it seemed like there was nothing to worry about, as Riley took action to finish things herself.

The enemy Hunter had taken hold of her staff, and the two were now nearly face to face, with a whirlwind of cutting air that was snuffing out most of Riley’s flames. But something seemed to change in the air. Riley quite clearly took a deep breath, before blowing out a thin stream of fire, directly at the man’s head. His right eye, specifically.

Having noticed Riley take in her breath, the Tempest Hunter tried to back away, but Riley had actually let go of her spear and grabbed his forearms instead. An intense force of wind pushed against her, but the air seemed to ripple for a moment, and all of the built-up momentum seemed to dissipate.

Instead, a sharp ‘crack’ filled the air as a pressure wave was released. Yet it wasn’t strong enough to disrupt Riley’s spell.

A thin blue line of fire passed through the Tempest Hunter’s skull, exiting through the back of his head. There was no explosion of energy due to suicidal sacrifice. Merely a body becoming limp as all thought left his mind. His life was now extinguished.

Riley’s spear fell out of the dead man’s limp grip. At the same time, she tossed the body to the side. It’s Spirit Armor now dissipating.

“Good fight. Was that a new [Understanding]?” Ezekiel asked as he caught the falling spear, just below where Riley was floating. “I don’t think you’ve used a flame as condensed as that before. I also noticed that you did something to the air that blocked his last attack.”

He gave the spear over to Riley, who sighed in exhaustion. “Yes, that was new. It has to do with conflicting temperatures. But it’s very difficult to do.”

Ezekiel reached into his Void Pouch and took out some crimson-colored mana crystals. “It’s not much, but you should regain what you can for now.”

He could tell that Riley had used more mana in this fight than he had, so he wasn’t going to bother using his own reserve of mana crystals just yet.

“Thank you.” She immediately drained all the mana to partially fill her reserves. “Where to next?”

Ezekiel looked around. It seemed that their fight had moved them well outside the reach of the rest of the battlefield. As it was, the Imperial forces had been pushed back, and there was now a bit of a deadlock as the Sanafalls fighters weren’t as willing to throw away their lives as the clearly brainwashed Imperials. Though, it was obvious that the invaders were beginning to grow tired.

One thing that confused him, however, was the fact that he could no longer see where Wolken and the Cult’s monsters were. This was disturbing, since the man was beginning to lose the last time that he and Shine had tried to check on the Mythic Hunter.

He knew that he had lost track of the Mythical beings once the battle had started. But given how intense such fights were, he would’ve thought that he’d be able to find them again without any issues.

There should’ve been devastation, and the landscape torn up and destroyed while they fought. Even the pressure from the mana released in their fight should’ve been easily noticeable.

‘We’ll find him later. We need to do what we can here and now.’ Shine pulled Ezekiel from his concerned thoughts. Shaking his head to disperse his worry, he turned to examine the battlefield.

“Let’s clear out their back lines before they see us floating here and decide to do something about it.” Ezekiel pointed at one specific corner, where it looked like some basic defensive barriers had been set up by a couple of Legendaries.

The surrounding area had very few Legendaries nearby. Most of which were locked in combat already, so he and Riley would have an easy time destroying the forces that were currently there.

“Sounds easy enough. Better than you going off on your own again.” Riley moved to descend, but Ezekiel called out to hold her back.

“Wait! I almost forgot. I made something for you that might help with your range. I wasn’t sure you would want it, but after seeing that last spell of yours, I thought you might be able to master it fairly quickly.” Ezekiel pulled another Artifact from his Void Pouch.

This was a weapon that was fairly familiar to him, at least from his past life, but was almost alien here on Eldramir.

“What’s this?” Riley held the weapon in one hand, doing the absolute worst thing she could have, given what type of weapon it was.

“Don’t do that!” Ezekiel immediately snatched the gun away from her when she began looking down the barrel with her hand on the grip. A finger was very close to the trigger.

“Here. Hold it like this, and channel your mana into the grip. When the runes are fully lit up, pull this trigger here. Make sure that you’re pointing the barrel, this part, at your enemy when you do.” Ezekiel gave her a brief rundown of how to handle the weapon.

“It’s a weapon that’s not from Eldramir. Given the enchantments I’ve given it, it should synergize well with your newest spell.” Ezekiel could easily picture Riley shooting beams of fire at her enemies. Their bodies would be pierced through by the incredibly hot flames.

Curiosity filled Riley as she carefully did as she was instructed. Filling the Artifact with a relatively minor amount of mana. But feeling a familiar sensation to what she did when focusing on her new spell.

Pointing the gun at an Adept that was below them, she made sure that it was filled with mana before pulling the trigger.

A stream of fire was instantly released, and the Adept in question fell to the ground. Dead as a doornail with a charred hole in his chest about the size of a finger.

Riley nearly jerked back in shock. “That was only half the mana I usually had to use by myself!”

Ezekiel smiled. He was glad that this Artifact worked the way he intended it to. “Now then; shall we go?”

Riley just flew forward without a second glance. Her new weapon was once more filled with mana, but her spear was also covered in blue fire.

Following behind her Ezekiel dove into the fray, cutting down Adepts with ease, and helping the Sanafalls Hunters by getting rid of the supporters that were taking pot shots.

However, just as he had cut through the last Hunter in his immediate vicinity, a sinking feeling filled his body and soul. It didn’t scream at him, like it had done so in the past, but he could easily tell that something had gone wrong, and they were all in danger.

Looking into the distance, Ezekiel pulled a throwing knife from the Void Pouch. It was a simple thing, and barely had any enchantments beyond some reinforcement and sharpening runes.

Pulling back his arm, he broke the sound barrier with how hard he threw the dagger. It went flying through the air in a flash of light as the mana he had infused within it began to break it down.

It only took a few seconds, but the dagger crossed the battlefield uninterrupted, and impacted on something hard, nearly ten kilometers away.

The were a sound like shattered glass, and a series of cracks filled the air. Everyone on the battlefield heard the sound and turned to look at the broken segments in the sky. They glowed softly with Radiant mana and began to close.

Yet, before they did, everyone could clearly see the bleeding and panting form of Wolken, as he stood before three equally injured and exhausted abominations.

Without a word, the Mythic Hunter charged forward once more, even as the battlefield lost track of him. The massive mirage barrier made of Radiant magic cutting off all view once more.

Half a second later, the battle began once more. This time, the Imperials' morale had been restored, and they began fighting much more intensely.

All while Ezekiel dashed toward the location of the mirage barrier, with Riley chasing after him.
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                Ezekiel sensed it before he felt it. A giant wall that his soul sense couldn’t penetrate. One that spanned well past his range, both horizontally and vertically. It had some similarities to the camouflage magic that was usable by Radiant Mages and Spirit. However, those spells were incredibly delicate, and were rarely ever able to cover an area that was this large.

It wasn’t feasible for such a large barrier to have taken shape so suddenly. Especially since there had been no indication that there was any prior set up for it to take shape as quickly as it had. This was something new, and he didn’t like it.

“Ezekiel!” Riley called out from behind him, but he ignored it for now.

Instead, he reared his fist back in an attempt to break the wall between Wolken and the battle happening all around. A sound like a gong being rung echoed through the area, but unlike before, the invisible barrier didn’t break.

“Dammit! They must’ve reinforced it!” He bit back a cry of rage and pain as his fingers nearly broke. “We’ll need to clear up the battlefield and get more help to break it open.”

‘Then let’s go and clear the battlefield.’ Shine encouraged Ezekiel to get back into the fight, just as Riley caught up. ‘We can’t leave him alone in there!’

“Wait! Ezekiel, wait!” Riley was nearly gasping for breath from the strain of moving to keep up with Ezekiel. A hint of guilt filled Ezekiel, but he knew that if they couldn’t get Wolken out of this barrier then Sanafalls’ forces were doomed. “I know you want to help him, but we can’t leave yet.”

“I know... Sorry. Where should we start first?” Ezekiel scanned the battlefield, looking for an appropriate target. “We need to finish up here as soon as possible. I can’t break through that barrier anymore, and our Hunters can’t afford to spare any strength to help me.”

Riley turned to help look for a target. “There! That group is holding back nearly a dozen Legendaries. We should try to clear them up first. That way, we can get those Hunters to help the other groups finish more quickly.”

Ezekiel saw the group that Riley was pointing at. It consisted of a group of Imperial Hunters, only half as many as the Sanafalls Hunters, but their synergy and Artifacts were clearly much stronger than the Hunters on Ezekiel’s side.

What was worse was the fact that the Imperial Hunters had several Cavern Hunters who had successfully set up temporary fortifications that were aiding in their defenses.

“Alright. Let’s keep testing things out then.” Ezekiel reached into his Void Pouch to pull out a set of daggers that glowed with opalescent light.

Throwing the daggers one after the other, they tore through the air, whistling as wind trails spun around them. A slight glow that displayed the Void magic flowing through them caught the eyes of most of the Hunters fighting. They weren’t subtle at all, and Ezekiel knew that many of his allies were likely wondering what he was trying to do. As far as sneak attacks went, this one was a failure.

One of the Cavern Hunters that noticed reacted swiftly, interposing himself between the daggers and his allies. A wall of stone rose into the air. There was a stylized rhinoceros, exactly the same as the one on his armor, that was engraved on the front of the stone.

It glowed with power, showing just how much mana was being used to reinforce it. The Man’s [Will] and [Understanding] were obviously quite strong when it came to defense.

But the moment the first dagger impacted on the stone, it flashed and appeared five feet in behind the wall, still with the same momentum as before. Unable to block, since he was maintaining the first wall, the Hunter who put up the wall found himself struck by each of the daggers he had tried to block.

The injuries were immediately fatal, but as blood leaked from beneath his armor, it was obvious that the daggers had cut deep.

Roaring in rage, the Cavern Hunter reached out to rip the daggers out of his body.

“You damned--!”

A series of explosions rang out as the daggers burst with a massive amount of force. Shards of metal and blue fire flew out and finished the job with the Cavern Hunter. While three more Hunters suffered serious injuries as they started bleeding. The force behind the flying fragments was much stronger than the strength of Ezekiel’s throw, so they had significantly more penetrating power.

It was also enough to distract them so that the Sanafalls forces could break through the Imperial’s defenses. The increased numbers with the lack of fortifications to protect them meant that the enemy Hunters were quickly routed.

“That’s one group. Which one should we go for next?” Ezekiel continued to scan the battlefield. Things were winding down, and it was obvious that the Imperial’s were being pushed back, but if they couldn’t assist Wolken, then it would all be pointless.

The Cult’s monsters would annihilate them all if Wolken couldn’t win.

“There!” Ezekiel took out a few more daggers, doing the same as before. This time he took out only two enemies, but it was enough to free up another group of allies. “Riley, can you take shots at the ones in the air?”

“... I don’t think that would be a good idea. Those battles are a bit too fast paced for me to accurately aim. There’s a high chance that I’ll hit our allies.” Riley looked further back, where the slightly weaker forces were still trying to set up defenses to retreat to. “I can take out most of those temporary defenses though.”

While Ezekiel continued to throw daggers at different groups, Riley started taking shots at the weaker forces. She let loose beam after beam of focused streams of fire. The [Compressed] and [Empowered] flames easily pierced through the temporary defenses that stood in their way.

“We need to move. They’re starting to retreat.” Temporarily holstering or sheathing their weapons, the two Hunters dashed off to catch up with the advancing Sanafalls forces.

Reaching the frontlines once more, they continued to provide support to the various groups that were engaged with the Imperial forces. Due to their own skills, and the specialized Artifacts that Ezekiel had crafted, they were actually able to contribute far more to the battle doing this than they had when they tried to fight directly.

“They’re getting away!”

“Don’t let up! Kill them all!”

“For the Archipelago!”

“For Sanafalls!”

“Down with the Willowbrush Empire!”

Things were getting even more heated among the Hunters that were fighting. More and more of the Imperial Hunters were falling as the number of those fighting became skewed. All the while, Ezekiel continued to throw daggers, and Riley continued to fire her new gun.

“We need to pull back!” Ezekiel yelled as the Hunters continued to charge. “Don’t forget about the Exalt! We need to provide aid, or the Mythic beasts that they’re using will get behind us and cut off our retreat!”

Ezekiel’s words echoed through the entirety of the region. He winced at the amount of mana he had been forced to expend to get his message across, but he knew it had to be done. If he couldn’t get the Sanafalls forces to stop, then it would be too late to help out Exalt Wolken.

A few of the Hunters were happy to help, and Ezekiel could tell from their urgent movements that they were also aware of just how much trouble they would all be in if Wolken fell in battle. Though there were a few that were clearly reluctant, as they glanced over their shoulders at the retreating Imperials.

“All heavy hitters, come with me! We need as much force as possible to break through their barrier!” Ezekiel peeled off from the rest of the battlefield. Over a dozen Legendary Hunters of various elements followed after him. “On my mark, we need to focus your most powerful spell where I show you.”

“Are you sure this will work?” One Hutner asked. “We should be wiping out the ones that are running, shouldn’t we?”

“Don’t be stupid! You saw the crack in the air the same as I did. The Exalt needs help!”

“Enough!” Ezekiel cut off the arguments that were forming before they could start. “Here! Just fire your strongest spells at the glowing orb.”

He had formed a small barrier that was infused with different [Understandings] all meant to strengthen and focus the spells that were about to hit it so as to pierce through the invisible wall in front of them. “Be prepared. We don’t know how the battle on the other side is going. Just that Wolken isn’t dead yet, but that could change at any moment.”

“How do you know that?”

“Do you think that those monsters wouldn’t have wiped us out by now if they didn’t have to hold Wolken back?” The Hunters all looked at the woman who had asked the question like she was an alien. She looked away in embarrassment, but Ezekiel ignored this. He needed to focus everything he could on controlling and directing the magic being thrown around.

‘Are you sure that this will be enough?’ Shine was worried, because they could sense that the strength of the barrier had been reinforced even further. ‘For all we know, there was another pseudo-Mythic that’s powering this barrier. We might not be enough to get through it, if that’s the case.’

‘It needs to be enough. Wolken is strong. Possibly the strongest person in the world right now. But it’s obvious that he’s not able to fight at his best for some reason. We need to get him out of there.’ Ezekiel focused all of his [Will] on maintaining the magic that was absorbing and enhancing the power behind the magic being cast by the other Hunters.

The uncomfortable feeling in his gut grew stronger, and he knew that he needed to take more precautions. ‘Surround us in a barrier and be prepared to [Jump] all of us as far away, and to the side, as possible.’

‘Got it.’ Shine did as they were told, infusing a [Shroud] into the barrier that surrounded the group.

Both Ezekiel and Shine noticed Riley twitch but didn’t bring it up. No one else noticed her action, nor that of Shine’s. They needed to make sure that nothing was given away.

“That’s enough! Everybody get ready!” The amount of power that Ezekiel was restraining had reached his limits. Now, it was just a matter of channeling all the power behind these attacks into a single point. As he shoved a chunk of his mana, with his [Understanding] of [Empowerment] filling it, Ezekiel threw the massive, pseudo-Mythic attack, at the barrier that was only a few meters in front of him.

The sphere of power impacted on the invisible wall, and there was a shudder in the air as the barrier shattered. A pained shriek of rage filled the air, and the Hunters of Sanafalls that were still chasing the retreating Imperials turned to see what had happened.

“Now, Shine!” Ezekiel didn’t even let the feeling from his danger sense finish forming, as he immediately told Shine to get them out of there.

Not a moment too soon, the group of Hunters, and some of the ground they stood on, was empty, as a massive beam of Radiant energy blasted down where they had just been standing.

The earth melted into glassy slag, and steam floated into the air as the figure of the abomination that had been creating the barrier was revealed.

It was a massive moth shaped monster with a human face. The face of what Ezekiel assumed was the Hunter who was partnered with the moth Radiant Spirit that was clearly skilled at illusions.

“What the hell is that!?” One of the Hunters Shine had just saved screamed in shock. Ezekiel couldn’t help but scoff at the man’s surprise.

‘They’re not as world weary as we are. Maybe we should give him some slack?’ Shine tried to defend the man, knowing that such monsters as these were still widely unknown by Hunters. Especially those that hadn’t fought with the Cult as much as they had.

Ezekiel just sighed. “That’s one of the monsters that we need to help Wolken deal with. One of four, as you can see.”

Ezekiel gestured behind the giant golden moth monster.

Wolken was currently fighting three other abominations. All three were huge and could easily topple buildings just by walking around.

The Exalt himself was surrounded in condensed swirling winds that seemed to rip up anything that got near him. It covered him like a massive set of armor, and his true form was barely visible within the gray, mana infused, maelstrom that surrounded him.

But it was obvious that the Cult of Light’s pseudo-Mythics were much stronger than they once were. The fact that Wolken hadn’t taken them out already just proved that. Though, Ezekiel figured that their numbers had something to do with it.

As for the landscape... It was utterly torn up, with glassed earth and torn up chunks where the battle between the Mythics had been taking place. The sheer amount of land that had been destroyed was well over triple the area that the Legendary Hunters and Mages had been fighting.

“Reeeeeeaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!!!” the moth monster let loose another scream.

“That thing doesn’t look happy.” Half the party that had been working with Ezekiel to break the barrier had fled, but the ones that were still mostly ready to fight remained. “How do we deal with that?”

“... Do whatever it takes not to die.” Ezekiel’s grim words made all of them flinch, but then something unexpected happened.

“Attack it with all you have!” Wolken’s voice filled the air. “That thing has incredible illusionary and defensive abilities, but other than that one beam attack, it can’t actually do much. So long as you don’t get hit, you basically have free reign to strike it at will.”

From what Ezekiel could tell, it appeared as though the Mythic Hunter’s words were right. The giant man faced moth wasn’t moving an inch, and its body was heaving as it tried to breathe. He figured that it must’ve suffered some backlash from having its spell broken.

‘That thing must’ve been more invested in that barrier spell than we expected.’ Shine was overjoyed at the sight. ‘We might actually have a chance at winning this!’

Ezekiel just smiled. It was viscous and toothy, and he knew that if he wasn’t wearing his helmet, the other Hunters around him might’ve flinched at the sight. But the thought of taking out one of the Cult’s monsters was just too appealing of a thought. Especially when he saw what was happening behind it.

The Exalt’s movements seemed to speed up, and he knocked away one of the abominations he was fighting. “The biggest problem I was having was the fact that that thing was concealing these three with its illusions. The fact that you broke its barrier means that the spell backlash would’ve heavily damaged it. With that in mind, I doubt it has even a tenth of its power left. You need to keep it distracted while I take down these three.”

“By your command, lord Exalt!” the Hunters around Ezekiel immediately moved. Charging as one before splitting apart to keep the mutated moth abomination from targeting them all in as a group.

The moth screamed in rage, firing off one beam after another, but it was so slow that the attacks were easily dodged. One after another, the Hunters attacked from different angles.

Constructs formed from different elements flew freely and impacted on the golden carapace and wings. Stone swords and spears stabbed into the cracks in its body. Flames engulfed and ate away at its wings. Ice covered its joints to slow its movements.

More unique spells were also used, as vines and roots wrapped around its legs. A flock of birds made of shadows swarmed and picked at the moth as best they could. A pack of wolves made of wind chomped at whatever they could get their teeth on. A horde of different Spirit based spells that embodied the different [Understandings] of each Hunter and Spirit.

But this barrage only lasted a few minutes before the moth seemed to regain its bearings. It shuddered violently, and glittering scales filled the air. A moment later, several of the Hunters slowed down. They appeared to enter a daze and Ezekiel took a moment to catch onto what was happening.

“Don’t get too close! Those scales can throw you into an illusion!” Ezekiel and Shine immediately got to work [Jumping] the dazed Hunters out of the way of the moths beam attack.

The other Hunters all backed away, but with a single large flap of its wings, the moth sent its scales flying over the battlefield. By this point, the majority of the Hunters that had continued on their charge had now begun to fall back, but most stopped moving as they were caught in whatever illusion was being cast on them.

Only Ezekiel wasn’t thrown off by the mutant hybrid’s scales. His Void magic worked overtime to keep him immune, but it was almost like his body treated it like it did Rot Spores.

‘Dammit! We need to fix this...’ Ezekiel continued moving different groups around the field. They weren’t able to fight him since they weren’t thinking right now, but his mana was quickly draining. ‘I don’t suppose you have any ideas?’

‘Maybe we can throw a bomb down its throat?’ Shine didn’t sound confident about their suggestion, but Ezekiel couldn’t think of anything better at the moment.

‘Let’s give it a try. Where’s Riley?’ Ezekiel searched the area, still moving different parties as the moth continued firing beams of Radiant energy. Though, he did notice that the interval between the beams had grown. ‘I think it’s finally dying.’

The other downside to the pseudo-Mythics of the Cult was finally rearing its head. Their shortened lifespans, which caused their bodies to break down at an accelerated rate, meant that, even if they didn’t do anything at all, they would only survive for a day at most, before they died.

If they used mana as much as the moth was, it wasn’t a surprise that it was nearly dead after just a few minutes. The constant use of mana, and the backlash of an illusion and barrier it was intricately connected to, meant that its body was heavily damaged at this point.

‘Ezekiel! Over there!’ Shine directed Ezekiel’s attention to the side, where Riley had moved, likely to get into a position to attack from behind. But the scales had covered her, and she’d been thrown into an illusion that kept her still.

‘We need to get over there.’ Ezekiel decided. ‘It’s the perfect angle to attack from.’

‘Agreed.’ Shine [Jumped] Riley away to a far corner of the battlefield, where she was less likely to be targeted by the moth’s chaotic beam. ‘Ready!?’

Ezekiel pulled three Artifacts that looked like revised versions of his Ten Spark Signal Flare. However, each one seemed to emanate an aura of destruction. One that he had no doubt that certain people would find familiar.

‘Ready!’ The next moment, they appeared behind the moth, and Ezekiel leapt forward and landed on its back. The moth reared back in shock as Ezekiel ran up between its wings. It flailed about in shock and rage but could do nothing to throw Ezekiel off.

Turning its head to look at him, the moth opened its mouth to shoot one of its beams at Ezekiel, who was now only a few meters away. The light in its mouth filled the area, while its body seemed to shrink and degrade.

‘Now!’ Ezekiel slammed a foot into the moth's back to brace and threw the explosives in his hand as hard as he could. They flew into the moth’s mouth, causing it to choke as it prematurely let off its attack. Only for Ezekiel to not be there anymore, having [Jumped] away as soon as he threw his bombs.

For a moment, nothing happened as the warped moth-man monster coughed and hacked to try and expel the Artifacts that Ezekiel had thrown down its throat. But it failed, and as Ezekiel ran for cover, several hundred meters away, he expended the last of his mana moving the dazed Hunters out of the blast radius.

Just seconds after he did so, an earth shattering ‘thud’ filled the region as the force from the explosives spread past the pseudo-Mythic’s body. The monstrous moth then swelled up to a comically gigantic size, compared to its originally just imposingly large form.

Lights momentarily flashed through the cracks in its carapace, spreading wider in moments. Then, a blast of multicolored light filled the area. Followed by a wave of force that was a hundred times more powerful than the first one.

If Ezekiel hadn’t taken cover and moved all the Hunters within the blast zone into cover as well, he was certain that almost everyone nearby would’ve been sent flying to their deaths. They would have impacted against stone and glass at terminal velocity when they failed to recover from their dazed state.

‘I think that did it.’ Shine mentally muttered as Ezekiel clawed his way out from his cover. He was bruised and scraped where his Spirit Armor had faded. His mana was now too depleted to maintain it.

Riley, who he had [Jumped] to his position at the last second, was utterly unharmed. She was even beginning to recover from her motionless state under the effects of the illusions cast by the Cult’s moth-man abomination.

“Ezekiel? What happened? I thought we were fighting the moth?” She warily looked around, but it was clear to Ezekiel that her mind wasn’t fully awake. Her words were somewhat slurred. Like a person who had just woken up from a nap. “Your Spirit Armor!”

Seeing him with his Spirit Armor equipped, Riley immediately snapped to attention, looking over his injuries with an intense focus as she sought out any debilitating or crippling damage.

“I’m fine. Just got hit by a few rocks.” He tried to push her off him, but she wasn’t having any of it.

“Your armor is gone, and it’s obvious that you’re out of mana!” By now, most of the other Hunters were recovering from their state of confusion. “What the hell--”

Three ridiculously loud roars filled the area, and all the Hunters looked toward the area in the distance where Wolken had previously forced the three original pseudo-Mythics to fight him.

Two of the Mythics were fighting him with all they had. Their bodies quickly degraded as they sacrificed more and more of their vitality to hold him back, while the third was looking directly at Ezekiel and Riley. It was shining brightly, even as a tornado of wind pinned it down. All its energy was being focused into a single attack.

Without even thinking, Ezekiel wrapped Riley in a tight hold while ensuring Shine was secured in the sheath on his belt. She reflexively grabbed and held him just as tightly as he was holding her.

“Get me out of here!” Ezekiel’s shout snapped Riley out of her daze, and she immediately took to the air, flying the unprotected Ezekiel away as fast as she could. But not going more than a few meters from the ground, else they become sitting ducks in the sky. “Go that way!”

Blue fire increased their speed as Riley turned in the direction Ezekiel had told her to. The flames sent them rocketing away almost as fast as Ezekiel’s top speed.

The other Hunters caught on quickly, having heard Ezekiel’s yell. They moved to intercept and began shooting spells and forming barriers between the fleeing Hunters and the Radiant monster that wanted to kill them.

“Defend with all your might!” Wolken cried out as the Hunters who hadn’t yet moved sprang into action.

Layer after layer of stone walls rose from the ground. As did walls of ice, roots, shadows, fire, wind, etc. All the elements were used to do something, anything, to defend Ezekiel and Riley who were still fleeing, now in a straight line, to ensure that the Radiant abomination’s attack was blocked by the other Hunter’s spells.

A sound like the crack of thunder, followed by a buzzing as the air itself was super-heated and began to vibrate from the plasma that had formed from the attacking monster was released. I cut through the first few barriers in its way like they weren’t even there,

The following constructs and spells were similarly wiped out. Their casters reeled in shock as they suffered injuries as the controlled spells that weren’t constructs were forcibly dispersed. Yet the beam of light wasn’t slowing down in the slightest.

Wall after wall fell beneath its power, and in just seconds, the magical beam of Radiant mana shattered and melted the last of the barriers. There was nothing left from the other Hunters that stood between this attack and its targets.

Nothing, except the barriers around Ezekiel’s newly created compound. Barriers that had recovered when the Imperials had been forced to flee. Barriers that Wolken himself had tested, and indicated would take his full power several seconds to successfully break through.

A power that the dying abomination did not have.

The light of the beam splashed against the barrier in full force. There was a shattering sound as the translucent barrier appeared, and cracks began to form. Slowly spreading through the barrier. But by this point, Riley and Ezekiel were no longer concerned.

They lay on the ground within the barrier, gasping for breath, but otherwise relaxed, as the light began to fade. After just a few seconds, the deadly beam of Radiant magic died out.

Looking in the distance, Ezekiel could see the steaming remains of the three dead abominations. Two lay crushed beneath Wolken’s magic. The other lay in a heap with its face pointing toward Ezekiel.

Their bodies swiftly decayed and faded away. Leaving nothing to remain as the magic that made them forcibly tore apart their bodies on a spiritual level.

There was a beat of silence as the assembled Hunters looked on at the devastated battlefield. Not a single Imperial Hunter or Mage was in sight.

As one, they all cheered in joy at having survived what was, for most of them, the most harrowing fight of their lives.

            

    
        CH 231 (Book 6 Ch 6): Mutation

    
    
    
    
                The clean up after the battle was slow, as most of the Hunters were tired, but due to the preparations Sanafalls had made, they didn’t suffer as much damage to the city itself. Unlike when the Kindled family managed to infiltrate the city and attack from within.

“Do we have a record of the deceased?” Wolken asked one of the Adepts that was assisting with the after efforts. “We’ll need to figure out who we need to contact regarding this incident.”

The Adept rattled off a number of names. Ezekiel tried to keep track of it, but he was simply not involved with the majority of the Guilds that had taken part. Not after the years away, and even before then, he still wasn’t the most social of people.

“How’s your sister?” Wolken’s question dragged Ezekiel from his thoughts. “She was trapped inside the compound, right?”

He just sighed before standing up and looking out the window. They were currently stationed on the walls of Sanafalls, looking out over the devastated landscape. A small office had been constructed to more easily keep watch in case the Imperial forces tried to attack once more.

“Unfortunately, while the defensive formations managed to hold against that final attack, the quakes released during the battle shook it up enough that the internal mechanisms were jostled out of place.” In the distance, Ezekiel focused on the large property that was currently being worked on by several hundred Scholars and Hunters.

“At the moment, the chambers have been totally sealed, and likely will be for at least a few more hours.” This was one of the defenses that Ezekiel was starting to regret.

He had originally designed a massive number of runic enchantments for defensive purposes. But now that they had activated, he realized that the timer he had created to ensure that the rooms would remain sealed, keeping the person inside safe from external attacks, was now causing him worry.

It wasn’t as if he could check on his sister when he had specifically made it impossible to pierce through the chamber with any sort of magical senses.

‘We’d be able to sense it if we could figure out what the next step is.’ Shine’s grumbling made Ezekiel smile, just a bit, since he knew that the Void Spirit was doing it to help distract him. ‘I think we need to stop with the Artifacts. It’s time to focus on breaking through again.’

Ezekiel frowned; this was something he had been trying to avoid for the moment. Hoping he could just wait until Shine reached a point where they were ready to reach Tier five and allow Ezekiel to ascend with them.

It wasn’t the ideal method. Since it would mean that Ezekiel was bound to Shine in regard to his eventual Tier, but it had the benefit of being the safe path.

“I’m going to go check on the compound. Do you need anything from me here?” Ezekiel grabbed a coat off one of the chairs in the office.

“I’ll be fine. When Riley gets back, I’ll have her head your way.” Wolken waved Ezekiel off= before grumbling over the stack of paperwork piles in front of him.

“Maybe Riley’s found something that can help me out.” Though he doubted it, Ezekiel did hold out some hope that the fleeing Imperials might have something valuable to their plans. “We’ll need to accelerate our departure. I had been hoping that my mother would’ve awakened before we left... Perhaps it’s better this way.”

Ezekiel’s muttering was ignored as he passively maintained a privacy barrier around himself. It had basically become second nature at this point, and it took so little mana that he regained it faster than he spent it.

‘Don’t change the subject. You need to focus on breaking through.’ Shine shifted gears, this time preventing Ezekiel from getting distracted. ‘Why do you suddenly not want to break through anymore?’

Thoughts filled Ezekiel’s head. Memories of his discovery regarding the Cruor and the power of the Ancients and their [Will]. ‘I still want to break through. Don’t think that I don’t. I’m just realizing that our rush to reach higher Tiers is revealing more to this world, not less.’

Allowing his mana to flow between his fingers, Ezekiel watched the opalescent light flicker in and out of existence. ‘I’m concerned that if I reach Tier five before I’m properly prepared, then something will change. I’ll lose something that I can’t get back. I'm already on the bounday between mortal and not. Even if Tier fives still have a limited life span.’

‘... but don’t you have more to lose if you don’t break through?’

Ezekiel just sighed, unable to dispute Shine’s point. ‘Yeah... I’m just overthinking things again. I’ve already got some ideas regarding how to break through. It’s honestly quite surprising just how simple it seems to be. It’s been more difficult reaching this point, but it’s like, once I reached Legendary, I simply began to understand things more easily.’

‘Only you could say something like that.’ Shine mentally shook their head in exasperation at their partner’s statement.

‘Well, that’s what happens when your soul spends ten thousand years traveling through the cosmos in order to reincarnate.’ Ezekiel stopped his conversation and focused on his destination as he arrived at the compound.

‘Fine. I’ll drop it for now. But I want to know what you’ve come up with as soon as we’re done here. Even if we need to pull a late night.’ The sun was already setting, and from what Ezekiel could tell, it was apparent that barely a tenth of the necessary repair work for the landscape was completed.

Large areas were still composed of glass from where the Radiant abominations attacked.

For now, however, Ezekiel only cared about the buildings in front of him. Where there were small cracks that could be seen here and there, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed within another day or so.

It was apparent that the minor damage had been repaired quite easily, but he still took the time to look over everything himself. The vast majority of the inner enchanted arrays were original designs he had created using runes he had learned from his time in the Ancient Legacy, after all.

“Anything that seems out of the ordinary; besides the obvious, of course?” Ezekiel called out to one of the Legendary Scholars, a middle-aged man, one who had apparently benefited from Ezekiel’s discoveries regarding Mage breakthroughs to Legendary.

The two began descending into the compound where the mana chambers were located.

“Nothing yet, sir. But the repairs should be done within an hour. We’re being as meticulous as possible, but without the control sequences, these arrays are difficult to work around.”

Ezekiel just smiled at the man’s complaint. All that this meant was that the arrays were doing as they were designed to do. “Don’t worry about it too much. The chambers were designed to create a timer lock so that the person inside wouldn’t accidentally exit into a battlefield unaware. But they should also open if the person inside is injured.”

Arriving at his destination, he stood in front of the room where Wendy was residing. “If anything happens to those inside, not only will the door open on its own, but an alarm will sound, indicating who needs help and where.”

The Scholar just sighed. Ezekiel could tell that the man was frustrated, but also in awe of what he had proven capable of.

“You don’t have to worry about the enchantments inside failing either.” Ezekiel cut the man off before he could speak. “They’re five times more reinforced than the enchantments out here. Not including the primary barrier, at least.”

Giving up, the Scholar left the area to go back to examining the damage up top. In the meantime, Ezekiel found a chair, and decided to sit, until his sister got out.

The repairs were underway, so it wasn’t like he had much more to do right now.

‘So, since you apparently have the time, what were those ideas you mentioned?’

Ezekiel just sighed but didn’t bother brushing off his Spirit this time. Though he did take some pleasure in the confusion Shine felt as they failed to comprehend what he was talking about.

----------



It was well after sunset when the chambers finally opened. Several people stumbled out from their respective rooms. Looking around, they were mostly confused, and Ezekiel could see the worry and concern plastered on their faces.

Several Scholars and medics had been brought in to supervise, so as to ensure that there were no lingering issues with those that had been trapped within the chambers all day.

It wasn’t as if Ezekiel had been expecting to have his defensive contingencies put into place so quickly. So, it was nice to have some support to make sure that everyone was okay.

There was a lot of grumbling, but the people who had come in were all informed of the defensive enchantments beforehand. They had all been forced to sign contracts stating that there weren’t going to be any repercussions due to problems brought about by external factors. Ezekiel knew he wasn’t at fault regarding the current circumstances, so he wasn’t too concerned about what others thought about it.

Right now, he only really cared about his sister, who nearly collapsed once she exited the chamber. Rushing forward, Ezekiel caught her before she fell over.

“Brother?” Wendy’s voice was quiet and dazed, like she wasn’t fully awake. “What happened? I thought that you weren’t going to let me train for that long.”

Ezekiel helped her onto one of the simple gurneys that had been brought over by the healers. She tried to wave him off, but he wasn’t having any of it.

“Enough. Let the healers check you over.” His stern and stressed-out tone caught her attention, and Wendy stopped struggling.

“I’m fine. I’m just tired from being locked up for so long.” Her voice was becoming stronger, and her mind was clearly coming into focus. “Now, are you going to tell me what happened?”

Ezekiel looked at the healer, receiving a positive response in turn, before turning back to his sister. “Let’s just say that not everyone in the world is happy with what I’ve created. Specifically, they’re not happy I didn’t create it for them.”

“Was anybody hurt?!” All tiredness fled her body when she realized what Ezekiel meant. “Who attacked? Was it the Kindled bastards again?”

While he wasn’t surprised at her concern, the venom in his sister’s voice didn’t sound right to Ezekiel. “There were casualties. This wasn't a small attack. But we drove them off without too many issues. Riley is still out there hunting down the stragglers. I think.”

Now that he thought about it, it was somewhat strange that Riley hadn’t returned yet, but hopefully it was a good thing. If she found something that caused her to divert from returning earlier, then it probably meant that it was something that the Cult valued.

The healer moved, and Ezekiel saw that she was wrapping up her examination. “Any problems?”

The healer shook her head. “No. She’s just tired and mentally stressed from the environment she was locked in all day. Given that she’s an obscure Hutner, she actually did much better than some of the others, despite being so young. She’s also right on the verge of Tier three, so you should be incredibly proud. I don’t think anyone else her age has reached that level in a while. Not including you, of course.”

“Her soul isn’t stressed? She’s not put too much pressure on herself?” These were Ezekiel’s biggest concerns.

“Everything is fine. She just needs time to find and open her chakra. Given the strength of her soul, she should be able to become an Adept without issue. Though, I wouldn’t recommend going for Step two right away once she does. Even if her soul is strong enough, it’ll take some time for her mana to settle.”

Left unsaid was the fact that Ezekiel hadn’t had to do this. Though, he had been born in this world with a Soul that was comparable to Legendaries. This had meant that he hadn’t needed to worry about his mana going out of control when breaking through the lower Tiers. With his soul growing even stronger since then, he hadn’t even had to worry about it while he was in Tier four.

“That’s good. That means that you’ll have something else to focus on. For now.” Ezekiel smiled as he turned back to his sister. “After you break through, we’ll work on expanding your repertoire of spells. I’m sure there are a few Hunters that can help with your training.”

Wendy smiled in return, though it was far less enthusiastic than before. The fact that it wouldn’t be their mother teaching Wendy weighed on both the sibling’s minds.

“Come on. We’ll get you upstairs and settle into one of the rooms. Even if you’re healthy, you should still get some rest.” Ezekiel saw the healer nod at his words before she headed off to help deal with one of the other Mages who hadn’t dealt with the situation quite as well as Wendy had.

Yawning in response, Wendy just allowed him to lead her up and out from the mana chambers.

They were only halfway to the room that Ezekiel was taking her to when the sky seemed to light up with a bright blue flame.

Riley descended on the group in a rush, and if it weren’t for the passkey Artifact that Ezekiel had given her, he was certain that the defensive arrays would’ve stopped her from entering as she had.

“What’s wrong?” Ezekiel grew concerned, and Wendy forced herself to wake up again. “Did the Empire leave any unexpected surprises?”

Riley shook her head. “No. It just took some time to root out the ones that were hiding in the different towns and cities. Getting permission to have a large number of Legendaries enter and inspect cities that they weren’t based in was the time-consuming part.”

That was to be expected, though he supposed that having such a large fighting force barreling into a different city’s territory wasn’t something that their council members would’ve been happy about.

“The problem is that we ended up looping around the island, so I cut through the city to get here, but when I did, I was forced to go calm someone down at the Cathedral.”

Ezekiel grew confused, and Wendy seemed to be the same. “Who did you have to calm down?”

“Your mother.” Riley’s words made the siblings freeze, the shock and hope conflicted within them, and they didn’t know how to respond. “She’s awake now, but she won’t calm down unless she sees the both of you. Right now!”

Stretching his senses as far as he could, Ezekiel grabbed Wendy before she could start running and wrapped the three of them, and their Spirits, in a barrier.

Half a second later they were gone, with nothing to indicate that they had ever been there in the first place.

----------



The commotion Ezekiel made when he, his sister, and Riley appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the Cathedral was mostly ignored. Few people were in the area, and those that were present had other things to worry about.

“Run! Get to the outer courtyards at least! Grand Scholars and other Legendaries are the only ones that are to remain within the inner sections!” One of the new Legendary Scholars was doing his best to direct the various Adepts in the area to leave as quickly as possible.

Stone shifted into different positions, creating miniature labyrinths to turn the area into an utter horror to traverse. But only behind the fleeing Scholars. Making sure that those running away had a clear path in front of them.

The reason for this situation was obvious, as the shadows themselves were lashing out at anything that got too close to the central building where Evelyn had been recovering in.

A swarm of feline constructs, something that his mother never used before, leapt toward a couple of Scholars that were carrying scrolls with their hands. The Void Pouches on their belts torn to shreds.

“Ahh!” One of them stumbled, falling to the ground and dropping what she was carrying. The other one paused and turned back, but there was nothing he could do.

The shadows failed to get the fallen Scholar, however, as Ezekiel had interposed himself between them. A barrier raised to keep the Adepts safe.

“You heard the Grand Scholar! Get out of here!” Ezekiel called out while he blocked the continuing onslaught that was racing toward him. The two Adepts voiced their thanks before running. The dropped scrolls and books were now ignored.

“What the hell is going on here?!” Moving back to his group, Ezekiel looked to Riley for an answer, but she just shook her head.

“It wasn’t this bad when I left.” Riley let loose a torrent of flame that dispersed several constructs that got too close for comfort. “These cats... did Reya get out of her cage?”

“That would make sense.” Ezekiel recalled how filled with rage Reya had been when she hadn’t recognized him. It had been to the point where she was wilder than most Wild Spirits he had met before. “Should we help here first, or head inside?”

Before Riley could answer, Wendy rushed forward, her own shadows spreading outward and getting tangled up in the constructs that were thrashing about.

“Wendy! Get back here!” Ezekiel ran after his sister, but a wave of shadows pushed back against him. “What the hell!?”

“Legend Ezekiel!” The Scholar that had been directing the Adepts called out. “Thank the Ancients you’re here. We need your help. I don’t know what happened, but one of the retreating healers mentioned something that they said you needed to know when you got here.”

Distracted for a second, Ezekiel lost track of Wendy’s position, but could still make her out with his Void senses. Much to his shock, she wasn’t being attacked. Instead, she was being drawn in. Toward the area that Ezekiel knew his mother’s room was.

“What did they say?” He returned his attention to defending against the tendrils of shadows that were still attacking him. Though it seemed that their power had lessened.

Given his mother’s health, he wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

“Your mother’s undergone a soul mutation.”

“What!?” Ezekiel’s shock was so immediate that he turned away from a series of spikes that tried to skewer him.

“Ezekiel!” Riley moved to cut apart the tendril with a swing of her spear. But Ezekiel just ignored this. He was too focused on what the Scholar had said, so it was up to her to keep them safe.

“Soul mutation? That’s not possible. The records of any such thing happening are only myths. Theories and suppositions based on the words of the Ancients when they first taught us how to use magic and spoke of the strength and growth of the soul. No confirmed cases of soul mutation have ever existed before.” Ezekiel wished that he sounded more certain, but he was clearly feeling conflicted.

‘None that were natural, at least.’ Shine’s morbid words made Ezekiel realize that he had seen several mutations occur in the world. Each one was caused by a foreign energy or substance, and each of which had horrible ends.

“Has anyone been hurt from this?” Shaking his head, Ezekiel did his best to dispel his disbelief.

“A few major injuries, but no fatalities. This chaos only occurred after Legend Riley went to fetch you.” The Scholar gestured to Riley. “Most of the building had already been evacuated when it was obvious how distressed your mother was. Grand Scholar Scarlet charged in, with the intention of restraining her. But the moment her Spirit realized the Grand Scholar’s intentions, it immediately dove toward you mother and forced her to don their Spirit Armor. Immediately after, the events you currently see began. The Grand Scholar was forced to evacuate with the rest, and is currently recovering from her injuries.”

Ezekiel’s mind began racing as he tried to figure out what was going on. Worry for the Scholars and his mother filled his mind, and he wasn’t sure what to do.

‘Ezekiel! You won’t figure out anything at this rate. You need to go and see them. Only then will you be able to figure out what happened.’ Shine mentally smacked Ezekiel upside the head, jarring him from his thoughts.

‘You’re right. Sorry.’ Ezekiel shook his head.

“Thank you, Scholar, I’ll head in and see if there’s anything I can do.”

The Scholar looked like he wanted to say something, but a glare from Ezekiel shut him up quickly.

“Riley! Let’s go.” He stretched out his senses once more, double checking if Wendy was still safe. She was still moving slowly but wasn’t being harmed. It seemed like her mana was more easily distinguished by his mother’s senses than his own was.

Given it had been almost a year since they’d last seen each other, and he’d jumped multiple Steps since then, this was not much of a surprise.

He watched Riley pull back to where he was striding forward. His steps were slow and measured so as to not attract attention due to being too aggressive with his movements. Once Riley was beside him, he surrounded them both with a barrier that blocked the shadows from getting too close to them. He used a hint of his [Nothingness] to dispel any attacking magic from doing too much damage.

The strain was noticeable, but ultimately negligible when Ezekiel thought about the difference in strength between himself and his mother. Even with her new power.

Stepping into the darkened and shadow covered building, Riley lit a small flame that emitted the only light that was present. The shadows seemed to reel back but didn’t let up.

Though Ezekiel realized that the attacks were still growing weaker.

He decided to walk just a little bit faster.

----------



The darkness was somewhat like what Wendy had felt inside the Spirit Haven, as well as the mana chamber that her brother had made. But it was less filling, and more comforting.

When she had been in the Spirit Haven, she had felt like she was wrapped up in a big fluffy blanket. Inside the mana chamber felt like being inside a warm bath.

This felt like she was being held by her mother on a dark night. The fireplace was lit, and she was being read to, or told stories. It was just like when she was a child, before they were forced to flee the Willowbrush Empire.

“Momma...” Her voice came out as barely a whisper, even though she knew she had screamed it at the top of her lungs.

She could feel her mother’s presence. It was above her and to the side. But she couldn’t seem to get any closer, even though the shadows weren’t doing anything to hinder her.

The darkness was just too much. Even as an Obscure Hunter herself, Wendy couldn’t see through the shadows her mother had created to protect herself.

They tugged Wendy in different directions, as if to help her get closer to where her mother was. But their sense of direction made her dizzy. She had even run into several different walls and had tripped on a flight of stairs. She carefully crawled up the steps at a much slower pace. But now she had to worry about falling down the stairs if she got lost again.

Several sharp points dug into her shoulder where Kare had been perched. The Spirit had held on for dear life when Wendy had first run in. She knew her Spirit was just as lost as she was and was almost thankful for the stabbing pain in her arm.

It meant that she was not alone, and that she wasn’t the only one that was blind.

A tapping sound rang out from behind her. Something was here.

She spun around, channeling her mana to send a stabbing thorn of shadows at whatever was coming her way. Her panic and terror stopped her from thinking it might be an ally that was approaching.

With a loud ‘clang’ her spear hit an invisible wall, and she was blinded by the dim light of the fire in Riley’s hand. She immediately started crying when she saw her brother standing there.

The stress from the attack, as well as finding out that something was wrong with her mother finally became too much for her.

Falling limp, she didn’t even realize it when her brother caught her in his arms. Picking her up and moving forward. The shadows now no longer attacking, but also not disappearing.

----------



“Poor girl... she’s really been through a lot these past few months.” Riley’s voice was gentle and quiet. Ezekiel felt thankful that she wasn’t panicking about their current circumstances.

“Yeah... I hate to see her like this. I’d hoped that, since my sisters had elements, that they wouldn’t have to go through the same things I had.” Ezekiel still vividly remembered all the pain and misery he had been forced to go through when he was younger.

The fact that he was such an old soul was the only reason he hadn’t broken from all the stress. He couldn’t imagine what it had been like for his sisters, who were actually children.

Although Ezekiel looked over his shoulder for a moment, and compared his sisters’ lives to that of Riley’s. It had happened at different times, but it was obvious that they had all gone through terrible situations.

Seeing Riley give him a questioning glance, he just shook his head and turned. Repositioning Riley as he carried her, he allowed Kare to roost on his shoulder.

The Spirit looked puffier, like they were trying to get bigger to protect Riley.

‘Their swollen. Not puffy.’ Shine pointed out. ‘I imagine that this darkness is making her feel bloated. We need to settle this soon, or else she might suffer from mana overload.’ 

“... Kare, release as much mana as you can at that wall.” Ezekiel said after a few seconds of thought. His pace didn’t slow, and they were approaching the stairs leading to the next floor. “Do it Kare.”

His voice took on a razor edge as he ordered the Spirit to do as he said.

After a second, she reluctantly released a large amount of mana in the form of a black gas. It mixed with the darkness around them and disappeared. Immediately afterward, she looked much healthier, and far less strained.

“It’s good that you wanted to protect my sister, but you can’t just force yourself to overexert yourself like that.” Ezekiel had been almost shocked to see how much mana Kare had built up.

The Spirit just huffed and looked away, jumping down to rest on Wendy, who Ezekiel held across his arms. She nestled in and fell asleep, leaving Ezekiel and Riley to move forward on their own.

The rest of the walk occurred in silence. It felt like time slowed down as they walked through the darkness. It was only thanks to Ezekiel’s senses, with a little bit of help from Riley’s light, that they didn’t run into any walls like Wendy had.

They stopped in front of a closed door. A name plate that was barely visible in the darkness was attached to it.

Evelyn Luminance.

Taking in a deep breath, Ezekiel gently pushed the door open. Only to be nearly blasted backward as a chilling force rammed against his barrier.

Steeling himself once more, he pushed the door the rest of the way open. What he saw nearly made his heart stop. It was as though the floor had fallen out from under him. He was so shocked that Shine had to take over maintaining the barrier when he lost his focus.

Perched atop the only bed, and angry beyond belief, a humanoid shadow with feline features hissed angrily. The overall size of this being was the same as what he remembered his mother being. As well as the fact that this creature was only a middle Step Legendary. A power level that was fluctuating.

But beyond that, the inhuman aspects reminded him of the Cult of Light’s abominations.

Behind him, he could hear Riley gasp, even as her flame flickered for a second as Celia had to take control of the spell from her Hunter.

The thing that was his mother began to growl and snarl, having seen that the hissing hadn’t been enough to make him turn back.

Taking in a deep breath, Ezekiel stepped into the room.
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                The more he looked at the thing that was supposed to be his mother, the more he realized that there were secrets regarding the Ancients and the Broods that he was unaware of. Secrets that obviously had a connection to the Cult of Light. Yet he forced himself to ignore those thoughts. Getting distracted right now was the last thing he could afford to do.

Fully stepping into the room he carefully handed Wendy over to Riley. His mother’s eyes watched him like a Hunter stalking its prey. He could tell that any sudden movements would result in him being attacked.

The fact that his mother’s eyes didn’t go back to him after passing Wendy over gave him a good feeling though. It meant that Evelyn’s mind was still able to recognize certain things. Her daughter being one of them.

“Stay here, and don’t make any sudden moves. So long as you’re holding my sister, I don’t think that you’ll be attacked.” He received a nod in reply, and the flame being held in Riley’s hand floated to settle above her head.

During this exchange, Ezekiel didn’t once look away from the figure that was now staring at Wendy. But he knew that her focus would be on him quite soon.

“... Mom...” Stepping forward, he interposed himself between his mother and the girls behind him. “Do you recognize me? Can you understand what I’m saying?”

Now that he was the center of attention, he felt a chilling feeling settle on his shoulders.

‘I think we need to leave. Let her settle down on her own.’ Shine sounded worried. Their voice was barely a whisper, and Ezekiel nearly backed down, but he knew that leaving his mom to settle on her own might mean something worse would happen.

‘Reinforce a [Barrier Shroud]. Get ready to defend.’ Ezekiel felt bad about ignoring Shine’s opinion, but he also knew that he needed to do this.

Shine seemed to understand and accept this, since they merely sighed before doing as they were told. Then, Ezekiel moved forward once more.

Just as he was within arm’s reach, the thing that was his mother lunged at him. He flinched in shock, but the difference in their power was too much. Other than letting out a small grunt from the impact, nothing bad happened. His barrier was too strong for the exhausted figure to do anything to him.

She hissed and scratched. Bit and clawed. But nothing she did seemed to effect Ezekiel.

The shadows rose up to help, all while avoiding Riley and Wendy, but they still did nothing. Twisting whips, sharpened thorns, and countless tendrils attempted to bring whatever harm they could unto Ezekiel, but while his mana was draining at an accelerated pace, she was losing mana even faster.

After a minute of this, Evelyn and Reya’s mutated fusion instinctively realized that they were outmatched. Which is When Ezekiel struck.

Wrapping his hands around his mother’s altered form, Ezekiel held tight as she struggled to escape. He finally allowed his [Nothingness] to flow into the area. It didn’t extend past a few feet. Ensuring that Riley was undefeated, but there was an immediate change in the environment.

The building that was previously enshrouded in total darkness regained its color as the shadows retracted. His magic couldn't Void his mother’s transformation, but it could undo the effects of her strange spell. So, now there was just a struggling shadowed figure held within his grasp.

Eventually, Evelyn's struggles ceased, her energy fully depleted. All the while, Ezekiel made sure that his senses were utterly focused on her physical and spiritual state.

‘I don’t think she’s going to try and blow us up, like that Lightning Hunter did earlier.’ Shine observed as Ezekiel tweaked his mana just enough to get a better sense of her soul.

He had to agree with his Spirit’s assessment. ‘I think that’s because she instinctively wants to live. Beings only go for suicide runs when they think they’ll be able to achieve something from it.’

‘Well, hopefully she calms down soon. Because our mana’s running out fast!’

This was a concern that he was keeping an eye on, but for the most part he wasn’t allowing it to distract him. He could vaguely sense that he only needed to hold on for a few more seconds.

Keeping calm, he nearly let go when he felt the body he was holding go limp. But he didn’t, and just a few moments later, the struggle began again.

This sudden burst of energy nearly threw Ezekiel off, but since he had expected it, he was able to hold on. His [Nothingness] also prevented her from escaping into a shadow and fleeing.

A part of him wondered why she hadn’t fled before, but he realized that a part of her must’ve been waiting for him and Wendy. She just couldn’t understand what was happening due to her current state messing with her mind, and likely her senses as well.

Finally, she went limp for real, and the figure he was holding split into two. One was his mother, and the other was a small black cat that looked like a panther cub.

Both were utterly drained of mana, and Ezekiel could tell that some of the soul damage from before had been repaired. But there seemed to be something lacking. He couldn’t tell what was missing, but there was a change in both their souls that he knew wasn’t going to return to how it was before.

Carefully placing her and Reya on the bed once more, Ezekiel made sure they were both comfortable before turning around.

His eyes first went to Riley, who was still holding a sleeping Wendy in her arms. Both were safe, and nothing seemed to have happened to them since he had begun.

“Ezekiel.”

Turning his head, ever so slightly, he gave the stern looking Mythic Hunter a glance, but he didn’t say a word otherwise. He was honestly surprised that it had taken the man this long to get here.

“I decided to wait and see how you were going to solve this,” Ezekiel sighed, figuring that that was the case, “But even so, I need to know what happened, and what that was.”

Wolken gestured to Evelyn’s sleeping form when he said this.

‘I told you we should’ve just let this run its course. Now we need to deal with an angry Tier five Hunter. One we already owe debts to.’ Shine wasn’t actually angry, and Ezekiel could tell that they were quite happy that no further damage had happened to his mother.

That didn’t mean that he was going to enjoy this talk with Wolken. Especially since he could now hear several people, Grand Scholars, if his senses were correct, now rushing back into the building.

The last thing he did before leaving with Wolken was put Wendy in a cot next to his mother and asked Riley to stay. Just in case.

----------



Several things occurred over the next few days. First, Wolken explained that, on top of his curiosity, he didn’t intervene because he was still working with the Church to settle things with the deceased and injured Hunters that had gone into battle.

Second, word about support from the other islands was finalized, and a surprising missive was brought to them from Morathi. One that eluded some incredibly mixed news. It wasn’t something he had to worry about right at this moment, however, so he focused on more immediate matters.

Third, it was decided that, even if she was given a clean bill of health, Evelyn wouldn’t be allowed to leave a much more secure room that was arranged by the Church to keep her contained.

Visitors would be allowed to go, of course, but it wasn’t going to be very often. Ezekiel tried to argue against this, since he knew that leaving his mother here after what had just occurred wouldn’t be a good thing for her, or for Wendy.

He had little choice but to accept it, however, since not even Wolken was willing to support him on this. The man had seen the changes that had happened and was able to recognize the same things that Ezekiel had. Which had led to an awkward situation where he was interrogated for information that the Church and Wolken desperately needed.

The silence when Ezekiel revealed his guess regarding the similar origins of both the Ancients, the Broods, and the Cult of Light’s Radiant Lord as deafening. The outrage afterwards was the same.

It was ultimately decided that the information would be sealed away, and not even Wolken was against that decision. The possibility of it being misinterpreted as proof that the Cult of Light was supported by an Actual Ancient was far too likely. Which would lead to them getting more supporters.

The idea that the Ancients and the Brood were one and the same was ignored. But so was the likelihood of them sharing similar origins. Their opposed forces were just too much for the Church to ignore. Regardless of the arguments that Ezekiel had to support this theory.

‘I truly despise those damned truth readers.’ Ezekiel was now walking down toward the sealed area where his mother was now being kept.

Several guards employed by the Church, Hunter and Mage alike, watched him with wary eyes. They were aware of Ezekiel’s relation to their sickly ward, and knew full well that, if Ezekiel wanted to, he could take her away from this place at any time.

No one could stop him. Not if he actually bothered to go all out.

‘The ability to tell lies from truth has gotten us out of trouble more times than its gotten us into trouble. So, maybe this won’t be that bad?’ Shine’s words were ignored, something that they weren’t upset about, since they didn’t really believe it themself. ‘At least the preparations have been finished, and the boat will be heading out tomorrow. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

‘Hn...’ Ezekiel just mentally grunted, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

While he was glad to finally be heading out, he also knew that he would be leaving quite a bit behind. Wendy had yet to break through to Tier three, after all. Even though Riley had told him that she had been training non-stop during the past few days that Ezekiel had been stuck arguing with the Church.

‘At least she’s been able to keep your mom calm. That’s a plus.’ Shine tried to take a different route with Ezekiel’s mood. Something he realized, but appreciated, since he could feel the sincere desire to help Ezekiel feel better.

‘... True enough. I just wish that I could’ve been there more than I have been.’ Ezekiel had only been able to check in on his family a few times, and both times had been incredibly late at night. So, both his sister and mother had been asleep, and he was unwilling to wake them.

Coming to a stop in front of a large stone door covered in glowing Runes, Ezekiel held up a small stone tablet, also covered in Runes. Sliding it into a slot in the door, the Runes flickered for a moment before the locks on the door turned.

It took several seconds for the reinforced stonework to retract from the wall, and a series of vault doors were visible through the now open gate.

‘I still can’t believe that they decided to keep my mother in a damned vault room.’ Ezekiel hadn’t been happy when he heard about where his mother had been placed. But there was nothing he could do about it. Given how hard the Church was pushing for it, he knew that it wasn't a fight that he could win.

Crossing the threshold, Ezekiel waited for the gate to close behind him. Idly reaching out with his senses, he could feel the comfortable warmth emanating from Riley, who was watching over both Evelyn and Wendy.

The former of whom seemed to be holding Wendy in her arms, while Reya was curled up behind her neck as a pillow. Both Spirit and Hunter had originally been separated, but it was decided that they would be allowed to be reunited, so long as both of them wore collars that prevented the active use of Mana. This prevented them from merging together once more.

They wouldn't be able to don their Spirit Armor, but neither would they be able to turn into that strange creature that they had accidentally become.

‘At least nothing is happening. That’s a good thing.’ Seeing that everything was okay, Shine inadvertently tempted fate, as a pulse of mana was released from Wendy’s form, just a moment after Ezekiel had started to head down the corridor to where his mother was being kept.

Stonework cracked as he launched himself forward. Panic was written on his face as the door frame to the vault room his family resided in crunched under his grip as he used it to stop his momentum.

He looked into the room, expecting something to have happened. A panic attack, or an outburst from somebody. Perhaps another event like what had happened several days ago.

Yet, instead, he saw that they were all quite calm, as well as awake. Something he hadn’t seen in a while. In fact, he thought that they looked rather happy. Even Riley, who was standing off to the side in a corner of the room.

“Ezekiel! I did it! I did it! I broke through! Now I get to come with you, right?” Wendy’s excitement at meeting Ezekiel’s expectations made a pit form in his stomach.

While he was happy that he didn’t have to leave his sister behind again, he was also upset that he now had to bring her into a war zone.

“Ezekiel!?” Evelyn looked at her son in what he assumed was confusion.

He couldn’t blame her. He knew that his aura and overall demeanor had changed somewhat. The fact that he was disheveled from several days of arguing with the Grand Scholars and Exalt Wolken also would’ve contributed to her confusion.

Running his hand through his hair, Ezekiel stopped himself from crying at the sight of his mother being awake once more. He also chose to ignore his sister for now. Knowing that he would have to deal with that later as well.

“Hi, mom.” He could see the tears in her eyes. Both pride and worry clashed as she seemed conflicted as to how she should be reacting. “It’s good to see you awake...”

Behind her, Riley moved to step into the hall. Something that Ezekiel was thankful for. This was a moment for him and his sister and mother.

“... You’ve grown...” Ezekiel could tell that she wasn’t talking about his body. “You’re stronger than I am. Much stronger...”

He could hear the forced pride in her voice, while at the same time he could see the pain in her eyes at the fact that he had grown up so fast. She had never wanted him to live a life like the one he had. His mother had always wanted to be there for him, for as long as possible, and the fact that he was a pinnacle Legendary Hunter at less than twenty-five years old was something he could only imagine she was horrified of.

“Yeah... It was hard, but I don’t think I would’ve changed a thing...” That was a lie. He knew he would’ve changed a lot of things, but Obscure Mage's had a harder time telling the truth from lies, so he was confident he made it sound real. “Except for the bits that kept me away from you and my sisters.”

By this point, Wendy knew better than to interrupt what was going on, but her head did swivel back and forth between himself and their mother.

“Come, sit. Tell me all about what happened while you’ve been gone.” Evelyn gestured toward the other side of the bed, away from Wendy and Kare. Reya raised an eyebrow when Ezekiel got close but didn’t do anything else.

Stepping forward, Ezekiel sat down on one of the guest chairs that had been left in the room. ‘I guess that your sister’s presence has helped to calm her down more than we expected.’

Ezekiel found himself wholeheartedly agreeing with the Void Spirit, even as he began recounting the tale of himself traveling to the northmost point on the world. Entering the Ancient Legacy, leaving it, and then making their way to Sanafalls from where they had first ended up.

The journey had been a long and harrowing one. Something he’d gained much from, but also lost much during. At a time and place where he wasn’t even present.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be here to have helped you.” Ezekiel’s head hung low as he finished wrapping up what he had known about the attack. “If I had just stayed here then it’s highly unlikely that this would’ve happened.”

He finally expressed his guilt at having failed to stop the Kindled family. Failed to have saved his father and prevented Ellen from being taken. It was a failure that had been weighing on him from the moment he had first learned of it.

His mother was apparently having none of it, and the hard ‘thwap’ to the back of his head from his mother’s slap was enough to jostle him, ever so slightly. Wendy gasped, while Ezekiel kept his head down.

“It was not your fault! So, stop acting like it was! Her words were harsh, and Ezekiel felt like he was being scolded like a child. Something that hadn’t happened in years.

“The Kindled family prepared for months for their attack, sending in Hounds and other agents to weaken up the city to do a quick offense to get in and get out.” Evelyn leaned in to give her son a hug. “The decision you made, to go with Wolken, was the right one. It allowed you to make so much necessary progress. You can’t forget what your true goal is.”

They stayed like that for a few seconds, and Ezekiel thought about it for a second, and still couldn't believe his mother’s words. He pulled away from her, and a frown on her face told him that he hadn’t hidden his doubts.

“You are not an Ancient, Ezekiel, and even they weren’t perfect. They were great, mighty, and powerful, but not perfect. The world is too big of a place for you to be everywhere. To stop every peril that comes your, or others, way.” Letting her hands drop, Evelyn sighed. “It was not your fault that the Kindled family and the Cult took the actions that they did. You have done everything you could to get strong enough to stop them, and I have no doubt that you will continue to do so.”

Ezekiel had no doubt about that either, and neither did Shine, who he could feel was nodding along in the back of his head.

“So, with that in mind. Focus on getting stronger, and make sure that there is nothing that can stand in your way. Don’t just stop at the Mythic Tier. Reach the level of the Ancients, and then surpass that as well. Just like I know you can.” Evelyn smiled, and this time he smiled with her. “Don’t you worry about your father and sister. Those bastards will pay for what they’ve done. Of that, I have no doubt. We’ll just have to squeeze a few resources here and there, and we’ll get them back. You have my promise. Once I’m back on my feet, the Kindled family will pay for what they’ve done.”

At this point, Ezekiel could tell that his mother was putting up a strong front. There was no way that she could’ve been speaking about her family like this without being in incredible emotional pain.

Seeing Wendy holding onto their mother’s arm also showed him that Wendy was aware of this as well. The siblings locked eyes for a moment, both filled with concern. At that moment, Ezekiel could tell that Wendy had been doing everything she could to keep Evelyn calm. Including not telling her about everything that had happened. Possibly not even how long she had been asleep for.

Now that he thought about it, the fact that Wendy had explained to her what had happened to their father and Ellen had likely only occurred because there was no way to avoid the topic without panicking their mother even further.

“What?”

Ezekiel could hear the confusion in his mother’s voice.

He remained silent as he looked away from his mother. Who, he assumed, likely thought he was doing the best he could to restrain himself from the guilt once more. But as he felt Wendy do the same, he could sense that his mother’s worry was growing.

“What happened? What haven’t you told me? Is this to do with wherever you’re planning to take Wendy?”

Sighing, Ezekiel did something that he knew was going to come back to bite him later.

Reaching out with one arm, Wendy and Kare flew out of the room with a surprised yelp, where Riley moved to check on them before swiveling her head around to look at him.

“Ezekiel! Don’t you dare--”

SLAM!

The vault door was pulled shut, and Ezekiel used his magic to lock it tightly. The only source of light inside was a now flickering sconce on the wall.

Turning back to his mom and Reya, he could see the former tightly gripping her blanket and looking at him with fear, while Reya’s hackles had risen, and she was growling. Both their collars were flashing as the enchantments prevented them from coming together as one.

‘It looks like not even her Spirit has told her the full story just yet.’

Ezekiel could tell that Shine was right in their assumption.

‘All Spirits seek to protect their partners. Can you honestly tell me that you wouldn’t at least think about keeping something from me if you knew, with everything you were, that telling me would make me suffer?’ Shine’s silence was all the answer Ezekiel needed to know what the Spirit would do. ‘That’s what I thought.’

Looking at his mother with caution, and seeing the shadows starting to move, Ezekiel carefully and slowly donned his Spirit Armor. “I’m only doing this because I know that what I’m about to tell you is going to upset you greatly.”

“... What’s going on?”

Ezekiel hated how scared his mother sounded. But he told her all the same.

The room was bathed in darkness as the walls cracked, and the light shattered.

----------



Battered, bruised, covered in scrapes once more, Ezekiel exited the vault to the angry and worried stares of his lover and sister. Both had panicked when the vault door had closed, but it seemed to him that Riley managed to keep things under control.

The fact that there weren’t any additional Hunters or Scholars flooding the area supported this.

He was greatly surprised when his sister rushed up to him first, rather than past him to check on their mother. But he felt a warmth in his chest at the obvious concern, and apparent trust, that she had for him.

“I’m alright, and so is mom.” He answered her unasked question. “She’s sleeping again. No strain, just stress. It might be good for you to stay with her for a while.”

“Are you sure?” He could tell that she wasn’t worried about their mother, but him, and the fact that he had gotten into a fight partially due to her words.

“It’s fine. I’m not even really injured. Just stressed.” He put on a smile, but he could tell that she wasn’t falling for it. “We set out tomorrow. It'd be best if you got as much time with her as possible.”

This time, Wendy just nodded and made her way into the vault. She climbed onto the bed. It was somewhat cramped, but Ezekiel could see that she needed this.

The fact that his mother wrapped his sister into a hug as she slept was heartwarming. It tore him up inside that he’d be leaving in less than a day.

“Do we really have to leave that soon?” Riley’s voice pulled Ezekiel’s attention away. She looked worried, and upset, for Ezekiel’s well-being. “I don’t think that your final goodbyes should be right after a fight.”

Ezekiel just shrugged. “I don’t plan on leaving before talking to her again. And we didn’t just fight. We did talk, for a little bit. Things just didn’t get resolved.”

‘That’s something of an understatement, isn’t it?’ Shine’s snark was ignored as Ezekiel continued.

“Unfortunately, part of my talks regarding the logistics of transporting the different supporters we’ll have to the Morathi Alliance. Given the Rot’s sudden presence in the Archipelago, they can’t give up much. We’ll still get what was promised to us from Sanafalls, and the surrounding cities on the primary, and satellite, islands.”

Riley sighed. He could tell that his words weren’t comforting her in the slightest.

“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

He could feel the exasperation in her tone. It was like a breeze that ruffled his hair.

“I do too. But at least I got some good news today.” Ezekiel thought back to the talks he had with the Grand Scholars and Wolken. “It seems like we’ll have some support once we reach Morathi. Apparently, they expect our presence to turn the tides against the Kindled family’s expansion.”

Hearing the good news, Riley finally cracked a smile. One that Ezekiel mirrored, even as Shine brought him back down to reality.

‘So long as you can actually get there.’ The Void Spirit’s voice didn’t wipe the smile from his face, but it did remind him that he needed to get back to planning a few things.

It wasn’t like he’d be able to get past the Willowbrush Empire’s blockade around the western regions of the Continent without any issues, after all.

Especially since their new treaty with the Kindled family included support from one of their Exalts.
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                Ezekiel was standing outside the vault once more. He had just finished speaking with his mother, and after a heartfelt goodbye, along with a promise to keep his sister safe, he stepped into the open air. It hadn’t been the best of talks, and there hadn’t been enough time to really go through everything that had happened over the past year or so.

There were also his concerns regarding the state of her and Reya’s souls. The fact that they couldn’t don Spirit Armor anymore was bad. Especially since it didn’t seem like there was any benefit to their new transformation.

It was only the fact that he knew that the Church of Ten had excellent soul healers, and that his mother was protected by magically binding contracts that gave him the confidence to leave her here. That, and the fact that she wasn’t in any state to begin fighting again. Not at the scale that he was going to be getting into.

But despite all of this, he did feel a little bit lighter, knowing that his mother didn’t hate him for what he was about to do. She had even given him what little support she could, in the form of a letter that was tucked inside his pocket.

‘Do you think it’ll actually help? Didn’t your mom run away from home to elope with her family’s enemy?’ Shine had seen the letter that Evelyn had penned. While they couldn’t read it, they knew that it was just a basic letter of introduction.

‘You forget that it was the Shroud family that initially helped my mother and father escape from Morathi. Even if there were complications towards the end.’ Ezekiel removed the letter and placed it in a small Void Pouch that he tucked beneath his shirt. ‘They’ve also been in talks with the Church of Ten. We will have their support. I just hope that it will be enough.’

The thought of a battle between Mythical beings had haunted his sleep, but he also knew that none of the Exalts in the Empire approved of the current path the Emperor was taking. From what he knew, the Empire was just a few steps away from breaking the contract between the Imperial family and their guardian Exalts.

Once that contract was brokens, the Mythic Hunters in the Empire would have free reign to do as they wished. Including restructuring the broken empire into something that wasn’t so wretched.

Thinking about the Empire also got him thinking about the situation with the Cruor. The timing of everything was just so perfect. Given what was happening, it was almost impossible to get any real support from the various factions he had ties to.

‘I wonder...’ Given all the information he had discovered so far, he couldn’t help but think that the Cruor, their Broods in particular, had a deeper connection to the events behind the Cult than he had previously thought.

He could feel something forming in his soul. Like he was on the cusp of yet another [Understanding]. One that was utterly alien to everything he had known before. Yet far more intrinsic to his magic, and the magic of the world, than anything else.

It was just beyond the tip of his fingers, and Ezekiel found himself coming to a stop as his thoughts wandered. A swirl of ideas formed in his soul, but it merely twisted around and around. No result was achieved, no matter how he let his mind ponder.

‘What’s wrong?’ Shine chimed in and pulled Ezekiel back to the present.

‘Nothing. I just feel like we’re missing something.’ He put his failed enlightenment out of his mind. There was no point in getting upset about it. Not when he had much more important matters to focus on. ‘Let’s move. The girls are waiting for us.’

With a flex of his mana, Ezekiel disappeared with a crack of displaced air.

----------



There was somewhat of an anxious atmosphere as Ezekiel reappeared in the air above the port of Sanafalls. His [Slingshot] spell launched him into the air at speeds too fast for others to see, only to come to an abrupt halt once the energy used ran out.

‘I still think that spell should be better than it is...’ Shine complained as they slowly descended toward one of the larger ships that were currently docked.

‘Don’t forget why it’s so much cheaper than a [Jump] spell. It's less controlled, less precise, and less safe since we don’t know if anything will get in our way during transit.’

Shine just grumbled in the face of Ezekiel’s logic.

Chuckling to himself, he and the Void Spirit soundlessly stepped onto the ship behind Riley and Wendy. The former was overlooking a few last-minute preparations. The latter was looking nervous and out of place.

Both were wearing armor, but it was clear who was more comfortable while wearing it. Riley moved with a nearly fluid-like grace as she moved about. Wendy was obviously much more restrained in her movements. She was stiff and fidgeting. Even though her armor was fitted and enchanted to perfection, she continued to pick at it here and there.

“Ezekiel!” Wendy nearly leapt in excitement when she saw that he had arrived. “Did mom... did she have anything to say during your talk with her?”

Ezekiel felt himself relax, ever so slightly, at the sight of his sister’s worries. “She seemed fine. Still upset that I was taking you with me, but I told her that you were of a high enough age and power that you had the right to make these kinds of decisions for yourself.”

Wendy beamed at him in utter joy, but he could tell that it was slightly strained. Like she was upset that their mother had wanted to hold her back.

“You know she’s just worried because she doesn’t want to lose you, right?” Ezekiel moved forward to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. She tried to turn away, but Ezekiel kept a hand on her. “Never, not once, has mother ever been happy to see me leave. That’s because she loves me, just as she loves you. Don’t mistake a parent’s concern for their children’s well-being for doubt in your capabilities. She knows that things can happen outside of our control. That’s what she fears. Not that you are lacking. You know that, right?”

Wendy clenched her hands for a moment before forcing herself to relax. Ezekiel felt a bit of pride at seeing his sister having such self-control.

“I think I get it. But... I need to do this, don’t I?” Ezekiel could see that she seemed lost for a moment. Kare, clearly more aware of her emotional state than he was, nuzzled her neck and nipped at her hair. This seemed to snap her back into focus, and her face became more determined.

Ezekiel almost wanted to say that she didn’t have to come. That if she decided to stay, no one would judge her for it. But he kept his mouth shut.

“How much longer until we set out?” Wendy nearly shouted her question. She turned bright red a moment later when she realized what she had done.

“Right now.” Riley’s voice cut across the deck. The siblings both turned toward her. “All the ships are loaded and prepped. Last-minute checks have been completed. Our final Legend has also arrived. So, we can depart at any point.”

Ezekiel looked around and saw that the people on his ship were looking toward him for direction. Turning to Wendy, he saw that she looked ready to explode. She saw his glance and nodded her head.

“In that case, let’s set out! If we keep things on track, we should be able to reach the rest of the fleet in a couple of days. No need to make them wait for us.” Ezekiel’s voice rolled across the ship, and the sailors, Mages and Hunters alike, got to work.

Beside him, he could faintly hear Wendy muttering. “We’re coming sis... dad... We’ll get you both back, and make those bastards pay.”

‘I hope so, sis. I hope so.’ Ezekiel let his thoughts flow freely, and felt a comforting presence come from his partner through their bond. ‘But... I get the feeling that this war will be even worse than all the other ones we’ve been in.’

Looking out onto the water as the ship jerked forward, both Void users found themselves feeling anxious for what was to come. A sense of foreboding settled onto each of them. It was as if there was a storm forming on the horizon.

Before, they had been thrust into wars that weren’t started by them. The situation had simply been as bad as it could get. Yet now they were the ones starting a war. One that would see at least two of the most powerful beings in the world clash, all because of him and his family.

“Legend Ezekiel!” An unfamiliar voice cut through his thoughts, and his worries were pushed aside for now. “The Exalt has called you over to his ship. He wants to go over a few more things regarding the forces we’ve brought along with us.”

“Copy that, I’ll head over right now.” Ezekiel turned to the dozens of ships that were sailing around his own. “Riley, can you help Wendy get situated?”

Seeing the Flame Hunter nod and start leading his sister below deck, Ezekiel focused on the ship with the Prime Guild’s sigil on it.

Taking an enhanced leap forward, he flew through the air toward his destination. His anxiety flared up once more as he landed.

He couldn’t help but regret the fact that most of the journey was going to be like this.

----------



Elsewhere, well beyond the reach of the Archipelago’s building fleet, and the forces gathered under the banner of the Church of Ten, several figures were meeting in a room of all white light. One of which was familiar. Patriarch Howlend sat at the head of the Kindled family’s elders.

Each one was old and decrepit, having sat on this council for decades, if not centuries, and were clinging to their political power with everything they had.

In the back of his mind, Howlend couldn’t help but sneer in disdain at the simile fools that he was forced to interact with.

‘Stupid old men couldn’t even keep their Spirits alive. How worthless can you be?’ He was cautious not to voice his thoughts. Even though he was among the strongest people here, there were a few that would destroy him if they teamed up. ‘Though, the fact that you fell from Mythic just goes to show how the foolish truly are the luckiest.’

He had, for the last hour, been ignoring the ramblings of his so-called council. It had mostly just been a group of old men reminiscing about the times when they were the strongest. With countless boastful statements of how they were the true rulers of Morathi. How all would bow before them once more. As if the other families had ever bowed to theirs that easily.

“Word has reached us from the south. It seems like the fallen one’s child has gathered an army and is headed here to free his family.” A voice from one of the few elders that Howlend didn’t hate echoed through the gold clad room. “Should we begin making further preparations to wipe that scum off the face of the world?”

“The numbers are far less than what we feared. It’s likely that they won’t even make it to our shores.” Another elder spoke up in dismissal. “Besides, there’s no reason to get involved. We’ve nearly conquered Morathi, and even if they did get past the blockade set by the Empire, what’s a foolish little Void Mage going to do against our might?”

Howlend couldn’t stop the derisive snort that escaped him. To his side, his Spirit sighed in dismay.

“Do you have something to say, Howlend?” The elder to his immediate left raised his voice.

Howlend couldn’t help but clench his jaw at the lack of formal address. He was the patriarch of the family! It didn’t matter if the other man was the so-called Grand Elder. The lack of respect was enough to get anyone else lashed until the fell unconscious, at the least.

“I just think that the fact that we are relying so much on the Empire is laughable. Especially when they have failed, time and time again, to actually do anything to stop the Void Hunter from making progress.” Howlend didn’t look at the Grand Elder as he spoke. “I thought you said we were better than them. That we didn’t need their help. So, why are we relying on them to solve this problem? It’s bad enough we need to rely on their Exalt to finally tip the balance in our favor.”

“Be careful with your words! We are not relying on anyone!” The elder that had dismissed the concerns regarding the fleet from the Archipelago nearly stood up in anger, but Howlend leveled a glare at the weaker man, and he settled down. “We are letting their fools die for us, rather than wasting our family’s precious bloodline. There are few that hold the lineage of the Grand Elder and the other family founders in sufficient purity.”

“Then why the hell did we sell one of our newest breeding stock? Sure, any spawn that comes out of her would be worthless if they’re not Radiant, but at least we’d still have the bloodline.” Howlend nearly wanted to throw up with what he had just said, but he couldn’t deny that the selling of Warren’s daughter to the Empire wasn’t the best deal they could’ve gotten.

“The fact that you would even suggest that the spawn of darkness would be worthy of birthing our bloodline shows just how disrespectful you are towards your ancestors!” A hand slammed down on the table as the elder yelled. “The deal was good! And we gained much from--”

“Enough.” The word rang through the room like a gong. The weight of the Grand Elder’s words was much greater this time, and Even Howlend felt his heart skip a beat.

“We will not be fighting over this again. The deal was bad, and we could've gotten much more from it. That is all. What’s done is done.” The other elder curled in on himself, despairing at the Grand Elder’s statement. “Send a team of Hounds to reinforce the Empire’s blockade. Not enough to matter, but enough to show a presence. There’s one that’s fallen in with that damned Cult, isn’t there? Send them first. It’ll be a good show of our alliance.”

Howlend could read between the Grand Elder’s words. He was trying to clear the board of rogue elements. Something that he agreed with. It just irked him that the order wasn’t originating from himself.

“Very well. I’ll get right on that once this meeting is over.” Another elder said. “Is there anything else on the agenda?”

There was some shuffling, and for a moment, Howlend thought that he would finally get to leave.

“The girl broke through.” Howlend whipped his head to the side, as did the heads of every other elder in the room. “We don’t know how she did it, but somehow, she broke through to the peak of Tier two. Since her Spirit is still alive, and their bond is intact, it’s fully possible that she will break through to Tier three over the next few days.”

“... Irrelevant.” The Grand Elder spoke once more. “If anything, this increases her value, and we will likely be able to get more come the wedding date. Keep her healthy, and make sure that she knows what she is to do.”

“Shall we ‘train’ her, to ensure her compliance?”

“No. There is a risk of her breaking if we do that. Especially since we don’t want her subservient to the Cult while she is still ours.” Seeing the Grand Elder shake his head, Howlend knew that the other elders had erased all thought of brainwashing the child from their minds.

‘Simpering fools.’ He scoffed internally as he rolled his eyes. “I believe that means we are done here.”

Rising from his seat, he left the hall, not bothering to wait until he was dismissed. A couple of the other elders rose to go with him.

Those that remained looked on in anger, and the division within the Kindled family was made apparent. But Howlend didn’t care. He had plans to make and put into action.

Plans that he knew would see his rise to the pinnacle, as the sole true sovereign ruler of the western half of the Continent.

----------



It had been several days since the small fleet from Sanafalls had left for Morathi. They had met up with a few ships here and there. The stragglers that were hired by the Church so as to provide their support for this endeavor. But it was obvious that their forces were focused elsewhere.

“Damned Rot!” Ezekiel kicked over a chair as he read over another letter from another island.

The contents were the same as the last dozen had been. Each one saying that the island was sorry that they couldn’t provide more support, and that they had to focus on fighting against the Rot that had begun to spread across the islands.

“The fact that we’ve managed to double the size of our fleet is nothing to scoff at.” Wolken was sitting at the captain’s table in the quarters they were using. “We haven't even met up with the main fleet yet, and we have guaranteed support from the Shroud and Flurent families. Their forces are nothing to scoff at, and the families that follow them will give us the numbers we need to make this an even fight.”

“An even fight is not ideal. Especially since we don’t know how many Exalts that we’ll be facing.” Ezekiel’s worries had mostly been ignored by the Exalt until this point. But this time he perked up in confusion.

“I thought it was confirmed that there would only be the one Exalt from the Empire that would be moving to support the Kindled family?” That was what the reports that they had managed to acquire from the few Churches that still held power in the Empire had stated.

“I wouldn’t trust the messages coming out of the Empire with total certainty. There’s too much increasing influence by the nobles. Several Churches have already started sending people away, after all.” Ezekiel thought back to the most recent ship that had joined up with their fleet.

It was filled with Scholars, not Hunters, that had fled from the Empire in secret due to connections with himself, or for helping the rebels that had been put down. George, Fiana, and Marc had been among them. While he was happy to see old friends once more, he knew that things would have to be bad if they were forced out of the Empire already.

“Worse yet,” Ezekiel continued, “is the fact that we don’t know if the Cult of Light will be moving their own forces. I don’t doubt your power, but I know you can’t take on two Mythic Hunters on your own.”

Wolken’s eye twitched at the thought of fighting two Exalts at the same time. He had nearly died to the four Pseudo Mythics that the psychopaths from the Empire had sent against him. Those things were barely considered Mythic level in power.

Two true Mythics would be too much for him. Especially since there was no time limit that they would be restricted by.

“... We’ll just have to hope for the best. Besides, we don’t have to win this war. We just have to get your sister and father back. Then we can run.” Wolken smirked, but Ezekiel shook his head.

“Don’t joke about that. Abandoning this effort before the promises made to the Morathi Alliance are fulfilled is not an option. I cannot abandon those people to fight, and lose, my battles.” Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel saw that Wolken’s smirk had turned into a true smile.

‘Why does he keep testing you?’ Shine asked after seeing the smile for themself.

‘I don’t know, but it’s starting to get annoying. Especially since he certainly knows that we are aware of his tests by now.’ It had been strange when Ezekiel had first noticed the Exalt’s tests, but he had simply waved it off. He had no reason to change his answers just to please the man.

“Well, we’ll just have to do something to even the playing field. Won’t we?” Wolken stood up from his desk. “Come with me. We’ve got time, so we’re going to go train.”

Before he could protest, Ezekiel found himself yanked by the back of his coat, and the next thing he knew he was several hundred feet up in the air seated on the back of Wolken’s Spirit.

“Sit.” Wolken sat down cross legged and gestured for Ezekiel to do the same. “Shine, get out here. You should be a part of this.”

The Void Spirit rattled in their sheath for a second before an astral, opalescent, figure seemed to step out of the sword on Ezekiel’s waist. They took a cross legged position as well, sitting next to Ezekiel.

“Good. Now, we’re going to go over what you’ll need to reach Tier five.”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow. He had been working on this for weeks but hadn’t made any progress. The fact that Shine wasn’t ready yet had stalled him greatly, but he didn’t allow that to keep him down. Though, he did wonder how Wolken’s lesson was supposed to help.

“Now, I know that you’re trying to break through on your own, so let me tell you how this guy broke through, and then pulled me up later.” This was something that Ezekiel was already aware of. It was the standard method of advancing, even for Tier four. “Simply put, you have to know what makes you special. Then, you have to use that as an anchor to pull your mana inwards, until you form a solid core that will contain and generate all of your mana.”

That brought Ezekiel up short. He had known about the core forming aspect, but not the knowledge aspect. He had thought that it had something to do with the different [Understandings] that he had acquired. How it mattered wasn’t something he had figured out yet.

“Something that makes me special?” He and Shine had unknowingly spoken in tandem.

“Indeed. I didn’t really get it myself. Not at first, but I figured it out after my Spirit told me about what they had been thinking about when they broke through.” Wolke patted the Spirit in a loving manner as he spoke. “Yes, they had thought about all the different [Understandings] they were aware of. But they couldn’t just mash them together until they stuck. That just doesn’t work.”

Ezekiel could feel Shine’s gaze on the side of his head. While that wasn’t the primary idea he had been using to try and break through, it had still been listed as an option.

Feeling a little indignant, Ezekiel started listing the different ideas he had for condensing mana into a solid core for himself. But as he went through the list, Wolken just shook his head. Even the Spirit beneath them started shaking as he listed more and more ideas. It took a moment, but Ezekiel realized that it was laughing at him.

“You are thinking too much in the realms of the physical. The material.” A sense of calmness seemed to emanate from Wolken as he spoke of what he knew of the breakthrough from Legend to Myth. “You must not forget that mana is not a physical thing. While it can cause physical phenomena, those phenomena are brought about by our desires, our [Will], and our [Understanding] of the element that we are attuned to. Hence, it cannot be a physical means that is used to create one’s mana core.”

Ezekiel felt as if he had stepped into a state of enlightenment once more. But it was subtle, like the final piece of a puzzle being put into place. He had learned much from his time in the Ancient’s Legacy, and it seemed like his final step was about to be made.

‘But... other than my element and my reincarnation, what makes me special? What do I want from my element?’ He came back to the present with a startled jerk. ‘There’s more to it. Not just what makes me special, but what makes me special in relation to my [Understanding] of the Void.’

He thought about it for a time, and before he knew it, the sun was setting.

“Well, I think that’s enough for now. Let’s get you back on the ship. We’ll be meeting up with the rest of the fleet tomorrow. Then, it’s off to war.” Wolken smiled widely, and Ezekiel knew that the man was excited to fight once more.

However, he wasn’t willing to let things lie. “Why do Mythics fall back to Legendary when their Spirit dies?”

He hadn’t meant to just blurt it out, but the words escaped him before he could think about what he was asking.

“I mean... not to sound rude, by why do you know this, but not the other Exalts? Wouldn’t knowing this mean that you’re capable of reaching Tier five on your own?”

Wolken just raised an eyebrow. There was silence for a moment before he answered.

“It’s because we didn’t break through on our own. Our Spirits dragged us up, and in doing so, mixed portions of their souls with ours in a permanent manner.” Wolken patted his Spirit once more. “Many Legends on the cusp of reaching the Mythic Tier were made aware of this information, thought it was never written down. Ultimately, rather than risk finding a new path, it was simply easier for them to do things this way. But because our souls were filled with our Spirit’s, once our Spirits die, our soul contract, and become permanently stunted. Never again capable of advancing.”

“... Is it a soul mutation?” Ezekiel thought of his mother and her current state.

“Perhaps. Though, I’ve heard that actual soul mutation is more distinct.” Wolken clearly knew what Ezekiel was referring to but wasn’t going to address it.

“What makes it so hard for Humans to advance then? Is it because those that came before didn’t achieve a true [Understanding] and were also brought up to Tier four thanks to their Spirit?” Ezekiel was muttering now. It was a puzzle that he needed to solve.

“That’s the most likely answer. But we’ll never know. Not unless you break through yourself.” Wolken’s words flowed in and out of Ezekiel’s ears. He was too absorbed in his thoughts. “Well, that's all for now. Let’s get back.”

With a snap of his fingers, Wolken’s Spirit shrank to its smaller size and wrapped around his neck. The sudden drop gave Ezekiel a momentary sense of vertigo, but he snapped to his senses quickly.

The two Hunters and their Spirit floated down to their ships. One, ready to sleep, the other, lost in thought, even as he returned to his lover and sister’s presence.

All the while, the Mythic Tier grew closer and closer.
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                The sea was choppy as Ezekiel’s fleet made it through the final stretch before meeting with the rest of the ships that were to meet them outside Morathi’s ocean borders. The island that was to be their final gathering point was just on the horizon. If things went well, they would arrive by midday.

Besides the less than smooth sailings, the air was warm, and there was a pleasant breeze that kept him cool as he stood in a set of simple light clothing. His armor and gear stored away in his Void Pouch. Yet even with the nice weather, he found that he couldn’t relax.

A sense of anticipation filled him as he looked out over the water.

“Just a few more days...” His words were quiet, but nearly everyone on the ship heard him.

‘Hopefully nothing catches us unprepared.’ Shine chimed in with their own worries.

‘Agreed. But things have gone well for us so far. Given our track record, we should probably be even more prepared.’ Ezekiel tugged at his sleeve, suddenly feeling far too unprotected.

The journey had started out with a daunting sense of seriousness that filled all those that were accompanying him. However, the fleet slowly relaxed during their days at sea. Readiness and focus were mixed together with the small amount of inactivity for those not directly working to ensure the ship was operating properly. It had allowed the Mages, Scholars, and Hunters to all relax for a time.

But now, with their penultimate destination in sight, the various occupants of these vessels were once more feeling the weight of their upcoming battle.

Ezekiel looked down at his hand. They were shaking.

Last night he had focused almost entirely on self-reflecting, and finding out what made him, as a Mage, special. Then, he tried to connect himself to different [Understandings] all in the hopes that he would be able to make a breakthrough before their arrival.

Clearly, this step was far harder than any he had taken before, because he felt like he had made no progress, and was simply exhausted from his prior efforts.

Worse yet, his danger sense had flared up in the middle of the night, and he had been anxious ever since. Something was going to happen today.

“Keep me posted for any changes. I need to speak with Wolken.” He exchanged a look with Riley. She nodded in response and took his place near the head of the ship. “Get your armor on as well.”

Seeing her nod again, this time with a more narrowed gaze, Ezekiel moved on. However, before he leapt to Wolken’s vessel, he saw Wendy practicing on the other side of the ship. She had recently taken up using the spear, since that was the weapon that Riley was most well-versed in.

Neither Ezekiel nor Riley could teach his sister anything about her magic, but they could at least help her in learning more about fighting itself. This had led to the young Obscure Hunter taking up the spear, as she found she liked the enhanced reach.

“Wendy!” He called across the deck. She turned to face him. Kare Landed on her shoulder once more. “Stop practicing for now. Stick with Riley and put your stuff in your void pouch. Get your armor on as well. That goes for all of you!”

He turned to address the rest of the ship toward the end. Several people looked confused, since they weren’t at the gathering point yet. Let alone near Morathi. He could tell that they didn’t want to put on their armor when they could be relaxing one last time before they entered enemy territory.

Others, however, fully understood what Ezekiel was implying, and moved to prepare themselves. Most of these ones dragged a few others along with them, despite mumbled protests.

“I’ll be gone for an hour or so. Make sure you’re ready before I return.” This time he addressed Wendy once more. “Stick with Riley, understood?”

“Yes!”

Ezekiel nodded at her response. It seemed like she understood the seriousness that he was projecting. With that said, he turned toward Wolken’s ship and leapt into the air. Removing his own armor and battle gear as he did.

It wouldn’t be good to have himself unprepared for whatever was coming for them.

----------



There was a solemn mood in the room as Ezekiel finished informing Wolken of his premonition. While he wasn’t able to explain what, exactly, was going to happen, he could confirm that something was going to happen. Something that would ultimately hamper their progress toward Morathi.

“How likely is it that whatever is coming is on the island?” Wolken asked after a bit of thought.

Ezekiel took a moment to expand his senses, sinking into an almost meditative state. His directed his focus to the island, feeling a slight rise in the daunting sensation he was feeling. He then turned his focus to the sea and sky, with no response from either of them.

Then, to be safe, he focused on the fleet he was currently a part of. A massive flash of warning filled his mind, and he snapped out of his partial meditation with a gasp.

“It’s here... It’s in the fleet. I think it’s one of the Cult of Light’s bombs. The carrier must’ve been on one of the ships we met up with on the way here. They’re probably waiting to set it off once we’re at the island. Even if they can’t kill all the members of the fleet, they can wipe out all our ships.”

Ezekiel moved to a nearby chair to sit down. “I... I don’t think I can narrow it down much more than that. The ships are too close together for me to differentiate all of them. I can’t even get an accurate direction. So, we must be in the blast radius even now.”

He thought about what he had ordered on his ship before coming here. It was likely that, if his orders had already spread, the person holding whatever it was that was setting off his danger sense had already been alerted.

Hopefully, whoever it was would just think of it as Ezekiel being overly cautious, since they were so close to their destination.

“... There’s roughly fifty ships in the current fleet, correct?” Wolken had remained calm, much to Ezekiel’s surprise. But he nodded all the same. “Then there’s not too many for me to deal with. The explosives have a range of a kilometer or so of destruction, with an expansive shockwave that levels most of what is present beyond that, correct?”

“Yeah. That’s right. What do you mean too many to deal with? How the hell can we deal with this?” Ezekiel was on the verge of panicking. If things went wrong, then it was fully possible that his fight would end before it began.

There was no possibility of him fighting the Kindled family alone. He needed this fleet, and all the people that had joined up with it.

“Come with me. We’ll deal with this right now.” Wolken stood up and strode out of the room.

Forcing himself to calm down, Ezekiel moved to follow.

‘Are you going to be okay?’ Shine was filled with concern as he watched Ezekiel’s plans come crumbling down.

‘I don’t know... All I can do right now is trust that Wolken knows what he’s doing.’ Shaking off his doubts, Ezekiel started focusing everything he had on the ships around him.

There was still too much interference, and he wasn’t able to sense anything new, but he couldn’t stop. Not until this was sorted out.

Then, as he was about to reach the deck, he felt the air grow heavy, and Wolken’s presence filled the world.

----------



The world had turned upside down for a few people as Wolken, clad in his Spirit Armor, flexed his mana, forcing the many ships in their fleet to rise above the water.

Just as Ezekiel reached the top of the deck, Ezekiel heard Wolken address every one of the ships with his magic. The wind literally carried the Exalt’s words to each and every person there.

“Attention, attention! Brace yourselves!” With no other warning, Wolken threw all the ships away from one another, ensuring that they were all at least a full kilometer away from each other.

“Can you sense which one it is now?” The Exalt’s voice was now much quieter, and Ezekiel was certain only he could hear it.

Ignoring the shocked looks from the ship’s crew, Ezekiel spread his senses outward, focusing on different directions, separating the different boats into smaller sections, he managed to figure out the general direction of the danger.

“That way!” Ezekiel pointed to several ships that were off their starboard side. “I’ll need to move to narrow it down further.”

All he saw was Wolken nodding, and the next thing he knew he was high in the air and looking down at the different ships that were still violently rocking from their sudden displacement.

Wolken held him by the back of his collar. He immediately donned his own Spirit Armor and began flying under his own power.

Seeing the ships so spread out, Ezekiel was able to much more easily determine where the danger he was sensing was coming from. It was coming from a singular ship that had met up with them just a couple days ago. It had been the sole source of support provided by its island. The rest had been sent off to fight against the Rot at one of the neighboring islands.

Wolken waved a hand, and the ship was surrounded by a sphere of wind that cut it off from the outside world. Softer, but still powerful, winds pulled the other ships back together.

To be safe, Ezekiel focused on the rest of the fleet, but nothing set him off as an ill omen of any sort. It seemed as though they managed to isolate the ship.

“Hey...” Ezekiel turned to Wolken when the Exalt spoke up again. “Are you sure that it’s the cult that’s the problem? It’s fairly obvious that they’ve been caught, so wouldn’t they have set off whatever explosive they have now that there’s no way of hiding it?”

Ezekiel didn’t reply right away. Instead, he thought about it, and realized that Wolken was right.

‘But if it’s not the Cult, then why is our danger sense acting up so much?’ Shine didn’t quite get it, but Ezekiel figured he had a guess.

‘The cult isn’t the only dangerous thing in the world that could kill us. For all we know, the Rot managed to infest something on that ship before it left its island.’ It wasn’t any better than the cult’s explosives, but it would certainly explain why the occupants of the ship hadn’t done anything yet.

Before he could say anything, several presences approached from where the fleet was still moving toward the island. He idly noticed that the island itself also no longer registered as dangerous to his senses.

“Exalt Wolken! What just happened? Why is that ship being locked down?” A woman in gray Spirit Armor asked upon reaching the floating Mythic and Void Hunters.

“Our young leader caught a whiff of something dangerous. I needed to spread the ships out to isolate the potential catastrophe. Though, now we need to figure out how to deal with this problem.” Wolken’s voice was calm and held a hint of the authority that made the now gathered Legendaries fall quiet. “Ezekiel, do you know what the problem is?”

“... There’s a hidden weapon somewhere on that ship. Whether the occupants know about it or not, I’m unsure, but it’ll cause massive damage to the area around it within the next few hours. Not long after we land at the island.” Many of the Legendaries looked doubtful, as Ezekiel hadn’t provided any proof. But they weren’t willing to speak out against Wolken, who was obviously taking this seriously.

Wolken grunted in annoyance. Ezekiel couldn’t hear anything, but from the apparent panic on the ship, it was likely that he had sent a message to them and was awaiting a reply.

“Hmm... It seems like one of the Scholars is hiding something.” Wolken’s sigh of exasperation blew the wind around the ship into a frenzy. “Well, you started this. So, you get to go down there and finish it. See what’s wrong. I know you can escape fast enough.”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, and just descended into the massive sphere of wind that Wolken was still maintaining. The air didn’t so much as brush against him as he fell down onto the ship.

“You the captain here?” He asked the man who seemed to be standing above a cowering Scholar. “I don’t suppose you know why my danger sense has been going off non-stop since I got here?”

He didn’t bother hiding the existence of his danger sense. Many people already knew about it, so there was no point in trying to hide it. It was highly likely that his enemies at least suspected something like it. If they hadn’t already confirmed it.

“I’ve checked all my Guild members. They’ve confirmed that they don’t have anything dangerous with them. As have most of the other Scholars. Except this one. I don’t know what he has, but it’s apparent that he’s hiding something. Little bastard hasn’t done anything but curl over his Void Pouch.” The man looked like he was going to pop a blood vessel with how angry he looked. “He’s also threatened to destroy it if we try to take it from him. If it’s as dangerous as you’ve said, then it’s highly likely that such an occurrence is the last thing we want to have happening.”

Ezekiel frowned. His expression now grim and concerned.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about! I don’t have anything dangerous on my person. You’re just trying to steal my work like all the other bastards at the Church!” The Scholar looked panicked as he glared at Ezekiel and the rest of the crew members.

‘This guy’s definitely got it on him.’

Ezekiel nodded along with Shine’s assessment. Their combined danger senses were blaring like sirens at this point. Though it hadn’t reached critical mass just yet. ‘Let’s just get it away from him. For now, we’ll have the rest of the ship evacuated.’

“Captain, can you take your crew away from the ship? This is going to get dangerous.”

The captain looked concerned, but waved to the rest of the crew, who immediately moved to evacuate the ship. The Scholar looked even more panicked at this point.

“What are you doing? Hey! Get back here!” The crew ignored the man and just continued to flee. Something that Wolken helped with. It wasn’t more than a minute before everyone was out of the blast radius. “What are you going to do to me?”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. The Scholar just blustered himself into a stupor, screaming about how if Ezekiel took even one step toward him, he’d destroy the pouch.

“I’m warning you! I’ll--”

There was a small pop, and the Void Pouch disappeared from the man’s grasp. It repeated in Ezekiel’s hands as the Scholar started screaming.

“Give that back!” The man waved his hand, and a wave of fire flew toward Ezekiel, but he didn’t even look as he let Shine handle it.

‘You got this?’ He asked his partner.

‘Yeah. No biggie.’ Shine then pinned the man to the deck.

Spreading his senses into the Void Pouch, he immediately saw the problem.

“You tried to alter the plans for my explosive Artifact!” His exclamation was met with a cry of despair as the Scholar started babbling about how he had made improvements, and that he was finally going to prove the Grand Scholars wrong.

It reminded him of the Scholars that had betrayed the Church for the Cult when they failed to make progress with their research. It was obvious that the man had done a lot of research to make it work, but he was missing several key points in his Artifact that were now failing.

Primarily in the housing units that kept the elements from interacting with one another. The enchantments were clearly not etched precisely, and the material was also starting to erode.

“You idiot! There was a reason for the elements of this Artifacts design! The changes you’ve made have turned it into an unstable mess. Given a few more hours, the damned thing would’ve literally fallen apart, and it would’ve exploded in our faces!”

Tearing into the Void Pouch, he removed the volatile Artifact and carefully performed some last-minute alteration to it to ensure that they could safely dispose of it later.

As he did this, the barrier of wind around the boat dispelled. The gathered Hunters and Mages all descended. Wolke took the lead and approached Ezekiel.

“So, have you figured things out?” The Exalt asked. “How do you want to dispose of it?”

“... I’m not sure we need to.” Ezekiel grinned as he looked at Wolken after finishing his alterations. The Artifact now glowed with opalescent light. His mana now supported the containment magic that kept it safe, for now. “This thing was originally built for use against the Cult, so why don't we use it as intended?”

Wolken’s grin matched his own. But it was far less nice.

----------



After the mess with the Scholar, the ships finally made their way to the island at full speed. Wolken actually pushed them along so that they could get there faster.

The actual gathering didn’t result in anything exciting, and many of the crew members that Ezekiel had told to get ready were somewhat resentful of their unneeded preparations, but they at least had proof that Ezekiel’s senses were accurate, so none of them did more than a little bit of grumbling. All of them were less opposed to following orders as well, so Ezekiel considered it a win.

Yet, even so, the next day was filled with an anxious air, as well over two hundred ships set out to the north. The sheer number of sails that filled his vision was awe inspiring. The countless symbols denoting the different Guilds and factions were amazing.

Many were concerned by what was to come, but even more were galvanized at the possibility of fighting alongside Exalt Wolken, the leader of the Prime Guild. The Guild that had enforced all the laws that the various Guilds were to follow.

Ultimately, the time at sea was well spent, and the last few days spent sailing toward the southern shores of Morathi were somewhat peaceful. At least until they saw ships on the horizon.

“That’s a lot more ships that I thought the Empire would be able to put together.” Ezekiel muttered as he gazed at the horizon. “I think they actually match us in number.”

This was an impressive show of force, as the Empire was a primarily land-based military power. But from what little he could see of the flags and sails in the enemy fleet, it was clear that there was a large number of ships from Tarquessa.

‘The Cult isn’t even trying to hide their interference this time.’ Shine grumbled as Ezekiel continued to look over the Empire’s ships. ‘Do you think that Wolken will get a chance to use that Artifact? It looks like things are going to be worse than expected.’

‘Honestly, if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m pretty sure there’s a Mythic hidden somewhere, I’d almost say that he could take out this army by himself.’ Ezekiel knew that such a thing would be difficult in reality, since there was the possibility that the other ships would flee underwater. ‘For now, we’ll just wait for the opening shots. There’s a reason our ship moved to the front once the enemy came into sight.’

Looking over the edge of the ship, Ezekiel examined the sections that had been created for the use of his new cannons. Mana cannons deployed by the Church of Ten were massive objects that devastated the landscape. These ones were much smaller and were meant for destroying individual vessels. This was already an advantage that the Empire wouldn’t have.

“Ready yourselves!” Ezekiel called out to the closest ships. Each one was from Sanafalls, and they were all equipped with the same cannons as his own ship. “Prepare the cannons and wait for the signal!”

High in the sky, unseen by all, Wolken had made his way to the midpoint between the two fleets. Any closer, and he risked being spotted by the enemy Tempest Mages. Usually, he could fly higher than them, but doing so would mean that he’d be too far away to react to any changes in the battle.

Once more, Ezekiel’s danger sense flared up, and he directed his attention downward. A shadow seemed to be rising from below. Directly beneath his ship.

“Ancients be damned!” He immediately grabbed a small Com-Slate and tapped out a sequence of signals. He could only hope that Wolken got the message in time. “Brace yourselves!”

His voice rolled over the whole fleet, and in the process, everyone grabbed onto something, and the defensive enchantments on the ships all flared to life. Just a massive tree lifted them all into the sky.

‘This was not in the plan!’ Shine started panicking as they screamed in Ezekiel’s mind. ‘How did that crazy bitch even make a tree grow this big!’

It wasn’t hard for them to understand that this tree was the result of the Mythic Life Mage that was working for the Cult of Light. After being driven out of Quintessa, it only made sense that she would be placed in the force that was dedicated to hunting Ezekiel down.

“The bitch must’ve been hidden underwater by the Cult’s Glacial Mages. We need... to...” He trailed off as he realized what color the leaves on the tree were.

It wasn’t a sea of green leaves that filled his vision. Instead, it was a sea of gold.

“She’s not alone...” A sudden flare from his danger sense made him do a bling [Slingshot] to get away from his ship as fast as possible. Narrowly avoiding a wooden spike that nearly skewered him through the deck below him.

A moment later, he slammed into a wall of ice that hadn’t been there a moment ago. The force behind him nearly knocked him out, even as the wall cracked from the impact, but he managed to continue moving. This time he [Jumped] outside the box of ice that had formed around him.

“You missed.” A light and angry voice called out as Ezekiel continued to run. “I guess even with the enhancement, growing a tree this size from the ocean floor was a bit much. Even if this area is relatively shallow.”

Blue tinted weapon constructs formed around the fully covered blue clad figure. Each one was aimed at Ezekiel. Who was still trying to get further away, but his opponents continued to chase him.

“Oh, shut up! I’ll kill the Anathema now!” The maddened voice of the Mythic Life Hunter filled Ezekiel’s ears. A storm of leaves and vines reached out to him from the Verdant Spirit Armored figure that was bearing down on him.

Stuck between a sea of frozen weapons, and a wave of razor-sharp leaves, Ezekiel knew he was in a tough spot. [Jumping] out of this would be easy enough, but he would quickly drain his mana.

Suddenly, it was as if the sky itself had fallen on both waves of weapons. The ice fell quickly, obviously weaker, and closer to Ezekiel’s level of power. While the leaves dispersed and fluttered about. Though they nearly managed to fly back up and strike Ezekiel down.

“Take the Glacier Hunter. I have a score to settle with this one.” Wolken’s words flowed into Ezekiel’s ears. He nodded in agreement, and descended toward the Glacier Hunter, who had formed a platform of ice on the sea.

‘You sure that this is okay? You won’t be able to get support from Riley or the rest.’ Shine voiced their worries as Ezekiel readied his spells.

‘I know, but we don’t have time to lose focus right now.’ Ezekiel began to glow with opalescent light. ‘We’ll just have to finish this quickly.’

A moment later, Shine’s blade swung with Ezekiel’s full might, struck the shield of Ice that the Glacial Hunter had hastily brought up.

Light burst outward, and the ice on the ocean shattered from the force.

In the distance, the sound of cannon fire filled the air. The plan for a signal had been tossed aside with the sudden changes in the battle. But even so, the war had begun, and both sides were locked in a life and death struggle.
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                Scattering another wave of razor-sharp leaves, Wolken couldn’t stop mentally berating himself for his mistake. He had genuinely thought that the Mythic Hunter in the Cult would’ve been mixed in with the rest of the Empire’s forces. The fact that Ezekiel had sensed the greatest danger coming from the enemy fleet, not from underwater, had contributed to this assumption.

“Get out of my way!” The enemy Exalt screamed in anger as she tried to make her way toward Ezekiel. However, the battlefield was much more spread out than the last time they had fought. “Why do you continue to fight for the Anathema!? What has he done that has helped you in any way?”

Wolken glared at the screaming Exalt. “Who says I’m protecting him? Can’t I just be interfering with your plans, since you dared to attack my home. Multiple times, at that.”

This made her pause for a moment, as if finally understanding something that she hadn’t figured out before. Wolken took the opening for the chance that it was. Several cracks appeared in her armor as Wolken’s spell cut through it. The actual wounds were shallow, but blood was spilt, nonetheless.

At least for a moment, before her magic healed her wounds. A second later, her Spirit Armor followed suit, and it was as if she hadn’t been wounded.

“I see... So, this is personal... You’re truly an enemy of our Lord. Not simply a misguided man fighting for a cause he does not understand.” She sounded almost sane, if not for the reverent tone when she mentioned her lord. “Such a shame… you’re power would’ve been useful against the Broods.”

Wolken had been suspicious of it before, but now he was certain that the woman he was fighting was truly insane. A shift in the wind that wasn’t caused by him made him tense. Seed pods flew toward him, and he tried to blow them away, but their shape made it difficult.

Instead, they got close to him and exploded. The blast didn’t damage his armor, but it did make him more wary of his opponent.

“It seems that you are truly lost. I shall have to kill you to ensure that you cannot destroy this world by defying our Lord.” Bramble and vines wrapped around the Exalted Cultist’s body.

A multitude of branches formed extra limbs. Each one held a new weapon in their hands. Each one shining with freshly grown, glowing Runes.

Up until this point, the lack of solid ground to use as a base for her plants to grow made things more of an even match. It seemed like things were going to become much more melee based than before.

Along with the weapons, a wooden suit with verdant highlights, filled with Life mana, protected the Cult’s Exalt. At the same time, a gray twisting wind covered Wolken.

Flying toward each other, they clashed in the sky. Shockwaves rolled outward as their weapons made contact. Their blows were deflected one after another, and it was clear that, even though she had just performed a great feat of magic just minutes ago, Wolken’s enemy was not at a disadvantage.

“I’m assuming that you used some sort of Artifact to boost your magic. You probably built up that tree over time and waited until the right moment to force it to grow an exponential amount in a short time.” Wolken spared a moment to glance back at the tree where his fleet had been stranded. “Not bad. But I’m sure there must’ve been some sort of cost.”

The verdant Exalt just laughed. It was a dark, yet gleeful, sound. “Nothing I had to pay for myself.”

Wolken tried to ignore the morbid implication of the Cultist’s words.

“I wonder if you have any more of those... I don’t think you’ll be able to win if you don’t.” He smiled behind his helmet. He could see that his attempt to rile up his opponent was working.

“I don’t need one to defeat the likes of you!”

Her scream was followed by a stream of lashing branches that whipped toward Wolken as he flew backwards to get out of her range.

“Yet you needed it to kill a mere Legendary and failed in the process.” He smirked as the Cultist let out another wordless scream. Reaching into his Void Pouch, Wolken pulled out a set of knives that he had been given by Ezekiel.

They were the same weapons that the Legendary Void Hunter had used in the battle outside of Sanafalls. Only this time, they were tweaked to work in tandem with Wolken’s magic.

“I don’t usually use weapons like this when I’m fighting. But I want to finish this quickly.” The daggers immediately flew off, carried by wind currents under Wolken’s control. Dozens upon dozens of daggers filled the air. Each one was only half the length of his forearm.

A metallic buzzing sound filled the air as the blades began vibrating. They cut through the wooden limbs and weapons of his enemy like there weren't even there.

“If you think this will be enough to defeat me then think again!” Every limb that was cut off was immediately replaced, and it was clear that this battle had shifted once more into a war of attrition.

Given the mana expenditure Wolken was experiencing, he had his doubts regarding who would actually win. If there was a significant mana difference, then he would win every time. But it seemed that the Cult had done something to further enhance his enemy.

“Hurry up and win, already. I need your help if we want to finish this quickly.”

His words weren’t heard by anyone, his magic made sure of it. But he still looked down and to the side to see what Ezekiel was doing.

From what he could tell, there were now floating platforms of ice in the ocean that Ezekiel was using to give himself some support for his footing.

While this had helped him a bit, since his magic meant close range was best for him, his enemy was a Glacier Hunter. She had an immediate and obviously apparent advantage when fighting on the water like this.

Even so, it appeared as though Ezekiel was pressing hard, and was slowly gaining an advantage.

“Die!”

Wolken turned his attention back to his own opponent, who had managed to knock away most of his blades. Several shining green blades swung at him from different directions.

With a dismissive snort, Wolken flexed his magic, and a gust of wind filled the space that he was once residing in. He followed up with a flowy maneuver that let him drift behind the Cultist. Two larger daggers covered in wind filled his hands. They stabbed into the Life Hunter’s back, and blood sprayed into the air.

Another gust of wind, and he was out of the way of the branches that tried to grab hold of him.

“You’re pretty bad at fighting directly, aren’t you?” Internally, he sighed as the wounds he had just inflicted were closed once more. “That’s going to be annoying.”

Summoning up the daggers that had been flung away by his enemy just seconds ago, Wolken readied himself for another clash.

He could just tell that this fight wasn’t going to be going anywhere anytime soon.

----------



Hundreds of meters above the ocean, tangled in the massive branches of the gold leafed tree that had sprung up from below, Riley was cautiously watching over Wendy out of the corner of her eye. At the same time, she barked orders to the rest of the crew and nearby ships to ready their defenses.

“Life Mages! Can you manipulate the branches in any way? If so, move the ships so that our weapons aren’t blocked! We need to ensure that our transportation isn’t destroyed in the battle!” The Mages who heard her got to work, while those that couldn’t help directly passed word on to the other ships. There was a flurry of movement as they tried to ready themselves for the attack to come.

“We’ve certainly lost the opening move this time.” One of the Hunters from Sanafalls muttered as they tried to help the Life Mages move the ships. “I don’t think we’ll be able to get them moved with any speed, Lady Azure Flame! The [Will] Inside this construct is too strong. It’ll take all of us combined to whittle it down. Even then, I don’t suspect we’ll see much progress for at least a few minutes!”

Before she could reply, Riley and the crew were nearly knocked off their feet as a salvo of lightning bolts struck the tree and many of the ships. The defensive formations held, but only barely.

“Brace and reinforce!” She screamed out orders that were followed in an instant, ensuring that the next wave of attacks didn’t shatter the defensive enchantments entirely.

Unfortunately, not all the ships responded as quickly, and a few of the smaller ones suffered burns and cracks in their hulls. The majority of the fleet’s ships returned fire from what weapons and spells could be deployed without further damaging themselves.

“Legends! Prepare to fight! Adepts, keep trying to get control over this damned tree!” Riley ran over to Wendy as she called out her command. “Wendy, I can’t take you into this battle, since you can’t fly. Even if Kare grew to a larger size, that would just make you two targets. Stay here and provide whatever aid you can while fighting off the enemy Adepts and Apprentices that make their way up here.”

Removing a set of rings from her Void Pouch, Riley handed them to the young Obscure Hunter.

“Take these. They’re copies of the defensive Artifacts that your parents once gave your brother. He managed to recreate and improve them. We didn’t give them to you earlier, since we didn’t want to show too much bias in front of the other Hunters. But we can’t afford to do that anymore.”

Wendy took the rings, putting them on her fingers and carefully examining their Runes.

“Stay safe. You can’t get your revenge if you die here. Understood?”

“Yes!” Wendy nodded, and Riley turned to leave. Blue fire spread over her body, and she took to the sky with a ‘crack’ of displaced air.

Moments later, she struck forth at a Lightning Hunter that had flown up to take a shot at her ship. The air seemed to vibrate as she deflected the spell with a wall of fire and a blow that knocked the enemy’s back through the air. A blast of Lightning went wild, and the ship was saved, for now.

Off in the distance, she could see that Ezekiel was holding his own against one of the enemy’s Glacial Hunters. Beyond that, Wolken and the enemy Mythic were fighting an intense melee battle, with neither side seemingly holding the upper hand for long.

“Let’s deal with this quickly. Then we can go help Ezekiel.” Pulling her mana pistol from her Void Pouch, Riley held it and her spear in her hands. Throwing caution to the wind, she began flying toward the Lightning Hunter once more, clashing in midair as their melee weapons collided.

A shot of fire was released from her pistol. It pierced straight through her enemy’s Spirit Armor and burned the flesh shut, causing a hole to remain in the enemy’s side.

“Too low...” Riley scoffed as her opponent moved back with a ‘crack’ of thunder. “Get back here!”

She charged forward, her spear spinning in her hand, deflecting the relatively weaker spells that were being flung her way as she chased after the Lightning Hunter for a few seconds.

However, once she got close enough to another enemy she shifted her attention, suddenly rocketing forward to strike from behind. Her spear glowing white hot for a moment as she enhanced the heat of her Flames even more.

The unfortunate target of this attack was an enemy Tempest Hunter who was locked in battle with an allied Glacial Hunter. The Tempest Hunter barely had time to scream before Riley’s spear sliced through his back. His Spirit Armor parted beneath the heat of Riley’s blade.

The distraction was also enough for the Glacial Hunter to get a hit in as well. An orb of water surrounded the Tempest Hunter’s head and was immediately frozen.

The Tempest Hunter started flailing in a panic as he lost sight and breath. Riley and the Glacial Hunter took advantage of this. Striking out again and again, the Tempest mage became riddled with holes that were either burnt or frozen shut.

The man’s Spirit Armor began to fade after a few seconds. Riley let the body fall from her spear into the ocean below. “Provide assistance for the rest.”

Looking around, Riley sought out a new opponent. Her original prey had flown away, possibly to get medical attention before his intestines fell out.

But before she could make a decision, a beam of light flew toward her, and she was forced to dodge out of the way. Only for a large rock to suddenly block her path. The mirage that had been hiding it shimmered away, and she was forced to release an explosion that pushed her in a different direction.

The Radiant spell beam harmlessly flew past her, but she was now bruised from the impact of both the rock and the explosion.

Two Hunters floated in front of her. Radiant male and Cavern female. Both looked incredibly tired. The short battle so far had taken a toll on them. No less than the one she had paid as well.

“Come! Blue Dragon! Let’s end this today!” The Radiant Hunter seemed to turn into a beam of light, and the next thing Riley knew, the man was right in front of her.

“That’s not my title!” She felt incredibly embarrassed the moment the words left her mouth, but it was the first thing she thought of when she heard her opponent’s words.

She was ignored and was forced to block a blow from the Cavern Hunter, who had managed to get behind her. Her armor wasn’t damaged, even as she felt a strike from the Radiant Hunter get her in the side. But a follow up from the Cavern Hunter got her in the head, and she went tumbling through the air as she tried to regain her bearings.

Another flash of light nearly blinded her, but this time the spell was directed at her opponents.

Taking a second to recover, Riley saw that she was now being supported by a Radiant Hunter from her fleet. But it was obvious that he was having difficulties keeping up.

Letting out a growl, she charged back into the fray. All the while she knew that there was no way she was getting out of this soon enough to help Ezekiel.

----------



For Wendy, seeing her protector and trainer leaving in a burst of blue fire was worrying, especially since the blast wave nearly threw her off her feet, but not so much as when she had been forced into the chaos that was the result of the Kindled Family’s sneak attack on Sanafalls.

That had been sudden, and unexpected, much like this battle, but at least this time around she was prepared for such a thing. She was also clad in the most enchanted armor she had ever seen before. There were numerous Artifacts on her person that would ensure she had several esoteric spells she could use in a pinch, and she had been trained by two of the most powerful Legendary Hunters in the world over the past few months.

There was little more she could do to prepare herself, beyond reaching a higher Step in her Tier. But that wasn’t something she could do right now. Even she could feel the limits of her magic. Her soul just wasn’t ready to make that next Step.

“Die!” A voice called out from beyond the edges of the ship.

She ducked and rolled out of the way of a stream of fire that scorched the deck where she had been standing. ‘Focus, Wendy! We’re fighting for real now!’

Kare’s voice rang through her head, and she knew that she couldn’t allow herself to lose focus.

All around her, the enemy Adepts that could fly were rising up to invade the ships that were stranded in the trees. There numbers weren’t as high as that of the Legendaries in the sky, but it was often easier to attack than to defend. Especially when there were multiple non-moving targets to strike or protect.

A boom in the distance and a flash of lightning that nearly hit the ship just proved how dangerous it was to be a target for the Legends fighting above.

For now, however, Wendy focused on the woman that was standing in front of her. A Flame Hunter with a flying serpent Spirit that floated around her body.

“Lucky.” The woman scoffed as she charged forward.

A flame covered sword slashed down toward Wendy’s neck. She managed to bring her spear up in time to defend. A black shroud of shadows covered it, reinforcing the haft and allowing her to deflect the blow to the side. The ensuing burst of Flame washed over the deck but didn’t cause any significant damage.

“I won’t need luck to kill you.” She exclaimed as she followed up with a swing with her spear.

The black clad weapon was blocked by the Flame Hunter’s Spirit, but Kare took this as a chance to strike at the Hunter directly. Gashes formed in the enemy’s armor as razor-sharp talons with misty shadows flowing like smoke tore through the far less enchanted steel.

“You bitch!” The Flame Hunter turned to strike at Kare, who had dodged backward to avoid the wave of fire that they had expected to come. “Graah! How do you keep dodging!”

“You’re too predictable!” Wendy’s cry fell on deaf ears as the Hunter focused on Kare.

The flying serpent wreathed in flames circled around Wendy. But the Obscure Hunter wasn’t going to let herself get distracted. She needed to finish this so she could help the others on the ship.

“Can you even attack if your partner isn’t there to help you?” She tried to taunt the Spirit, but it didn’t work. All she got was an angry hiss, but the Spirit didn’t charge. Not yet.

‘Behind you!’ Kare’s voice called through their bond, but rather than dodge away, likely into whatever the Spirit in front of her had prepared, she activated the Radiant Shield ring that Riley had given her.

A golden shield sprung up, blocking an arrow of fire that had flown at her from the enemy Hunter, who Kare was now tearing into. The woman’s sword had been knocked away, and she was practically defenseless against the Obscure Spirit’s onslaught.

Even the Spirit was surprised for a moment, and Wendy took the opportunity presented to her.

Shadows that had slowly crept out from her own wrapped around the Spirit’s shadow, causing it to freeze in place for a moment. Charging forward with her spear raised high, Wendy took advantage of the sudden shock and confusion her spell had caused.

Letting her barrier take another wave of fire, she ignored the flying serpent’s desperate attack and stabbed forward with her spear. The Spirit managed to break her hold at the last minute, and avoided a lethal blow, but was still struck through the wing.

Shifting her aim, Wendy turned her spear toward the deck. It pierced into the deck and stayed there. Several hooks made of shadows then appeared, each one aimed at keeping the wing of the serpent pinned down.

“How dare you!” The Flame Hunter cried out. She ignored Kare’s latest attack and charged Wendy. Bloodied and bruised, the woman was covered in cuts that leaked a shadowy mist.

Wendy didn’t stay still, and jumped away from the woman, but threw a dagger covered in black mist that she had pulled from her Void Pouch. It struck the Flame Hunter in the shoulder but didn’t otherwise stop her from reaching her pinned Spirit.

By now, Wendy had used up a fair bit of her mana with the spells she cast so far. So, she didn’t charge in recklessly, and instead took a look at the rest of the deck, even as Kare landed on her shoulder.

Most of the battles had been evenly matched so far, and it looked like all the Adepts that were headed for their ship were already here. If they could just take down one or two enemies, they’d be able to turn the tide much more quickly.

‘Focus!’ Kare chided as Wendy turned back to her opponent. The Flame Hunter had removed the spear and had thrown it to the side. Wendy grabbed it with her shadows before it could fly off the ship.

‘We need to finish this.’ Wendy tried to figure out how to beat her opponent without using up too much mana. Then she noticed that her enemy hadn’t removed the dagger that she had thrown into her shoulder. ‘Can you grab that dagger?’

‘Not with my talons. But I’m guessing we won’t need to.’ Kare instantly knew where Wendy was going with her plan.

‘Then let’s do it!’ Wendy dashed forward, low and close to the ground, she moved to circle around her enemy.

The Flame Hunter let out a burst of fire in all directions once Wendy got close enough. Wendy expected the woman thought she would be using her barrier ring again. But this time, she took the blow with just her armor, partially covering her face to protect against the heat on her skin.

The widespread flames were much weaker than the more focused waves and the arrow that had been used before now. So, she managed to get away with this maneuver unharmed.

She then went straight for the injured Spirit, ignoring the Hunter entirely.

“Don’t you dare ignore me!” The Flame user screamed but couldn’t do much else.

Kare had extended her shadow to wrap around the dagger in her enemy’s shoulder. The enchanted weapon acted like a beacon that she could directly hold onto. Rather than pull it out, however, the Obscure Spirit just shook it around, causing pain and damage to build up and cause the Hunter to fall to the ground screaming.

Fire flew everywhere, and prevented Kare from getting close since there were no longer any openings. But that was fine. Her shadow could go where she could not.

For Wendy, she ignored the screams and took out another dagger. This time charging it with far more mana than before, to the point where you couldn’t even tell that it was metal anymore. Throwing it with all her might, it went flying straight for the serpent Spirit’s head. It moved to dodge but saw Wendy’s spear coming at it from the side.

Seemingly sensing far more danger from the dagger than the spear, Wendy saw the Spirit move to take the blow from her spear and dodged out of the way of the dagger. Its fangs also glowed with red light. Likely to attack her once it got close enough.

Only for the dagger to move in the air, turning to the side, and stabbing the Spirit in the eye. A thin thread of shadow connected the dagger to Wendy.

Reeling in sudden pain as it found several inches of shadowed steel in its eye, the Spirit failed to dodge as Wendy stuck her spear through its body.

It let out a strangled gasp as the fires that lined its body fizzled out. The glowing red in its mouth also disappeared. A moment later, there was a dull ‘thump’ as it fell to the deck. Motes of red light floated into the air as it died.

“Noooo!” The Spirit’s Hunter screamed in pain and rage. She ran toward Wendy, despite the pain of the dagger rattling inside her shoulder.

Her movements were so staggered that Wendy barely had to dodge.

As one, she and Kare moved forward, dodging the weak attempt from the Hunter to set her on fire. Wendy took a glancing blow to get close, before shoving her spear through one of the gashes in the woman’s armor.

She jolted to a stop, and Kare took the opportunity to sever her neck.

With a spray of blood, the woman fell to the deck beside her fading Spirit.

Wendy took a moment to catch her breath. Looking at the corpse at her feet, she felt sick to her stomach. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen a corpse, but it had been the first time she had made one.

‘I’m fine... I’ll be fine. Let’s go help the others.’ She cut off her Spirit’s concerned words before they could be said. The emotions from her Spirit flowed through their bond with ease.

Straightening up, Wendy steeled herself before picking a new target. Running forward, the shadows followed as she entered into yet another fight.

            

    
        CH 236 (Book 6 Ch 11): Fighting the Lights

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel couldn’t stop moving. He knew that if he did, he was dead.

The world itself was attacking him as icicles stabbed up at him. Waves rose and tried to topple over him, and his fitting shifted and disappeared in an attempt to drag him down and consume him. After that first massive attack, the cultist he was fighting hadn’t allowed him to get close since.

“Stop moving around so much!” The Glacial Hunter screamed in rage. Her voice shook as she continued to attack Ezekiel. Different constructs forming and breaking one after another.

He didn’t stop, of course, and even as the water and ice beneath him shifted he still managed to avoid the constant barrage of attacks sent his way. Jumping into the air, he even managed to get a few more stickers in. Hammering down with Shine to shatter the ice that the cultist used as a shield.

But even thought this happened time and time again, Ezekiel could tell that his opponent wasn’t truly tired out. The level of skill was also generally greater than most of the other Legendaries he had faced before.

“How about you come up here, and we can fight properly. That way I won’t need to move around so much.” He called back at the Blue clad cultist that refused to leave the iceberg she had created. “I thought that the Cult of Light was filled with those that would do anything to fulfill the Radiant Lord’s desires. Does your lack of ability mean that I’m not the Anathema anymore? Has your so-called Lord finally accepted that I’ve done nothing wrong, or does it mean that you’re just incompetent!?”

“As if a monster like you could ever be anything but a monster!” The icy terrain shifted, and a large number of weapons in a variety of shapes flew at Ezekiel from the force of high-powered pressure jets. The water from the ocean that was forced through the glacier also cut through the air.

“Shit!” Ezekiel started weaving between the shifting icy weapons and avoided the high-pressure water streams.

‘Maybe you shouldn’t be taunting the Legendary Hunter that wants to kill you!’ Shine called through their bond. ‘Especially not when it’s obvious that she has the home field advantage!’

One of the ice weapons got a bit too close, and Ezekiel wasn’t able to dodge. But a burst of [Nothingness] dispelled the mana that was controlling its movement. It didn’t disperse the weapon itself, but the momentum dropped by a significant amount. To the point where Ezekiel could push it away without taking any damage.

‘Dammit! This territory is basically reinforcing her spells by greatly lowering the amount of mana she needs to use for her spells.’ Ezekiel could see that the number of weapons being aimed at him wasn’t decreasing. ‘How can we take her out when we can’t even get close to her? Not even [Jumping] is an option at this point.’

The sheer number of weapons that were moving around the cultist in a protective manner were too much for Ezekiel to maneuver around. The constant movement also meant that he couldn’t lock down an area to safely [Jump] to. Even worse was the fact that he couldn’t [Slingshot] himself either.

He had no desire to skewer himself on one of the many icy blades that stood between himself and his enemy. Especially with the diamond cutting water streams also flying at him.

‘Maybe one large burst would work?’ Shine’s suggestion had merit, and Ezekiel decided it couldn’t hurt to try.

Several spherical barriers formed around Ezekiel. Each one was the size of his fist, and as he moved through the air, and walked across both ice and water, a bright opalescent light filled the orbs. He made some distance between them, which forced the Glacial Hunter to move to stay within range. But never close enough for Ezekiel to land another direct hit.

This went on for several minutes, until he finally felt that the strain was too much for him to maintain. Then he charged directly at the Glacial cultist.

With his first step, one of the orbs dropped, and a wave of force spread and pushed the weapons and water that were flying toward him away. This continued every few steps, with each step taking him several meters closer to his target.

Finally, just as he got within a few meters of the cultist, he sent the last three orbs of force flying. Two in front, and one behind, to soften her up, and take out the weapons flying toward him from the rear.

But it didn’t seem to matter, because even though she was no longer surrounded by weapons and hyper pressurized streams of water, she was able to avoid Ezekiel’s strike by making a hole appear beneath her. She immediately dropped beneath the water, even as he was forced to take to the air in order to avoid falling into the water, which would basically be a death sentence in this instance.

The hole was closed a second later. Only for the cultist to once again appear on the ice a couple dozen meters away.

“That won’t work on me, Anathema!” She called out with a hint of laughter in her voice. The pride she felt at having tricked Ezekiel was obvious, and it grated on his nerves.

He slammed Shine into the ice beneath him, shattering the glacier once again as he screamed in frustration before he was forced to take to the air again. The cracks in the ice were sealed in seconds as the cultist channeled her magic. By this point, Ezekiel was getting tired of this fight.

‘How the hell is this so difficult? Seriously, I can tell that she’s a peak Legendary, but there’s no way she’s a borderline Mythic as well.’ He knew it sounded like he was whining, but he couldn’t help it. This battle wasn’t going the way he had thought that it would. ‘Why couldn’t this bitch be like all the other cultists we’ve fought in the past.’

Taking out some of his daggers, he started throwing those instead of trying to attack directly. Only for them to be harmlessly deflected after the first obstacles were avoided. The enchantments only worked the first time, and the multitude of weapons being too much for them to get past.

‘Maybe we should rejoin the other battles?’ 

Ezekiel took a moment to think about it, still dodging the barrage of weapons coming from the Glacial Hunter in front of him. ‘I’d love to, but if we leave this bitch alone then she’ll go after Wolken, which will tip the scales in the Cult Mythic’s favor. We can’t afford to lose our Exalt. Not when we haven’t even made landfall. Even if we can’t beat her, we need to at least keep her distracted.’

Sending a few [Void Cutters] and [Void Stabs] flying toward the cultist, he tried to start building up another batch of [Force Orbs], a pulse of light from the Legendary cultist passed over him.

A strange Artifact was held in the cultist’s hand. It glowed with a golden light that seemed to disrupt all the mana in the environment. Even the cultist’s Glacial constructs seemed to waver and fall to the ground for a moment. But it was only for a second before they flew at Ezekiel once more.

“That trick won’t work twice on me!” The Glacial cultist let out a laugh as Ezekiel began dodging once more.

‘This isn’t working. We need some space.’ A second later, he [Jumped] a few dozen meters backward, avoiding the weapons that were flying toward him.

He then flew backward to make some distance between them. This let him get a better look at his enemy, and he saw that she was incredibly well equipped as well. To the point that his own armor and tools seemed second hand.

They also glowed with golden light. The feel of Radiant mana filled the air, but only served to enhance the Glacial magic that his enemy was using. Her spells were incredibly powerful, even for a Glacial magic user fighting in the ocean.

If it wasn’t for his incredibly high [Understanding] of his element, he was certain that the difference between them would be far worse.

“Who are you?” He asked as their battle entered into a minor lull. “There’s no way you’re just a Cultist. You’re far too well equipped for that. You’re also not screaming at me like the usual brainwashed zealot.”

Standing in the air after avoiding a forest of lashing water tendrils, Ezekiel looked down at the woman he’d been fighting for the past few minutes. She paused, as if she was surprised by Ezekiel’s question. But then she smirked.

“I don’t think you can afford to be asking me questions like that.”

For a moment, Ezekiel didn’t understand what she was talking about. He was outside her current range, and the largest threats to his person were far enough away that his danger sense was only a dull buzzing in the background.

But as he took a second to think about it, that dull buzz turned into a ringing alarm.

‘Shine!’ His mental yell was enough to get his partner to throw up a barrier, just as he [Jumped] away.

The next moment, the space he was in was filled with violet lightning. It branched out in every direction. The sheer area of effect was so great that he was certain it could be seen dozens of kilometers away at the other battlefronts.

----------



Over a hundred meters away, Ezekiel shook off the effects of the Lightning that broke through his barrier. His [Jump] got him out of the center of the blast, but the distance had lessened the effects of the magic. Even though it still broke through his barrier.

‘What the hell was that!?’ Shine screamed through their bond. ‘Why didn’t we sense anything any earlier? Something that big should’ve given us plenty of heads up to dodge.’

‘I don’t know! Now help me find out where that came from!’ Spreading his senses outwards, he began reaching through the different levels of space that he could just barely touch upon.

It took several seconds, but he finally found what he was looking for. A crackling sensation that was just at the edge of his range. Yet, the moment he felt it, it disappeared, only to reappear in a completely different area.

‘Evade!’ Shine screamed as Ezekiel’s was pulled back into the present.

Beneath him there was a gaping maw of water rising up to surround him. Flying off to the side, he narrowly avoided the water that closed around his previous position.

His danger sense screamed once more. Yet again, the world was filled with lightning as he [Jumped] away. But this time there was something different. It was as if the lightning followed him through his spell. The moment he reappeared, the barrier that Shine had been maintaining was shattered under the force of the bolt of electricity that struck him.

“Disperse!” Ezekiel cried out as he [Empowered] his [Nothingness] in tandem with Shine.

The power behind his spell nullified the lightning before it could make contact with his body. This prevented him from being shocked and paralyzed, which would’ve immediately ended the fight.

‘What the hell is going on!?’ Ezekiel frantically sought out the source of the attack once more. But all he could find was that same tingling sensation just beyond his senses. Then he noticed something else. ‘Where’d she go?’

Below, where the Glacial Hunter had been standing, the iceberg that had been acting as a platform had disappeared. Not only that, but the Hunter herself had left without a trace as well. All evidence of her presence was gone.

Just then, the tingling on the edge of his senses moved once more.

Given the events that had happened last time, Ezekiel decided to not take any chances, and immediately [Jumped] a couple hundred meters away. Right before the space he was in was filled with lightning once more. This time, it didn’t follow his spell.

He also saw the branching bolts focus into a single space on the surface of the ocean. As well as originate from a single point in the sky. One that seemed utterly empty.

‘No... There’s something there... Is that a hand?’

He received no response from Shine. They were too confused at what was happening, and too focused on making sure the lightning couldn’t get them again.

Yet, even so, Ezekiel could tell that his befuddled exclamation was correct. Just barely visible within the lightning, and only appearing for a moment, there was a violet Spirit Armored hand that was reaching out of a golden circle of light.

It only appeared for a moment, but Ezekiel could tell that this was the source of his new troubles.

However, he didn’t have any time to think about it, because he could feel the tingling that originated from the hand moved once more. This time, he didn’t even have to think about it, because Shine had already [Jumped] them out of there.

But instead of [Jumping] sideways, they went up, and appeared above the golden circle with the hand poking out of it.

‘Now!’ Shine screamed, and Ezekiel suddenly knew what he needed to do.

Swinging down with Shine, Ezekiel let out a [Void Cutter] and the spell impacted against an invisible barrier. A moment later, a crack appeared in the sky. The edge was gold in color, and he could now sense the Radiant magic that was keeping the person inside hidden.

“Oh? I’m surprised you managed to discover me that fast. Too bad it doesn’t matter.” A violet Spirit Armor clad Hunter spoke with a tone filled with malicious glee. “You got lucky in Quintessa, but this time you have nowhere to run, or hide!”

The Lightning Hunter nearly shrieked in rage as she held up her other hand, and Ezekiel saw that there was an Artifact strapped to her back, with cable that extended toward her hands. There was smoke emanating from whatever it was, and Ezekiel could sense an incredibly dense amount of Lightning mana.

Her chest also glowed from a large Artifact necklace that was shining brightly. It flickered in tandem with the glowing cracks in the barrier.

A part of him wanted to [Jump] again, as he knew that another blast of Lightning was going to be launched at him again. But he knew that doing so wouldn’t solve his current problem.

Instead, he sent a [Void Stab] directly at the smoking Artifact on the woman’s back, just before she could fire off another explosion of Lightning.

There was a loud ‘crack’ as the apparent battery was split open. Only then did Ezekiel [Slingshot] himself away. Just as the Cultist threw the broken Artifact away while she screamed in rage. The crack in her barrier sealed shut as her necklace became blindingly bright.

‘Barriers! Barriers now!’ Ezekiel and Shine both began throwing up as many barriers as possible, even as they flew away faster than the speed of sound as the [Slingshot] spell sent them flying tens of kilometers away thanks to the amount of mana Ezekiel had thrown into it.

Just a few seconds later, the world was filled with a massive dome of lightning that spread in all directions. Water vaporized from the sheer power and heat of the electricity that flowed into it.

A stream of lightning as wide as an elephant also reached out horizontally, flying through the air directly at Ezekiel. It followed the path he had made with his spell, slower than the first time, which had been an instantaneous impact, but it was quickly gaining on them.

But he didn’t have a choice. A normal [Jump] wouldn’t have gotten him far enough away to escape the explosion. Something he had instinctively known when he had cast his spell.

‘Brace yourself!’ Protected by dozens of layers of barriers, Ezekiel and Shine could only pray as the massive bolt of lightning got closer. ‘Get that other spell ready!’

‘But we haven’t practiced it enough! We still can’t keep it stable!’

‘I know, but it’s the only chance we have! Use the crystals if you need more mana!’

Shine fell silent, and Ezekiel could feel several dozen mana crystals be removed from his Void Pouch. The mana inside them was instantly used to fuel the spell that Shine was trying to form.

A large circle filled with stars appeared behind them, moving at the same speed that they were. The circle flickered in and out of existence, but before they could do anything about it, the massive bolt struck them dead on.

Their barriers held for a few seconds, a light flashed and shone from Ezekiel’s eyes, but they ultimately shattered one by one.

----------



Back at the center of the explosion, golden shards of the shattered barrier fell apart. The Lightning Hunter concealed within was steaming as portions of her armor were clearly burnt and broken.

“Let the Radiant Lord annihilate that bastard’s soul and ensure he never gets reborn!” She groaned in pain as she removed the smoking remains of the barrier Artifact that was hanging from her neck. “Thank you, Lord, for your protection.”

She dropped the broken necklace, letting it fall into the sea. Only for an icy blue hand to grab it just before it hit the water.

“I didn’t think that you were the kind of person to just throw away the Lord’s gifts like that.” The Glacial Cultist muttered as she flew up to her apparent partner. “How could you possibly be so ungrateful, Peri? I thought you would’ve to keep a reminder of the tools used to kill the Anathema with you for all time. Oh well, I’ll keep it for myself, I guess.”

Her tone voice took on a mocking and teasing tone as she approached the Lightning Hunter.

“What do you want, Lana? You said it yourself; the Anathema is dead. There’s no longer any reason for you to stay here. Shouldn’t you go scurrying back to the Shroud family? I thought you were doing good work with them.” Peri, the Lightning Hunter, growled out.

“Oh, please. You know that all efforts went down the drain once they found out about our deals with the Kindled family.” Lana, the Glacial Hunter, brushed her hands against her chest plate. “Regardless, they won’t be an issue anymore. Especially with the Kindled family now in our pocket.”

“Are you sure about that? Who's to say that the Tempest Exalt won’t turn the tides?”

Lana just scoffed at her partner’s question. “Even if he escapes from the battle today alive, he won’t survive a battle against two Mythics on his own. Now, let’s go finish this. Even if you’re hurt, that’s no excuse for not taking part in the rest of the battle.”

“Tch! Why should I do a single thing you say?” Peri spat to the side. The pain from her injuries was destroying her usual composure. Her apparent distaste for Lana’s existence only seemed to add to her displeasure right now.

“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps because I took the time to leave my station and give both you and Exalt Endaria assistance. I wasn’t ordered to assist you, after all. That request was all on you.” Lana’s posture oozed smugness as she mocked the Lightning Hunter floating across from her.

“Spare me the lies. All you did was distract and hide! I don’t see you suffering the backlash of finally killing the Anathema, so you can go and wrap up the battle yourself. Besides, I’m barely keeping myself in the air right now. A few more minutes, and I won’t even be able to maintain my Spirit Armor.” Peri began floating away, heading in the direction of the combined fleet of cultists, Imperials, and Kindled family Hounds.

A male voice emanated from every direction as Peri jolted to a stop. An opalescent blade stabbed through her stomach. The bloody, bruised, and utterly shredded arm that held it seemed to appear from nowhere then ripped the blade up and out, basically bisecting Peri and causing the light to leave her eyes.

“How...? You... bastard...” The Lightning cultist died with a glare and a pained gasp. But Ezekiel didn’t let it end there. As his [Shroud] faded away, he launched a fist with his free hand.

Peri’s head popped like a grape, and bloody viscera and bone splattered all over Lana’s face. The Glacial cultist was too stunned to move. But she couldn’t take her eyes off Ezekiel. His survival had been the last possible thing to cross her mind, but here he was.

Even though he was incredibly injured, his mana wasn’t lacking. If anything, he had nearly as much as Lana had, only there was something different about it.

Perhaps it was the look in his eyes. The swirling sea of stars that flickered in and out of existence. Visible only due to the cracks that spread through his helmet. Cracks that were slowly closing.

“How...?” She echoed the words of her one-time partner.

Ezekiel didn’t say anything. Instead, he just faded away from view. His [Shroud] took form once more. But Lana didn’t stay to risk another battle. Instead, she retreated as fast as she could.

Ignoring the fleet and everything else that was happening, one of the leaders of the Cult of Light left the battle before it could be finished. With their plan to ambush Ezekiel now a failure, she had clearly decided to live to fight another day, rather than risk taking on whatever new trick he had figured out.

She pulled a whistle from her Void Pouch, even as she kept her senses sharpened for any possible attack directed toward her.

After a moment of examination, as if debating whether or not she should go through with what she was planning, she blew the Artifact in her hand as hard as she could. A shrill note filled the air. It reached even further out than the fleet that was fighting in the distance.

Yet she still fled. Not once looking back. Only to run face first into an invisible barrier.

----------



Minutes ago, when Ezekiel was staring face first at the lightning that was charging directly toward him, Ezekiel activated a spell that he very rarely used. Not because it wasn’t useful, but because there was very rarely a need to do so.

‘So, what do we do now?’ Shine asked as Ezekiel stared at the bolt of lightning that had seemingly frozen in the air barely a few inches from his face. ‘Given how rapidly you’re [Accelerating] time for us right now, I’d say we have a few subjective hours before we die from impact with a top Tier four Lightning bolt to the face.’

Ezekiel mentally snorted in amusement. ‘You are acting incredibly blase about this.’

‘So are you, but with how much Void is flooding our minds right now, I can only assume that this is the new normal for us. At least until we snap out of this or die.’ Shine mentally shrugged, but Ezekiel could tell that they were nervous. Even with the emotional effect of their element following their minds.

‘How stable is the [Void Gate] you threw up.?’ 

Shine sighed, ‘Not enough for me to think we’ll be able to get through it safely. I didn’t manage to get an exit set up, and a portal to nowhere will just rip us apart.’

The fact that ‘safely’ in this situation simply meant that they’d get out the other with lacerations all over their body, rather than exploding into chunky salsa was left unsaid.

‘... How long do you think we can survive in nowhere?’ A part of him couldn’t believe that he was asking this. Shine was certainly surprised.

‘The fact that you think we’d survive for even a second is terrifying. You know how much it took for us to survive the few seconds we were there in the Ancient Legacy. That was with the Ancient Void’s [Laws] dictating what happened there as well.’

The two Void users ignored the invocation of power that accompanied Shine’s words. The weight of the meaning behind what they had said was something that they couldn’t withstand more than a passing reference of. At least for now.

‘We might last, so long as we prepare and lock in all the spells we intend to use in a single go. That way, they’ll still be cast, even if we can’t cast them ourselves.’ This was an idea that Ezekiel had come up with recently but hadn’t really had a chance to try out. ‘Like enchanting ourselves, so that all that’s needed is mana, not [Will].’

Shine thought about it for a second. It wasn’t something Ezekiel had bothered sharing with them, since he hadn’t thought that he’d need to try this anytime soon. But desperate times had brought desperate measures.

‘... It could work. But the best-case situation would be extensive physical damage.’ Shine’s conclusion was the same one that Ezekiel had come up with. ‘If we do this, it won’t be the same as in the Ancient Legacy. We’ll be reappearing exactly where we left. We’ll be going nowhere.’

‘It’d still be better than here.’ Ezekiel turned his attention to the lightning shining in his face. ‘So, do we do this?’

‘... Fine. It’d be better than spending the next few subjective hours doing nothing but waiting for death.’ Shine began running calculations and drawing Runic enchantments with their mana.

There was no actual effect at this time, but it was important to get things ready for when Ezekiel dropped the [Acceleration]. The two spent the next few hours getting things as ready as possible.

‘... I just had a thought... Will this affect your soul?’ Shine paused before they could complete the last Rune for the spell formation they were going to enact. ‘Technically speaking, since your soul is so much stronger now, I don’t think it should be, but I think you’d know this better than me at this point.’

Ezekiel mentally smiled at his partner. ‘I promise you; my soul won’t be hurt by this. After everything we’ve been through, this won’t be more than a tickle. At least spiritually. I’ll even be able to keep your soul safe, which I notice you tried to ignore.’

‘... If you say so...’ Shine placed the final Rune in their spell formation. ‘You’re sure that this will work? It’s definitely a Tier five spell at this point. If not in cost, then at least in effect.’

‘Technically speaking, we’re not doing anything new. We’re just doing something that would come to us more naturally at a higher Tier, that’s all.’ Ezekiel finished his portion as well, and prepared himself to drop the [Acceleration] which would activate the pair’s spell. ‘Who knows, maybe I’ll even figure something out regarding my [Truth] for Tier five.’

The words flew from Ezekiel in a relaxed manner, but there was a weight to them that wasn’t there before. A pressure that settled on his shoulders, since he knew that he only had so much time before he was forced to face a Mythic enemy on his own.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he focused on what he was about to do. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Let’s do this!’

With that last confirmation from Shine, Ezekiel dropped the [Acceleration] spell, and the bolt of lightning flew forward. But all it did was harmlessly impact on a rip in space and time.

Its targets were now nowhere to be found.

            

    
        CH 237 (Book 6 Ch 12): The Storm Dies Down

    
    
    
    
                It was painful. He could feel his body being ripped apart at the seams. It was not unlike the times he’d been hurt from bad [Jumps] in the past. His fight against the Flame Cultist that attacked him in Tarquessa came to mind. But this was a thousand times worse. If only physically.

That didn’t mean that he couldn’t feel his [Will] and soul straining as it worked hard to keep itself from being torn up. The pressure was even more intense as his soul tried to hold Shine’s together as well. 

He could feel himself being pushed and pulled in all directions at once. 

He was here. 

He was there.

He was everywhere.

He was nowhere.

Suddenly, it stopped. Something clicked within his mind, and Ezekiel remembered. 

He remembered the time spent traveling through the Void as just a soul. The time where he had been asleep, and nothing seemed to happen, even as his soul grew larger and larger as time passed.

Then, a breaking of barriers as he entered Eldramir. A massive, gaping maw of oily flesh and bones in the distance. Sealed within the centermost point of the only true continent in the world.

Suddenly his mind was filled with concepts and [Understandings] that he couldn’t comprehend, so he didn’t. Even now, with his increased [Will] and even more powerful soul, he did not comprehend it all. 

So, he didn’t.

Instead, just like before, he forgot, but this time, a portion of it remained. Including the fact that he had forgotten anything at all. Which was more than he recalled from the first time.

Now, even as his body was quickly coming apart at the seams, he saw something in these memories. A piece of himself that he had thought he hadn’t realized that he was losing. A burning desire that he had once felt in his previous life, but the trials of his new life had nearly washed away.

A question that had been left unanswered, but now screamed loudly within his soul.

“What are you?”

Unconsciously, the words escaped his lips, even as it hurt to think, let alone speak. He said those words, nearly screaming them into the Void. Only for silence to be his only answer.

The next moment, the rest of his spell formation activated. His soul called out in fear and loss, as he could feel that he was incredibly close to his [Truth]. But it was too late.

A moment later, as the light within his soul had just begun to flicker, he disappeared from nowhere. Reappearing elsewhere, with a burning desire, and worthwhile frustration at being denied.

----------



The moment they had reappeared, Shine knew that something had happened when they were nowhere. Their partner was covered in wounds that were bleeding profusely, and it seemed like the only thing holding his body together was mana and grit.

Yet even though they knew that Ezekiel’s wounds were purely physical, with no soul damage at all, besides some minor strain and tiredness, they were worried.

Ezekiel was utterly silent when they had reappeared. No word of worry or reassurance was to be had. Instead, there was just a firm determination that was as tough as magically reinforced steel.

In fact, Shine wasn’t certain that there was anything in the world that could deter Ezekiel from whatever he had currently set his mind on.

‘Are you okay?’ They asked in a nervous tone. A small part of them felt ashamed of the fact that they sounded scared of their partner, but there was a change in Ezekiel’s presence that they didn’t understand.

A moment later, that worry disappeared, as Ezekiel seemed to realize something, and their answer was full of feelings of regret and apology.

‘Sorry about that. I just... I saw something that I needed to see, and it nearly got me what I needed.’ Ezekiel sounded uncertain of himself, but the sense that his emotions were once more stunted by his element were disappearing.

Hearing what he had to say, Shine could see why Ezekiel was feeling so intense. They also understood why Ezekiel felt so different. If before he had been at the door to the Mythic Tier, then now, it seemed like that door had been opened, and he had even gotten one foot through.

Now, he just had to get the rest of himself through as well.

‘Well...I think I know what will make you feel better.’ Shine directed their senses to where the two cultists were now talking to one another.

Silently, Ezekiel grinned as he was covered in a [Shroud]. Preparing themself, Shine readied a proper long range [Jump]. Reveling in their partner’s emotions as Ezekiel readied them for battle.

A moment later, and a quick stab forward, the Void Hunter and Spirit had stabbed through the lightning throwing bitch that had gotten them in so much pain and trouble in the first place.

As her body fell into the ocean, they had an idea, and a small flow of mana entered the body of their deceased enemy. Ezekiel’s approval for their plan made them grin.

----------



Ezekiel hadn’t expected the Glacial Cultist to have just started running after he had killed her partner. Who he now recognized was the Cultist that seemed to have had a presence in Quintessa. If the reports that he had gotten from the Church were to be believed.

‘Well... at least we can confirm that the Cult in Quintessa has more or less been rooted out.’ While he wasn’t certain how high up these two had been, they knew that they weren’t just your run of the mill cultists. They were better equipped than any he had fought before.

‘Are you sure we should keep on fighting? You got the drop on the Lightning user, but this one is in far better condition, and we couldn’t take her down before.’ Shine had shifted from being overjoyed at taking out the one who had hurt Ezekiel so badly, to concern for his health as his primary focus.

By this point, the Glacial cultist had slammed into the barrier that Ezekiel had thrown up. A dark sense of glee filled him as he saw her bounce backward with a crack in her helmet that swiftly repaired itself. She dropped to the ocean once more, but Ezekiel didn’t let up. He charged at her and locked his arms around her before pulling her up into the sky, further and further from the ocean.

She flailed in his arms, but she couldn’t summon up as much water as before. The attacks she made against him were comparatively weak, as the cost of each spell had increased exponentially.

He could now tell that she wasn’t a primary combatant. Had it not been for the fact that the ocean was augmenting her power, he was almost certain he could’ve beaten her much sooner. His own strength seemed to be much higher as well. Though the injuries he had suffered were beginning to act up.

Perhaps it was a side effect of rediscovering a portion of his [Truth]?

‘We should at least try. Besides, you set a marker this time, right?’ Ezekiel thought back to the mana he had sensed Shine channel into the dead Cultist’s body. ‘We’ll be able to escape without any issues if that’s the case.’

Due to the general suddenness of their battle, Ezekiel and Shine hadn’t been able to create any [Jump] points to get away more quickly. Especially since they had to ensure that their opponent didn’t get away from them to help the Cult’s Exalt either.

Had they thrown their daggers, they would’ve sunk into the ocean, or been too far away to [Jump] to. But with a corpse, it was likely that it would float, and he’d be able to get to it more easily.

‘In the future, we’re making badges or something that Riley and Wendy can wear. I don’t like that we’ve been stuck like this.’

Shine silently agreed with him. Having something that wouldn’t be concealed inside a Void Pouch would be of great help later, since Void Pouches tended to cut off their connection and sensing, unless they physically touched the thing.

“Grrraaahhhh!” Ezekiel suddenly found himself frozen in a block of ice that the cultist wasn’t stopped by. She was able to slip out of his grip during the brief few seconds when he couldn’t move.

But he broke free from the ice easily enough, and once more took chase after the Glacial Hunter. He could sense that the spell that she had just used was incredibly draining.

By this point, his armor had finished repairing itself, and he was easily avoiding the hastily formed constructs that were thrown at him. She was no longer trying to conserve mana. Now, it was apparent that she simply wanted to get as far away from him as possible.

Of course, just as he had caught up to her again, a flare of danger screamed at him, and he allowed Shine to activate the [Jump] point that they had made earlier.

Right before he disappeared, a wave of gold and green leaves filled his vision. As did several wooden figures that seemed to be humanoid flowers roughly half his size began attacking.

The next second, he saw a large cloud of petals and leaves in the distance, before turning around and fleeing straight back to where he could see his fleet falling from the now dying giant tree it had been trapped on.

----------



Moments before, the battle between Wolken and the cult’s Exalt was reaching a much more frantic state. Wolken was no longer fighting just one figure. He was now fighting several dozen. Most of which were Incredibly weak, barely Legendary, but thanks to the regenerative abilities of the Life element, they just weren’t dying. Those that did still had their remains floating in the air, and he couldn’t afford to waste mana blowing them away.

“This style of battle is very different from the one you used before.” Wolken let out a loud cry, the air vibrating as it shattered the constructs in front of him.

He was suddenly blasted upward from a gust of wind that blew a few more constructs off course. Then he dodged around the swing of one of the branching tendrils from his enemy’s back. Her figure had closed the gap in the moments he had taken to deal with her pawns.

“I cannot afford to hold back to kill you. Now die already!” The cultist screamed as several flowers budded along her branches. More pawns took shape, and Wolken found himself surrounded.

Before he could destroy them, they all let out a stream of spells. The bombardment was an annoyance, as it distracted him long enough for the cultist to get away.

“Why do you keep fighting!? By this point, the Anathema is already dead! Just give up and return to the Light!” She was referring to the explosive Lightning that had shattered the glacier that had been not far from them.

Wolken had felt a little bit worried when this had happened, especially when it had happened again, not long after, but the fact that the hidden attacker had taken at least two shots meant that Ezekiel hadn’t died to the first one. So, for the moment, he would focus on his opponent. Especially since he didn’t know if, or when, she’d get reinforcements.

“What’s your name? I figure I should at least be able to identify you once I kill you.” Wolken refused to show any signs of strain as he continued to fight. Even though his mana was running low. Though not as low as his opponent’s, he noticed.

“Ha! Go to hell with the knowledge that Endaria, Verdant Light of Radiance, was the one who killed you!” A sudden glow surrounded the two combatants.

Wolken made a mad dash to get out of the Runic circle that had taken form from the broken remains of the puppets he had been destroying. The formation caused the mana in their surroundings to vibrate, and the puppets exploded into trees that grew into a massive sphere of roots and branches.

Both Exalts were entangled, but only Wolken found himself having trouble. Endaria simply shifted the wooden constructs out of the way.

“This is the end! Die you traitor to humanity!” Endaria clenched her hands, and the ball of wood seemed to shrink inward. Yet, the Life Exalt didn’t celebrate her apparent victory. Instead, she backpedaled away as fast as she could. “Ancients damn you wretched heretical traitors!”

A buzzing and grinding sound filled the air as a massive orb of wind sawed away at the wood that kept Wolken trapped. At the very center, the Tempest Exalt held his limbs outward, and the orb of compressed and cutting wind turned the remaining floating bits of wood into nothing more than dust.

“That was a good trick.” Wolken idly spoke as he allowed his spell to fade.

It was difficult to tell, since neither of them revealed any physical tells, but they were both able to sense the tiredness that their opponent was feeling. The amount of mana needed in both of those attacks had been great. At this point, it was unlikely that either one of them could do such a thing again.

The two prepared to charge forward to clash once more, but the sudden explosion of lightning in the distance, nearly ten times larger and louder than the previous ones, drew their attention.

There was a sudden lull in their battle, before Wolken made a mad dash to get over there as fast as he could. Only for several dozen more branches to wrap around his body as he tried to get past Endaria’s spells.

“You think you can leave now? After things are finally going right!?” She screamed in gleeful rage.

“Get out of my way you crazy bitch!” Wolken dove toward the water to avoid the attacks aimed his way. “There’s no way that such an explosion was planned. Are you not concerned about your fellow cultists?”

“Of course I am! But if they die for our Lord then it will be a death that is well earned. Besides, keeping you here means that my allies won’t be killed by you.”

“Who’s to say that they aren’t dead by Ezekiel’s hand?” Wolken wasn’t certain that Ezekiel was still alive. Not after that explosion, but he had to keep some hope in him.

“Ha! There’s no way the Anathema could’ve survived that! My fellow Lights are equipped with Artifacts granted to them by the Avatar of our Lord himself!” The confidence that Endaria was displaying was beginning to grate on Wolken’s nerves.

Ultimately, they simply couldn’t know for certain until someone either joined them, or one of them got away to investigate.

“Give up, Tempest Exalt! Beg for forgiveness and I will ensure that you will be welcomed in our ranks-”

A shrill whistling sound cut her off. Had Wolken been able to see her face, he would’ve seen her go stark pale, then and angry red as she realized that something had changed.

Waving her hand, a swarm of leaves and petals filled Wolken’s vision. This time it is much denser, and harder to blow away than before. While he wasn’t attacked, and had kept his defenses high, he was unable to get free for several seconds. He wasn’t willing to bring up another sphere of wind to grind it all away. It would be too costly if the fight was going to continue for much longer.

But, when he could finally see clearly once more, all he saw was Endaria’s fleeing figure. Focusing on where she was headed, he saw a small blue figure now locked in the hold of an opalescent one. He pushed himself as fast as he could, the puppets of the Life magic cultist were just about to strike, when the opalescent figure disappeared.

This brought Wolken up short before he could even make it a hundred meters.

Instead, he turned back to where the last massive explosion had occurred. He decided to ignore the fleeing cultists, though he took note of the ones that were fleeing in the other areas of battle.

Once he reached his destination, he saw a sight that made him smile.

“It seems you won!” He called out to the figure treading water below.

Ezekiel just looked up at him in exasperation. Wolken just continued to smile, even as he pulled Ezekiel out of the water and flew toward the now dying giant golden tree.

----------

Riley had just run her spear through the body of another enemy. The insides of the Imperial Hunter became nothing more than a charred mess, and smoke burst from his mouth as he fell to the ocean below.

The current battle had been somewhat of a slog for the Azure Flame Legendary. While she had certainly helped whittle down the enemy numbers, it was obvious that the somewhat higher numbers were enough to keep the battle evenly matched.

“How much longer will this go on for?” She didn’t receive an answer. The Hunter who had been helping her had gone off to join another battle elsewhere, and she was just about to do so as well.

Then she noticed that she was close to her ship, so she decided to check on Wendy and her crew. Descending toward the golden tree, she heard another blast of Lightning in the distance. This one was much larger than the previous ones. To the point that it drowned out the noise of the battle around her.

“Ezekiel...” Roley gazed into the distance. She just knew in her gut that the most recent distraction from the battle had something to do with her Void Hunter.

She only hoped that he was handling himself well, and not tearing himself apart like he usually did when left alone for too long in enemy territory.

There was a momentary quiet before the battles started up again. But much to her surprise and joy, the massive golden tree began to shift. The tide quickly turned in favor of the ships that had been stranded in the massive tree.

“Quickly! We have a head start, but we need to maintain it before those bastards can retake control of the tree again!” A Legendary Life Hunter that was sitting in a hidden spot on the golden tree called out orders to the Archipelago’s fleet.

The ships in the vicinity immediately turned as the large branches holding them up shifted.

But rather than fire at the Legendaries above, they tilted downward so as to fire at the enemy ships below.

“Smart. They won’t be able to differentiate between the enemies in the air and the allies that are already fighting.” Riley idly let loose a stream of fire at a group of Adepts that had climbed up from beneath one of the boats.

The Azure flames took the form of a serpentine dragon. They curled around the ship without damaging it, and the Adepts cried out in pain as they were seared within their melting armor.

“Wendy!” Riley called out once she landed.

The Obscure Hunter didn’t reply. For a moment, Riley grew worried, since she didn’t see her lover’s sister anywhere on the deck. But a loud ‘hooting’ echoed from the door leading below. Just as a shot was released from the cannons below.

Taking one more look around, Riley made sure that there was nothing else she needed to take care of for the moment before heading down.

Right in front of her, with several other Adepts manning different cannons of their own, Wendy was taking aim and firing at the ships below.

“Riley! Are you okay? Why aren’t you fighting?” Wendy spared a glance at her mentor and watcher. “We’ve got things handled here. You don’t need to be worried.”

Riley opened her mouth to speak, but a sudden shrill whistling rang through the area. The lower Tier Hunters flinched and held their ears. Riley stuck her head out one of the openings where the cannons were mounted.

Up above, the enemy Legendaries were now retreating. There was no order to it at all. They were just getting as far away from the battle as possible.

“Brace yourselves!” Riley called out a warning, but it was nearly too late.

A sudden jerk nearly made everyone lose their footing, but it was the weightless feeling of their descent that made them panic. For a second, it looked like the Adepts in the cabin were floating, but then gravity reasserted itself as the ship began falling out of the sky.

Above them, Riley could see that the tree they were perched in had begun to fall apart. Rapidly decaying and dying as the Archipelago’s fleet was dropped back into the ocean.

“Wendy! Get out and into the air. Now!” Riley helped the Mages and Hunters in the cabin get out. Those with Flying Spirits found said Spirits growing to a much larger size, so as to carry their partners and whoever else they could.

The ships had nearly hit the water, with the assorted crews all flying in the sky, when a massive whirlwind surrounded them all. Even the ones that were still on the tree, or were trying to get away from the falling tree.

“Is everyone alright?” Wolken’s voice filled the ears of the allied Scholars and Hunters. “Get away from the tree. We can’t have it crushing you when it finishes falling.”

Looking into the sky, Riley and Wendy saw Exalt Wolken waving his hands. Massive constructs that slowly manipulated the ships and debris gently flew through the sky. The supportive style of magic was enough to make sure that no further damage occurred.

But as overjoyed as they were to see the Exalt, as it meant that their enemies had been successfully sent packing, the familiar body that was currently hefted over his shoulder made their hearts sink. The fact that he was covered in blood and open wounds made them even more worried.

“Oh, Ezekiel... What did you do this time?” Riley’s exasperated sigh made Wendy look at her aghast, but the older Hunter just ignored it. “You’ll get used to it.”

Unfortunately, rather than reassure the younger Hunter, it was apparent from the look on her face that Riley’s words had horrified her instead. “Let’s just go see how bad the damage is.”

As the ships all landed safely in the water, Wendy dropped off the Hunters she had helped, and she and Riley flew off to the ship they saw Wolken descend on. Concern and curiosity filled them both.

----------

Clean up after the battle was relatively short. The ships had mostly gotten through everything undamaged. It was the Hunters that were the enemy’s target, so they were the ultimate focus.

As a result, not everybody was needed to make sure things were up and running before they were ready to head out again. This meant that Riley and Wendy had an ample amount of time to hover over Ezekiel when he was pinned to his bed by the healers looking over him.

Their berating and worries tugged at his heart, but they all knew that there was nothing else that could’ve been done. He had been ambushed by two apparent members of the Cult’s top members. Regional leaders that had entire armies following their beck and call.

Fortunately for Ezekiel, his injuries, being purely physical, were not as bad as he had expected. Even though they were incredibly painful. But the numbing sensation from his mana as he reinforced himself so as to keep fighting meant that he had exerted himself far more than he should have.

“Are we ready to set out again?” Ezekiel asked from his medical bed. Riley and Wendy had finished watching over him, and Wolken had returned to speak with him. Asking the ladies to leave while they talked.

His body was covered in green bandages that glowed with Life magic. It had only been a few hours since the battle had ended, and the Imperial, Kindled, and Cult forces had successfully retreated, since Wolken had decided to remain with the fleet, rather than risk the enemy coming around attacking them while he was gone.

“We started moving again a few minutes ago. Lie down, rest, and meditate on what you figured out.” Wolken was relatively gruff as he spoke to Ezekiel this time. The bags that had started forming under his eyes betrayed his exhaustion. “The fact that you got away with merely physical injuries from casting an incomplete Tier five spell means that you’re on the cusp, not just at the door. Focus, things are going differently than expected, and we’ll need a second Mythic sooner, rather than later.”

“... Understood.” Ezekiel watched Wolken nod in approval before leaving.

‘Do you think you’ll be able to figure it out?’ Shine was worried, and Ezekiel could hear it in their voice. ‘I’m not the only one that felt chills run down their spine when he finished speaking, right?’

‘... I don’t know if I’ll figure it out before we next clash with the enemy Mythics, but I do know that it’ll happen this year.’ Ezekiel wasn’t sure where his confidence came from, but he had a feeling that he was right. He had taken the first step through the door. Now he just needed to get the rest through as well. ‘I’m more worried about the fact that the enemy Exalt simply ran, rather than taking me out at the cost of her life. That’s certainly what she was aiming for last time.’

‘Maybe she just knew that it would be futile this time?’ Despite their hopefulness, Ezekiel could tell that Shine wasn’t very confident about their guess.

‘Regardless, we’ll have to deal with it later. For now, we need to ensure that the Imperial Exalt that’s been brought in on this can’t overpower Wolken by teaming up with that Endaria woman.’

With that said, the two Void Legends fell into a deep trance of meditation. Shine worked on gathering their mana up again as fast as possible, so that they could begin diving into Ezekiel’s Spirit Paths to find his fifth Chakra.

While the aforementioned Hunter focused on his memories. Reflecting on who he was, what the promises ingrained in his soul truly meant, and how he resonated with the Void.

At the same time, two Hunters, one clad in black, the other one in red, sparred on the deck above. The younger was doing everything she could to pull out just a few more scraps of power. The older, more focus and control. Something new, something powerful, was taunting her from just outside her current [Understanding].

Their fleet had yet to reach their destination, but they had already suffered casualties, and they had no idea what to truly expect once they made landfall.

While the first storm or war had passed, another one was brewing on the horizon.
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                Ezekiel’s recovery was fairly swift, though he did end up with several more scars due to the rapid rate at which he had healed. The Life magic used should have taken at least a few days to finish its work, but Ezekiel wanted to be up and ready before they made landfall. So, he had [Empowered] the magic in order to heal faster. He figured that, if he really cared about the scarring, he’d be able to fix it later.

For now, he was content to gaze into the distance at his current destination.

“There it is.” Ezekiel now stood at the prow of the ship, Riley and Wendy were next to him. Both had refused to leave his side once he had gotten out of the medical room. “I wonder how long it will take for us to meet up with the Shroud family. They’re not located on the coast, after all.”

Riley hummed in thought. “We’re supposed to be meeting with one of the Church of Ten’s contacts, right? I’m sure they’ll be able to get us more information once we reach land.”

While Ezekiel and Riley looked quite content to be landing soon, Wendy still looked worried. Her hands clenched her spear, which she hadn’t put away since the end of the battle with the Imperial and Cult forces. The only time she seemed to relax was when she was training, but they had already done so today, and Ezekiel didn’t want to run her so ragged that she wouldn’t be able to move when they arrived.

“Why haven’t we been attacked again?”

Ezekiel and Riley both looked back at the young Obscure Hunter. For Ezekiel, he felt relieved that his sister had finally brought up the issue she had been worried about. For Riley, she was just confused.

“What do you mean? How would they have been able to attack us again at this point?” Riley asked as she moved over to Wendy.

“What’s stopping them from regrouping and just fighting us again in the water? They have already attacked us once. So why not do it again, before we can regroup with the forces in Morathi?”

Ezekiel could tell that this had been nagging at his sister for a while now. But as he thought about it, he realized that, for someone that hadn’t been as traveled as he and Riley were, it might be confusing.

“Well... It’s mostly because they’ve already confirmed that it would be too difficult to do so. They already failed to kill Wolken and myself for the second time. So, they know that any forces they can gather wouldn’t be enough to give them a suitable advantage at sea. To the point that even a suicide run isn’t necessarily enough to take us out.” Ezekiel thought back to the new Artifacts that the Cult was employing against him.

The fact that they could track his [Jumps] had worried him. He had his suspicions, especially since he had basically confirmed that it was an Ancient level power that had supported the Cult, but he knew there was nothing else he could do about it right now.

“As such, they wouldn’t bother wasting time on a battlefield where the results would be the same. Better to wait until they have a significant change in the factors that could affect the final outcome. Such as direct lines of supply and forces from the Empire, where they could more directly team up with the Kindled family forces. As well as force the Exalt from the Empire to fight.”

When he mentioned the Empire’s Exalt, Wendy frowned and seemed even more lost.

“Why didn’t the Empire’s Exalt just fight us directly? Why does it seem like he won’t be a problem until we reach land?” These were all things that she hadn’t understood.

“Simply put, in order to maintain control over their Exalts, the Willowbrush Empire has them bound in pacts that mean they can only be forced to fight for defensive reasons. They cannot be used to conquer other regions. This comes from a pact that was made back when the Empire was first founded.” Ezekiel thought back to when he had met his first Exalt. Harras, the Lightning Exalt that had fought with the Winged Broodlord years ago. “Due to these rules, they can’t take part in any battles that would expand the territory of the Empire. They can only move in to ensure that they don’t lose territory after the Legendary forces successfully make their claims. It’s why the Exalts haven’t just gone and swept the board clear, and why the battles with the rest of the Morathi Alliance have been going so slowly for the Kindled family. They can keep whatever land they take, but it’s getting it in the first place that’s hard.”

“How does that work? Why wouldn’t they just overpower any other forces, since they have so many Exalts? What’s the point in such an agreement?”

“Nope. When the power of the Empire reached a certain limit, there were rules put into place regarding who and what the Exalts could fight. Made by all the various forces from all over the world. All Exalted Hunters swear Spirit Covenants that make them follow these rules. Technically speaking, since Wolken and the Cult’s Exalt are able to fight so easily, that means that she hasn’t signed the Covenant.”

“I see... What about Invera? How do Spirits come into this?”

“Spirits don’t care about human territory, unless humans try to push into the wild regions that an Exalted Spirit rules over. This all ties back to the ancient agreements that were made when the Broods and their Cruor started the first war in the previous era.”

By this point, most of the crew had taken to listening in on the conversation between Ezekiel and his sister. Only Riley seemed to already know about this. But she was just watching calmly.

“For example, the reason the Cult attacked us at that specific area, and why we were able to predict that that was roughly where it would occur, was because that was uncontested territory. In that there were no Spirit Rulers that would’ve interfered in a battle between Myths.” Ezekiel then pointed to the side of the ship. “But, if you look down right now, you’ll see a massive shadow following us beneath the water. This is the Exalted Spirit that rules the oceans around the region of the Morathi Alliance.”

Wendy's jaw dropped for a moment, as did Kare’s, before she and much of the crew rushed over to the side of the ship. Ezekiel couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight.

Slowly walking over, Ezekiel also took a look. Placing a comforting hand on Wendy’s shoulder when she seemed to start shaking. “Don’t worry, the agreements in place mean that we won’t be harmed so long as we do not impose on their territory. In this case, that would be anything below a certain depth, and we are well above that.”

Even as he said this, Ezekiel couldn’t help but shiver as a chill ran down his back.

While not as strange and horrifying as some of the more mutated Umbral Beasts, the Mythical Spirit below them was still a twisted mass of tentacles. The enormous Kraken stared up at the with eyes that were just as large as the ship he was standing on.

Given the home field advantage, Ezekiel was certain that Wolken would lose if he dared to fight this Spirit. He counted himself and their fleet very lucky to know that there would be no battles happening.

Giving a thankful wave to the Kraken Spirit, Ezekiel backed away with his sister when he saw it blink and slowly swim away. Not so much as a ripple being formed as the massive body left the area.

“The world is bigger than you know, Wendy. I hope you’re ready for it.”

She turned to her brother, a nervous look on her face as she frowned. But a moment later, she shook herself and stared at him defiantly.

“The world needs to be ready for me!”

For a second, Ezekiel saw a mix of both his sisters in Wendy. Ellen’s mannerisms seemed to overlap with Wendy’s appearance.

Gritting his teeth as he gave her a viscous smile, he felt most of his worries fade away.

‘I think she might actually come out of this okay.’ Shine chimed in as they watched the sibling’s interaction. ‘Now, let’s get ready to meet with your family.’

Ezekiel grimaced at the thought but moved to prepare. His sister and Riley moved with him. It would only be a couple more hours before he met with the Shroud family. So, he needed to make sure things were ready, for whatever reaction there would be.

----------



Setting up a makeshift basecamp where the hundreds of crew members could gather together and sleep on solid land once more reminded Ezekiel of his first few years in Sanafalls. Back when he would go on expeditions, and there was little to nothing he needed to worry about beyond his studies.

The camp itself was only a couple of kilometers away from the water, but it was enough to ensure that they weren’t in any Spirit Ruler territory. It was also temporary, since they would be dragging their supplies and the boats the rest of the way to the closest city on land.

All the Hunters and Scholars thought it was annoying, but the limits of the agreements with the Spirit Rulers were absolute, and this specific agreement didn’t allow for any further passage over sea.

“Hey, Ezekiel, is there anything for me to actually do right now?” Wendy asked once they had made landfall.

The ships had been dragged onto the beach and brought away from the water. Since this wasn’t an official port town, the agreements with the Spirit Rulers of the ocean in this region didn’t allow their ships to remain for more than a few hours at a time in a given spot.

Currently, Ezekiel was helping unload some of the larger pieces of equipment, like the cannons and other artillery that they had brought with them. The stuff that couldn’t fit inside their Void Pouches.

“To be honest, not really. This isn’t the exciting part of the trip. This is the boring setup portion. Though, I guess if you want to help out, we can get you included in one of the scouting teams.” Ezekiel shrugged his shoulders and looked at one of the Guild groups that were about to head out. The captain was someone Ezekiel had spoken with a few times, a Legendary Glacial Hunter that worked on his ship, and it was clear that she had overheard him speaking.

She nodded her head, apparently having no problem with taking Wendy for a short patrol.

“We’re not in enemy territory at the moment, so it’s not that big a deal if you want to go off for a bit. But I’ll leave it up to you.” He looked at Wendy, waiting for her to reply.

“I think I’d like that. You went on patrols a lot when you were my age, right?” Wendy seemed curious at the thought of going on an official patrol.

“Yep. Though, it was far less secure than this. But you’ll need to listen to your captain's orders. Understood?” This was something he needed to know she would do, since he had to be sure that she would do as she was told if something unexpected happened. Though, he sent a message to Shine through their bond before pulling out a sheathed opalescent dagger. “Take this as well. Keep it on your belt, since it’ll be quicker to draw than if you put it in your Void Pouch.”

Wendy took the dagger without thinking much of it and strapped it to her belt as she nodded her head. Only after he saw that it was secure did Ezekiel let her go join the team he had gestured to.

She introduced herself to the rest, and it seemed like they were happy to have her. Though, a part of him wondered if it was because they knew what she was capable of, or because she was his sister, and a possible connection for one of the people slated to be the next to reach the Mythic Tier.

“She’ll be fine. You need to start trusting her.” Riley said from behind him. He turned to raise an eyebrow at her.

“Are you saying that the number of things I’ve left her to do on her own aren’t proof that I trust her?” Ezekiel couldn’t believe it. “I’m worried that the world will try to do worse to her than it did to me. Especially since our enemies have experience due to my actions. I also have my own... experience, to fall back on. Experience that she doesn’t have.”

Riley didn’t have a comeback. While it was true that Wendy had proven herself capable at this point. What Ezekiel had said was also true. The Cult and other enemy forces wouldn’t play around if they managed to find Wendy.

Not like when they doubted Ezekiel’s true prowess and were destroyed because of it. Worse yet, the Obscure element had known weaknesses. Unlike the Void, for which weaknesses were still being discovered.

The extra twenty or so years of experience that Ezekiel had, and the overpowered soul he was blessed with due to the time it took to reincarnate, were also an advantage that Wendy did not have.

‘You still need to let her grow on her own. ‘Shine pitched in from the back of Ezekiel’s head. ‘The fact of the matter is, she needs to learn these things on her own. Especially if she wants to reach your level at all, let alone anytime soon.’

Ezekiel just sighed, and Riley smiled. He figured she must’ve realized that Shine was talking to him. Just out of the corner of his eye, he saw Riley and Kare take off with the rest of the patrol team.

“Legend Ezekiel!”

He turned to face the voice that had called out for him.

“Exalt Wolken has called for you. The envoy from the local Church is here. Apparently, there is an envoy for the both of you.”

Nodding in acceptance and waving the man off, he faced Riley again. “Shall we see what this is about?”

“You don’t want me to follow after your sister in secret?” Riley seemed surprised.

“Oh, who’s being overprotective now?” Ezekiel teased. “... Besides, that dagger will help me help her, if the need arises.”

‘Obviously. I’m currently watching over her, after all.’ Shine grumbled in the back of Ezekiel’s head. Though he could tell that the Void Spirit was actually happy to help.

Smirking at Riley’s confused look, Ezekiel simply turned without explaining and headed off to where a temporary tent had been set up for Wolken.

----------



While Ezekiel was off speaking with Wolken about their next steps, as well as how best to get to the Shroud Family’s territory in the fastest manner possible, Wendy was stepping between the shadows of the forest that she and the team she had joined were now patrolling.

“So... if we’re not in enemy territory, what are we patrolling for?” Wendy couldn’t help but ask several minutes after they had first set out.

Up above, Kare flew in lazy circles alongside one of the other Hunter’s Spirit. A wooden sparrow that was particularly adept at spreading pollen that had a variety of effects.

“Usually, to keep away Spirits that might cause us trouble. Though, with us being so close to civilized territory, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. If we were on the east side of the Empire, or on some of the more untamed islands, then it might be a problem; but here?” The captain shook her head in amusement. “It’s mostly too controlled in areas like this, so the Wilder Spirits don’t tend to hang around. Especially if we’re only a day or so on foot from the city we’re headed for.”

“That doesn’t mean there’s no danger at all, of course.” A rumbling voice from the large Cavern Hunter filled the area. “Given the conflict happening in Morathi right now, it’s just as likely that we’ll run into mercenaries, bandits, or any other assortment of vandals and ne'er do wells.”

That got a chuckle from most of the party, but Wendy looked around nervously, as did the captain, who wasn’t as willing to make a joke of things at the moment.

She knew full well what it would mean if she could get Ezekiel’s favor in exchange for watching over his sister. But she also knew how terrifying the young man could be if she failed, and his sister got hurt. But she didn’t let it show, and instead focused on doing her job.

Just like with most team captains, she figured that doing her job would keep her, her team, and Wendy out of trouble.

Then, Wendy and the Life Hunter with the wood sparrow Spirit turned. A pair of bird cries filled the air. A sinking feeling filled the captain's stomach. She could tell that things were no longer going to be simple.

“What is it?” She asked with a low tone of voice.

“Three people. Bandits?” Wendy sounded unsure of herself as she turned to her fellow Hunter. The Hunter nodded. His focus was on his bond, but still aware of his surroundings.

“They’re certainly not affiliated with anyone we know. Nor do they have any symbols of allegiance on them.” He turned to his captain. “It looks like they’re just Adepts. No Legendaries from what I can see. Should we check it out?”

The captain tilted her head in thought. They outnumbered the unknowns almost three-to-one, so it wasn’t like there was too much to worry about. It was also their job to check these things out, so she wasn’t doing anything wrong by taking a look.

“Alright. Let’s take a look. It’s our job to do so anyway.”

Wendy smiled at the thought of being productive. But she still fell into step with the rest of the scouting party. Much to the others’ approval.

Moving in formation, the group trekked to where their apparent targets were last located.

Behind them, several shadows seemed to flicker.

----------



Back at the temporary camp, Ezekiel was currently dealing with a new problem. One that had proven itself to be a thorn in his side for nearly an hour now. With little to no end to their argument in sight.

“I’m sorry. What the hell do you mean the Shroud family won’t be meeting with us!?” Ezekiel had been forced to listen to the supposed envoy of the Morathi Alliance spout nonsense about the supposed agreements that were now in place. As well as take several insults to his person, and family, that were only barely hidden under a thin veneer of politeness. But the veil was slowly lifting, and any sort of amicable talk had left the room a few seconds ago.

He was just seconds away from reaming out the escort that had stepped forth to meet him. The man had shown Wolken a fair bit of respect, but once Ezekiel arrived the man looked at him like he was a particularly filthy bug that had just filled the room with an overwhelming stench.

“I mean exactly that. The Shroud family has better things to do then meet with a mere Vice Guild Leader.” To the side, the members of the Church of Ten that were native to Morathi were holding their heads in their hands. The arrogance of the escort had been something they hadn’t expected. “Let alone the spawn of a traitor who eloped with the enemy.”

Hearing his mother called a traitor fueled Ezekiel’s anger even further. His hands clenched hard enough to crack the reinforced wood beneath his fingers.

“Who are you to say as such? I know for a fact that you are not a member of the Shroud family. You aren’t even a member of their subordinate clans!” This was something Ezekiel knew; due to the emblem the man was wearing on his chest. “I wonder... What will the Shrouded family do once they realize that you are obstructing one of their scion’s paths? Especially when we’re here to help with the war effort?”

“A war that your existence started!” The envoy nearly roared. Though, Ezekiel could see a thin sheet of sweat form on his brow at the mention of the Shroud family.

Ezekiel just snorted in disdain. “Do we even need this moron? I’m certain we have other means of contacting the Shroud family, or maybe even the Flurent family would be more receptive to our aid?”

You would dare to reject the Shroud family’s welcome?” The man seemed shocked. As if he couldn’t comprehend what Ezekiel was saying. “Exalt Wolken, control your subordinates! Such behavior is not appropriate for our continued partnership.”

Wolken silently stared at the man, who began to fidget under the Mythical Hunter’s gaze.

“The only reason I am here is to provide aid to my Vice Guild Leader, and to take action against the Cult of Light. You have no say, no authority, and no place with us if you are not going to do your job. Which is to get us into contact with the Shroud family. Failure to do so, will be taken as enemy action.”

“W-what!?” The envoy backed away. “How dare you--!”

“Scholar!” Wolken’s raised voice cut through the envoy’s outrage. A heavy pressure also pushed on his shoulders, preventing him from moving or speaking. “Have you had to deal with this for the entire time that you’ve been here?”

The apparent leader of the Scholars sighed in exasperation. “No, we have not. While this man was obviously a proponent for Obscure element superiority, which is not common among the Shroud family, he has never been this opposed to another person’s presence before.”

The Scholar looked at Ezekiel. “However, he has always been disdainful of any and all people who have even the slightest connection to the Kindled family. We had thought that with Legend Ezekiel’s hateful relationship with them, that his distaste would be averted. We were, apparently, wrong.”

Ezekiel let out a curse under his breath. If it wasn’t for Riley holding him back, he might’ve started releasing his own mana pressure at this point.

‘Just keep it cool. It’s not like we need this guy. Like you said, there’s certain to be other options available to us.’ Shine pitched in to keep Ezekiel calm. ‘Are you sure that you’re okay?’

‘... I don’t like what he said about my mom... She’s been through enough. Even if she isn’t here.’

Shine stayed silent as Ezekiel forced himself to relax. They knew how much he was thinking about his family. So, to hear that his mother’s faith in her family at this point was so wrong wasn’t something that had made him happy.

“Get him out of here. We’ll speak with a different envoy once we get to the city tomorrow. For now, I want the camp finished, but ready to move out first thing in the morning. This man can have one of the smaller tents in the center. I don’t want him running off and spreading lies about us.” Wolken gave the order to the Scholars and Hunters that were currently assembled.

The envoy was struggling as he was taken away, but he was ignored as the Legendary Hunters easily took control and pulled him along.

“I’m sorry this shit keeps happening.” Ezekiel said before slumping down onto the table that had been set up in this tent.

“Don’t be. As much as you’ve managed to help change the view of Void Mages in the world, there’s always going to be stupid people who do stupid things.” Wolken leaned back and pinched his brow. “Though, I am still quite frustrated at this. The Shroud family was supposed to be sending several of their main branch family members to meet you and your sister. The fact that this happened instead, does not bode well for our eventual meeting.”

The two Hunters, Void and Tempest, sighed in unison. Their shared distaste for politics reared its head. Meanwhile, the remaining Hunters, including Riley, just looked on in amusement.

“... At least this mess was handled fairly easily. Better than having everything turn into a fight.” She smiled as she rested a hand on Ezekiel’s shoulder.

“That’s true. When I heard that bastard talking about my mother, I had half a mind to--”

‘Wendy’s in trouble! Two Legendaries, six Adepts. Only three Adepts are not Obscure Hunters.’

Shine’s words filled Ezekiel with dread. He didn’t even think about it before he grabbed Riley, nearly leapt at Wolken, and then let Shine’s connection to the dagger he had given Wendy pull the three Hunters and their Spirits several kilometers away.
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                Wendy hadn’t thought much of it when she noticed the bandits not far from her patrol group’s route. Given the explanation from the other Hunters, she figured that this was basically what they should’ve expected.

‘Keep focused. We can’t afford to be distracted, even now.’ Kare’s calm and soothing voice filled her mind, and the anxiety she hadn’t noticed she was feeling was relieved. If only for the moment.

‘Thank you, Kare. That helps a lot.’ Wendy allowed her gratefulness to flow through their bond.

She could feel the silent laughter emanating from her Spirit’s soul. It took everything she had to not pout at the sensation.

‘It is good to see you relaxing once more. I was afraid that you would end up being consumed by the darkness inside you.’ 

After hearing Kare’s words, Wendy’s thoughts went back to the battle, and the fear that she had felt when the fighting had stopped. She had done her best to ensure that her true feelings were hidden, but she had a feeling that her brother and Riley still knew.

The fact that they hadn’t brought it up, but instead simply remained nearby for comfort was something she was incredibly grateful of. Even more so when they gave her as many opportunities as possible to feel useful.

‘Stop that.’ Kare’s chiding voice, and the mental slap upside her head snapped Wendy out of her downward spiraling thoughts. ‘We’re here.’

Wendy shook herself to clear her mind. She took a look around and realized that the others in her party were slowing down. It seemed like they were being far more cautious. Even though they greatly outnumbered the group that they were approaching.

She felt a sudden shift in the air. It was subtle, and if it wasn’t for Ezekiel’s training to enhance her senses, she wouldn’t have noticed the subtle use of Tempest and Radiant mana to conceal their group. Both vocally and visually.

“How is it?” The captain asked. “I’m assuming that there are no current changes, but can you see anything different this time? Hidden markings or iconography?”

Wendy tried to extend her senses, but a wave from the captain stopped her.

Instead, the Tempest Hunter shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything. But I think they have something for sensing. I sent Ronin to scout as if he was a Wild Spirit, and they nearly caught him once they got a little bit closer than we are right now. But I can confirm that they’re still moving in a manner that seems to be circling our temporary camp.”

The captain grunted in acknowledgement, and Wendy wondered what that was supposed to mean. A moment later, it seemed like the captain had come to a conclusion.

“We'll need to just confront them. There’s no point in keeping hidden with our difference in numbers. But no threatening movements. While it’s highly likely that these people are bandits, there’s no point in antagonizing them when they might not be. Understood?”

“Yes, Captain!?” The patrol group, including Wendy, replied in unison.

The captain nodded in approval, and the group made their way forward. Kare and the wood sparrow took to the sky once more. They would keep an eye on the three targets until their group finally confronted them.

“They’ve stopped moving. It looks like they noticed our scouts.” The Life Hunter whose Spirit was flying with Kare gave warning. Wendy made a noise of agreement, confirming the man’s observation.

“Well, we might as well say hello.” The captain strode forward, with the rest of the patrol group coming to. “Not all of you. Wendy, you’re with me, but half our group will stay back. Just in case things go poorly. No reason to let them know our full numbers.”

Wendy nodded and jogged to reach the front of the group, but just to be safe, she kept a thin strand of her shadow connected to the other group. It would take focus to ensure that the strand of shadow remained extended. But her recent experiences, and Ezekiel’s lessons on vigilance were telling her that this was the right choice.

A few more seconds passed as half the group walked forward and entered into plain sight. The group of three they’d been tracking stood patiently, waiting for their patrol team to arrive.

“Greetings... I don’t suppose you’d be willing to introduce yourselves?” The captain asked once their group was in the open.

The three Mages didn’t say anything at first. Instead, they observed in silence for a time.

Just as the captain was about to give an order, their leader, a woman with gray hair, finally spoke.

“You are here to provide aid in the battle against the Kindled family, correct?” The apparent leader of the trio asked. “If so, then I must say that you are less impressive than we had expected.”

Wendy bristled at the woman’s dismissive tone. She idly noticed that the others seemed to feel the same. At least, that’s what she inferred from their newly formed glares.

“You’re quite the rude one. Who’s faction are you a part of, and why are you here? The envoy from the Alliance has already arrived at our camp, accompanied by Scholars from the Church of Ten.” The captain took control of the conversation, indirectly accusing the three Mages of being where they didn’t belong. “Speak up, or we shall take your presence here to one with hostile intentions. If that happens, you will be restrained, and brought back to our camp for interrogation.”

Wendy could feel the pressure emanating from the captain. But instead of looking scared or worried, the trio just smiled. As if three mid-Step Adepts had nothing to fear from a mid-Step Legend.

Then, she felt the strand she had extended to the other half of their group get severed. The force of the magic that did it wasn’t any less than the magic emanating from the captain.

“Ambush!” She screamed an instant later, and the captain shot several icicles the size of her torso at the trio of Mages, while also donning her Spirit Armor.

But a wall of shadows sprung up between the two groups. Alongside five figures cloaked in total darkness. Two of which were of at least equal power to the captain.

The unconscious bodies of the other half of their party were dragged out of the shadows a moment later. The captain and the rest of the patrol team tensed, since it was apparent that their enemies now had hostages.

“Now, now... no need to be so aggressive. We just came here to see if you were worth having around to support us. There’s no reason to have a bunch of weaklings that can’t fight take part in this war, after all.” One of the Legendary Obscure Hunters spoke with a voice that oozed arrogance and disdain.

He grabbed the golden hair of the patrol team’s Radiant Hunter and lifted him into the air, holding him there as he addressed the still conscious Hunters. “The fact that such lesser elements are given positions of power is already a mark against you. But to see one with the noblest of elements working with the most worthless is just disgraceful. Where is your pride, girl?”

Wendy pointed to herself in confusion. Somewhat shocked at being addressed. When the man nodded, she grew angry, as the obvious discrimination, and suggestion that she be the same, disgusted her.

“My father is a Radiant Hunter. One with far more grace and nobility than you.” She spat to the side to show just how little she cared for this man.

The Legendary Obscure Hunter sneered in disgust, while the other Legendary sighed in exasperation. A heavy pressure, much greater than the one that the patrol team’s captain had released, filled the area, and Wendy immediately grew concerned.

“Enough talking. If you won’t see the proper way of your betters, then we’ll just have to take you away so that you can be properly educated. You and all the other untrained and unworthy--”

Just as the rude Hunter was about to finish talking, there was a ‘pop’ of displaced air, and three more Hunters filled the area.

Upon seeing the familiar opalescent blade, and quickly forming opalescent armor, Wendy felt her worries fade away.

----------



The moment Ezekiel reappeared; he knew that things were not as bad as Shine’s sudden outburst had implied. So, he looked around at the standoff happening between the still conscious members of the patrol team, and the apparent Legendaries they were facing.

Behind him, he could hear Wolken grunting in discomfort as he regained his balance. As was Riley, but she seemed to shake it off much more quickly. Her Spirit armor was donned in moments, while it took Wolken a second longer.

“Who the hell are you?” The Obscure Hunter in the front demanded after a moment of shock.

Ezekiel ignored him, and instead turned to the other Hunter, the one who was a single Step stronger than the one who had spoken. He was surprised to see that she was apparently deferring to the other, but realized, from the hidden emblem woven into their cloaks, that they were members of the same clan. A clan whose emblem he recognized.

‘She must be from a branch family. The loudmouth must be from the main family.’ Shine’s observation was the same as his own. ‘How should we deal with this?’

Before he could reply, Ezekiel released a pulse of [Nothingness] to disperse the shadows that were creeping toward them.

“Exalt Wolken, how should we deal with this?” He called out for the whole group to hear.

The loudmouth turned pale, but didn’t do anything to drop his hostage, while the other one was frantically tapping an Artifact that was attached to her wrist. It appeared that they knew just how much trouble they were now in.

There was nothing they could do, however, as Wolken chose that moment to throw up a dome of wind that ripped up the ground around them. Nothing was getting in, or out, of the area. Not without the Exalt’s permission.

“Shroud family?” Wolken was calm, but Ezekiel detected a hint of frustration in his voice.

The loudmouthed Hunter seemed to puff up for a moment before replying.

“That’s right-” He fell silent as he lost the ability to breathe.

“I see... Why the hell are you assaulting my guild members?” Wolken growled as he released his mana. The pressure made the man drop to his knees, as did the rest of the Shroud family Hunters. “We come here to provide aid for the Morathi Alliance, but we are continually greeted by arrogant nobodies that think they matter. Worse yet, you assault our Hunters and take them hostage.”

Ezekiel could tell that Wolken was far angrier than he appeared. Both of them had been insulted greatly by the Marathi Mages they had met so far. It seemed that seeing guild members that were affiliated with him being threatened by their supposed allies was a step too far for him.

“Forgive us, Exalt. The young master was just overzealous in protecting our home. To see such a grand force landing so close to our family’s direct borders made him worried. He acted out of foolishness and fear. Not spite.” The female Legendary spoke in her partner’s place, seeing as he was still struggling to breathe.

For a moment, it looked like Wolken was about to relent. Then Wendy spoke up, and Ezekiel’s eyes went red.

“That’s a lie! He was talking about kidnapping me and teaching me a lesson! Teaching all of us a lesson on who our supposed betters are!”

From how the other Legendary Hunter grimaced in despair, Ezekiel could tell his sister was telling the truth. A bloodthirsty snarl burst from his throat as his grip on Shine tightened. It was only the sudden wind that gripped his shoulders that prevented him from rushing forward. The frustration from before, mixed with the thought of his family being harmed, or brainwashed, was enough to make him snap.

“Settle down.” Wolken’s voice rolled over Ezekiel, and he could feel each syllable hit him like a punch to the gut. The sensation was sickening, but it made him lose his focus and he found himself struggling not to throw up, rather than trying to break free. “We’re about to have more company.”

A large impact burst open the wind wall that Wolken had thrown up, and half a dozen more Legendaries, of varying elements, dashed in through the opening.

Upon sensing Wolken’s mana, they came to a halt just a dozen or so feet from the group. All of them were nervous, but a couple were looking at the downed Obscure Legend with concern.

“Lord Exalt.” One of them bowed in greeting. “We had not realized that you had already made landfall. Did our envoy not relay the changes to your welcome?”

At the mention of the envoy, Riley, Ezekiel, and Wolken, all sneered in disgust.

“Your envoy did nothing but kiss my ass and insult my vice Guild Leader.” Wolken waved at Ezekiel. “Little to nothing was actually discussed, and he made several implications regarding his ability to speak for the Shroud family. Who has also expressed an interest in kidnapping and forcing my guild members and guild affiliates into their service.”

This time he pointed at the downed Obscure Hunter.

The six new arrivals all turned to look at the sole Obscure Hunter in their group. He just flinched and bowed his head.

Ezekiel noticed that he was in the upper Steps of Legendary.

“Brother!” The restrained Legendary cried out. His voice was a raspy gasp as he could still barely breath. “Don’t... believe... them...”

The man continued to glare at Ezekiel and Wolken, even as he begged his apparent brother to take his side. But his brother didn’t do anything but turn to the female Obscure Legend.

“Report. Tell nothing but the truth. This order will supersede any that my brother might have given you. In accordance with the service contract you are bound by, in my authority as heir to the Shroud family, I declare my words to be my oath. Speak up!” The heir of the Shroud family frowned as he invoked the contract the other Obscure Legend was under. A glowing band of light surrounded her wrist.

The fact that his restrained brother started struggling even harder made Ezekiel smile. Even as the newly arrived group collectively frowned.

They listened in silence as the female Obscure Legend told her tale. This time revealing all of her partner’s dirty secrets. It wasn’t long before the tale was told, and Ezekiel could tell that he wasn’t the only one that was feeling disgusted.

It was during this explanation that Wolken also lowered his Tempest barrier. Something that no one bothered to take advantage of, since it seemed that cooler heads were now prevailing.

“Can we please kill this man?” Ezekiel couldn’t help but ask. “The fact that he came here behind everyone else's back is bad enough. But the fact that he wanted to kidnap all the Obscure Mages we brought with us, just to expand his numbers, and worse, to take my sister, specifically, makes me really want to kill him.”

As if only noticing him for the first time, the group of six Legendaries seemed to spit-take at Ezekiel’s words. They all gave him a better look, with the apparent heir to the Shroud family giving him an intense gaze.

Given that they were cousins, this wasn’t too much of a surprise. Though, the bound Hunter on the ground tried to spit at him. Much to everyone else’s disgust.

“... Do what you will. This bastard has threatened the sanctity of the agreements the Morathi Alliance has put into place for the last time. As one with the blood of the Shroud family’s direct line, you may do as you see fit. Though, we would ask that he, and his Spirit, be left alive.” The Shroud family heir declared. “We need cannon fodder for the front lines, after all.”

Ezekiel ignored the mention of his bloodline, and the man’s brother just paled from his place on the ground, and the shadows around him started writhing. But he didn’t get far with whatever he was going to do, as Ezekiel knocked him out with a kick to the head while Wolken pinned him down.

A moment later, he did the same thing to the snake Spirit that formed from the unconscious man’s Spirit Armor. “We’ll be keeping them in our camp for now.”

Ezekiel grabbed a couple of mana restraining manacles he had made during his free time on Sanafalls. Clasping them on the downed Hunter and Spirit, he gave them to the Glacial Hunter patrol captain before turning to the rest of the group.

“I have to say... when my mother told me that members of her family helped her to escape with my father, I wasn’t expecting this to be what I was greeted with when I arrived.” Ezekiel dismissively waved at the unconscious Obscure Hunter. “What’s your name?”

“Samuel Shroud. Heir to the Shroud family. That is Morlot Shroud. My younger, dumber brother, and supposed leader of this welcoming force that would bring you to me and my fellows once you met up. Though, apparently the welcome we had planned was ruined by the envoy we sent. To say nothing of my brother’s actions.” Samuel bowed his head in shame at the trouble his people had been causing. “Given the circumstances, will you be staying here, or would you like to accompany us to the city directly, where we can attempt to make it up to you?”

Ezekiel could tell that the man was genuinely trying to make up for this blunder, but obviously had no idea what it was like to work with a Guild.

“... I thank you for the offer in the Spirit it was given, but my obligations to the Prime Guild, and the people I am leading, prevents me from leaving with you at this time. I, and the rest of our army, will meet you at the city that we previously arranged to meet up at tomorrow.”

His words had mixed reactions, with Wolken and Riley looking happy and proud, while Samuel and his fellow Morathi Legendaries looked confused, but not outraged like he had expected.

“If that is your choice, then so be it. We shall meet tomorrow and finalize the plans for your transport to the areas most in need of support. Until then.” Samuel bowed again before leaving with his fellows. Including the team that had assaulted Ezekiel’s patrol team.

As he watched the Morathi Legendaries leave, he heard the Adepts from their group fall on their asses. Clearly not accustomed to such intense standoffs between Legends.

“Are you alright, sis?” Ezekiel turned to address Wendy. He was happy to see that, of the ones that had fallen, she had at least managed to stay upright as she leaned on her spear.

“... I don’t think I like our family...” She said with several heavy breaths. “They’re assholes.”

Ezekiel let out a snort of laughter as everyone fell into a round of chuckles.

But at the back of his mind, he knew that this wouldn’t be the end of the troubles that would come with working with the Morathi Alliance.

----------



The mood was quiet and somber as Ezekiel, Riley, and Wendy stood across from Wolken inside his tent. Originally, it was just going to be Ezekiel and Riley, but Wendy had insisted, since she was related to the problem as well.

“This does not bode well for our continued place here in Morathi.” Wolken was referring to the back-to-back incidents regarding their treatment. “I had honestly thought that they would be appreciative of our assistance. Yet all that has happened is continued scorn and dismissal.”

Ezekiel could tell that Wolken wasn’t used to this. Being one of the few Mythic Hunters in the world meant that he had a great deal of respect aimed at him, for the most part.

The Cult was the exception, as per usual.

“At least we know what to expect, and where most of them stand.” Riley was petting Celia as the little dragon nestled in her lap. “This way, we can be prepared for any treachery that is likely to pop up. The fact that the Shroud family has been fighting for supremacy of Morathi isn’t unknown. Same as the Flurent and Kindled families. It’s just that the former two held to their beliefs of no outside interference.”

“Until we got here.” Ezekiel clasped his hands together in thought. “I have no doubt that some of the clans in the Alliance are less than happy with our arrival. Despite whatever pretenses they have made before this. The fact that the one who rallied the Church to join hands with the Guilds is of the Kindled bloodline probably makes their skin crawl.”

Left unsaid was the fact that the Guilds of the Empire were also fighting against them. Though, these Guilds were not called such anymore. They were called Orders, by the nobles of the Empire. With far stricter contracts than what was used by the Guilds that were true to the pacts enforced by the original Primes Guild, centuries ago.

“... At least no one’s gotten hurt so far, right?” Wendy didn’t sound sure of herself, but she refused to leave. Ezekiel could tell that, if asked to depart, she would fight tooth and nail to stay.

“No one but the annoyances that screwed up.” Wolken snorted before sighing. “Enough sitting around. I want to deal with that little bastard now. But I’ll leave it to you to-”

“Sir!” A Hunter with the Prime Guild’s symbol rushed into the tent. “The prisoners are gone!”

“What!?” Wolken looked flabbergasted for a moment. “How is that possible? I thought they were shackled and secured?”

The Hunter took a moment to catch his breath. “They were, sir, but it’s apparent that someone managed to break in and free them. None of the Hunters in the fleet were involved, nor are there any missing. But there’s evidence of different elements being used to break in and break out.”

“... Is the Envoy gone as well?” Ezekiel had closed his eyes and seemed to be trying to touch something.

“Ah! Yes, vice leader.”

Wolken and Riley looked at Ezekiel.

“Did we ever confirm that there was only supposed to be one envoy from the Alliance?” He asked without opening his eyes. “It’s just a guess on my part, but I doubt that any others could have remained hidden with the disgraced Shroud family’s Hunter. Samuel wouldn’t allow that. So, it makes sense for the Envoy to be the one with the back up.”

He fell silent as he continued to reach for something.

“What are you doing?” Riley finally asked after seeing Ezekiel try to grab something that wasn’t there for the third time.

“The stupid bastards took my mana restraining manacles with them. I should be able to sense where they are, and [Jump] to their position, but they must be [Shadow Traveling] because it’s as if they’re not really there.” Ezekiel reached once more for something no one else could see. “Locking onto it is like trying to grab air without being a Tempest Mage.”

“Do you think you can take them if you can grab them?” Wolken asked. “Depending on how far away they are, I’m not sure we’ll be able to help you take them in. Your Jumps can only carry others a limited distance, right?”

Ezekiel grunted in confirmation. In truth, it had been incredibly taxing to carry Riley and Wolken as far as he had earlier that day. To [Jump] as far as he was currently sensing, with passengers, would leave him out of the fight, and be debilitating enough to the others that they would be open to attacks for at least a couple of minutes.

“I think I’ve found them.” Ezekiel held out his hand, moving it back and forth as if tracing a line in the air. Every part of him, and Shine, was focused on keeping that connection steady. “But they’re quickly going beyond what my senses are saying I can reach. Even if I go on my own. I’ll need to [Sling] myself as well. They’re out of my usual [Jump] range.”

“We can’t let them get away. A son of the mainline Shroud family would have enough sway to paint us as the bad guys if he manages to get home before his brother does. Go. Send us a signal so we know where to head.” Wolken gave his command while getting ready to head out. It would take a couple of minutes at most for him to catch up.

Ezekiel removed a circular stone that broke into two pieces. One was given to Riley, while the other was placed in his pocket. “Use that to track me. I’ll go hold them back for as long as I can. Maybe even take them down, if I’m not outnumbered by Legendaries.”

A ‘crack’ of air later and Ezekiel disappeared.

A second after that, Riley started freaking out since Wendy was gone as well.

----------



The [Jump] didn’t feel like a normal one. He had only used enough mana to get himself far enough to be just ahead of the group that was running away. But he felt heavy. Like there was something holding him back.

What usually felt like an instantaneous, or in this case incredibly rapid, movement felt much slower, and he found his spell seemingly falling apart around him.

‘Barrier! Cast a barrier now!’ Ezekiel screamed as Shine as he felt his body experience the enhanced pressure of the air push past his body before coming to an abrupt halt after reaching his intended destination. With a great deal less mana than he minted to have right now.

The next thing he knew, something burst from his shadow as he fell several feet to the ground.

“Oof!” He couldn’t help but let out a grunt as whatever had appeared with him landed on his torso. “Wendy!? What the hell did you do?”

His sister was too disoriented to speak, and he barely had time to move her out of the way before she threw up on him. Instead, she hurled onto the ground beside him. Kare was laid out and seemed to be spasming next to her.

He spread his senses outward in a panic, looking for any sign of injury on his sister that he could find. But it seemed that there were no physical injuries to be seen. From what his passive scan could tell, there were no injuries to her soul either. Thought it did seem to be quite strained.

‘Be alert! We don’t know how far out they are!’ Shine’s warning came in the nick of time.

A large shadow filled the area, and Ezekiel threw up another barrier. This time infused with [Nothingness] so that the mana letting the shadow move wouldn’t be able to cross it. Thereby dispersing the spell if they got too close.

Unfortunately, with the mana expenditure being what it had been, Ezekiel wasn’t as confident in his odds of fighting Morlot. Not when he also had to protect his sister.

“Well, well, well. It seems like the little brat that doesn’t know her place is going to pay for her indiscretions after all.” The scum of the Shroud family declared. “How fun. I get to defeat this mongrel while I’m at it. This day just keeps getting better and better.”

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes at the man’s insulting words. “I would’ve never thought that a guy like you would know what a word like that means. Though, I guess you need to know what exactly it is you see when you look in the mirror.”

Four figures stepped out of the shadow. Morlot, garbed in his Spirit Armor, the envoy, and two others. One of which was another Obscure Hunter. The other was a Life Hunter with a small flower resting on her shoulder. Neither of these two wore any emblems to identify themselves.

Ezekiel looked around nervously. It would be at least a couple of minutes before Wolken got there. He needed to keep them here, while also keeping his sister safe, and not get killed in the process.

“...Ezekiel...” His sister whispered from where she was laying on the ground. “I can fight...”

She pushed herself into an upright position, and her body seemed to become covered in darkness as Kare sank into her shadow. It wasn’t a proper form of Spirit Armor, but it was certainly more than any other Adept that Ezekiel had ever seen do.

“How do you know that spell!?” Morlot screamed in outrage. “That spell is unique to the Shroud family! Noone but our illustrious bloodline can wield it!”

‘Just a little bit longer. We just need to distract them for a little bit longer!’ Shine chanted in the back of Ezekiel’s head, but it looked like the other group wasn’t going to wait around any longer.

“My lord, we need to go. There is no doubt in my mind that the Exalt will be here soon. We cannot afford to stay here any longer. Your mother must be told of your brother’s treachery, and the Prime Guild’s betrayal.” The Life Hunter said as he leaned in to speak to Morlot directly.

“... No... I will take this stain on my family’s honor down right here and now.” He drew his daggers and channeled shadows through them both. Ezekiel readied himself to fight. The envoy and the two other Adepts also prepared themselves. “Be honored that you are going to die at the hands of Morlot Shroud. The true heir to the Shroud family.”

Ezekiel ignored the title, and wished he could ignore the name of this worthless moron as well but knew that he needed to focus. He heard his sister shift behind him.

“Wendy... when you get a moment to do so, I need you to get on Kare, and fly away as fast as you can. The only one of them that can fly is this Morlot moron.” He could sense his sister tensing up but refused to let her get involved right now.”

“Enough! You’ve already put us in a bad position by tagging along unexpectedly. You need to--”

A wave of darkness filled Ezekiel’s vision as Morlot attacked. Ezekiel sent out a wave of [Nothingness] to disperse the spell and found himself locking blades with Morlot’s daggers.

“Enough talking. You die now!”

Beside him, Ezekiel could hear his sister ignoring his orders, and entering into combat with the enemy Adepts.

‘She’s just like you.’ Shine muttered in his head.

‘That is not a compliment.’ Ezekiel grumbled, knowing full well how stupid many of his past actions were. ‘She is in so much trouble when we get out of this.’

For the moment, however, he couldn’t spare a glance to see how Wendy was doing. Several shadows had crawled up his legs as were trying to crush or cut their way through his armor.

All he could do was wait for Wolken to arrive and do everything he could to hold on.
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                As Ezekiel broke free from another attempt to bind him in darkness, Morlot sank into the shadows beneath him, and the [Void Slash] he struck out with hit nothing. Letting out an angry curse, he took to the sky in order to get a better position for himself.

Only to see the shadow on the ground to move toward the Adepts fighting in the distance.

“Oh, hell no!” [Forcing] himself forward, he slammed into the ground in front of the shadow.

The earth and stone shattered and exploded into the air. It forced Morlot to take shape from his shadow once more, and Ezekiel found himself wrapped up once more.

“How pathetic! Fighting to protect those that are beneath you is nothing but a weakness!” Morlot screamed as he attempted to slash into Ezekiel’s armor.

His daggers turned pitch black, not unlike what had happened to Wendy when she used that strange spell from before. The impact from the daggers was significantly stronger, and Ezekiel felt something familiar when the darkness that had wrapped around the weapons impacted on his Spirit Armor. A feeling much like what occurred when he connected two spaces before [Jumping]

‘Ezekiel... I think we should draw this fight out for as long as possible.’ Shine declared upon sensing the same thing that he had. ‘It might be the thing that shows us the piece that we’re missing.’

As much as he wanted to deny it, especially with his sister fighting for her life not far away, Ezekiel knew that Shine had a point. Though, not one that he was willing to go with. Not yet at least.

‘... Or, we could have Wendy spar with us later.’ A pulse of mana from Ezekiel through Morlot away from him, but the shadows binding him didn’t disappear. He also felt Shine’s frustration, but reluctant acceptance, regarding his choice. ‘Look, this spell is, apparently, something unique to the Shroud family. We’ll be meeting with them soon, and they’re going to owe us. We’ll ask that they spar with us for as long as possible with this spell. Maybe it’ll be enough to help us solidify our [Understanding] for when I discover my [Truth].’

‘If you say so.’ Shine started channeling mana as they finally agreed to take this seriously. ‘Let’s end this as fast as we can then. You focus on taking him out. I’ll do everything to figure out this spell while we’re fighting.’

‘Shine!’ Ezekiel wasn’t happy with Shine’s narrow focus on this spell. But before he could reprimand his Spirit, Morlot was upon him once again. ‘Dammit!’

“Just fall like the insignificant worm you are!” Morlot screamed as a hazy mist of darkness formed around him. Taking the form of a snake, not unlike his Spirit.

A sense of danger filled Ezekiel as he realized that this battle just got harder. All thoughts of taking Morlot out quickly had faded away. This was a spell that was significantly stronger than the ones he was used to. There was a weight to it. Like the difference between staring at a mountain compared to a hill. Yet the mana that went into it was the same as before.

It was still a Tier four spell, but it was so much more powerful than he was used to.

Shine glowed brightly as they also realized that, maybe, their focus on figuring out what was up with that strange shadow covering spell. Instead of focusing on their senses and disrupting the magic being used against them, they worked in tandem with Ezekiel to defend.

The twin daggers slammed down on Shine’s blade like dual meteors. The impact was enough to force Ezekiel’s feet into the ground. He found himself up to his knees in the dirt.

‘What the hell!?’

“How did he get so much stronger!?’

Shine and Ezekiel’s shock was reasonable. Morlot hadn’t shown anywhere near this much power when they had been confronted by Ezekiel the first time. He was displaying peak Legendary might, even though he was only in the upper end of the middle Steps.

They broke apart after their clash, and Morlot seemed to weave back and forth. Getting in close, before darting away. This occurred for a little while, but neither one of them seemed to gain the upper hand.

Ezekiel had wanted to jump up and get a better vantage point, but he knew that Morlot would just use the opening to go after his sister again. So, for now, he decided it would be best to remain as a target. Though, his surprise continued to grow as he realized just how close they were to being evenly matched. At this point, he wondered if he’d actually be able to win against Samuel if they fought for real.

“Are you surprised; you bastard born of betrayal?” Morlot seemed to realize that Ezekiel was shocked and was now taking him far more seriously than he was before. “This is the power of the Shroud family. The power of generations of Mages and Hunters passing down their spells and improving them each and every time.”

Ezekiel felt a new sinking sensation around his legs, and he knew that Morlot was trying to drag him into his shadow. If that happened, he’d be at even more of a disadvantage.

Releasing an [Empowered] pulse of [Nothingness], he managed to dispel the shadows once more, but lost sight of Morlot as he faded into the dark mist that was now surrounding them.

“We are not like those worthless Guilds, where all they do is train in combat. The Clans of the Morathi Alliance have spent centuries perfecting our control over our mana. Of exploring the esoteric mysteries of magic. Even more so than the Church, who merely explore the effects of mana.” Morlot’s voice grew mocking as he spoke of the Church of Ten and the Guilds. “They fail to [Understand] the majesty of [Darkness] and in doing so, they shall forever be less than us! So, know your place!”

Ezekiel had no warning, as the mist that had surrounded him solidified into large walls that rose into the air in an instant. He tried to [Jump] out by using one of the cracks that had yet to be sealed. But as his senses expanded and touched upon the black walls of shadows around him, he was overcome by a sudden sense of vertigo. Something that he thought he could no longer experience.

“Hurp!” It took him everything he had to not throw up as the darkness seemed to expand forever, while also being totally confined to a limited area.

A moment later, the last shred of light that he could see disappeared. Even as he barely managed to lock onto a position a little way away.

‘This isn’t the same as usually encapsulating darkness spells... Those just cover you in shadows. This is different.’ The moment he regained his senses, he retracted them so as not to get thrown off again. ‘It’s like the laws of nature don’t work properly here. We need to get out, now!’

‘Wait! I just need ten five seconds!’ Shine's fervent request reminded Ezekiel of what they were like when studying in the Ancient Legacy.

He could tell that Shine was right at the edge of something. Just like he was. The answer to the spells they had tried so hard to figure out before, only to fall short at the finish line. So, he allowed it, while doing what he could to focus entirely on protecting himself.

Then, from nowhere, his [Danger Sense] screamed at him to move. He tried but didn’t go anywhere. Instead, all he felt was a stabbing sensation all over his body.

‘Ezekiel!’ Shine’s cry rang through the depths of his mind.

He failed to reply as he coughed in pain. A warm and copper tasting liquid filled his mouth.

All around him, the amused laughter of his enemy filled his ears. Yet, even thought he was in pain from whatever had pierced his armor and body, it was nothing compared to his past experiences.

‘Is that enough?’ He asked his Spirit. Shine just gave the mental equivalent of a nod, with a sense of regret and apology flowing through their bond. ‘Then get us out of here.’

Forcing a full Step of mana into an [Empowered] [Nothingness], the darkness that surrounded them shattered apart, and Morlot screamed in pain. But Ezekiel also stumbled as his gaping wounds began to bleed profusely. He immediately reinforced his body and Spirit Armor, closing the holes, and making sure he wouldn’t die anytime soon.

In front of him, Morlot was suffering backlash from his channeled spell being broken. The fact that Shine had specifically channeled their [Nothingness] through the Obscure Hunter’s spell meant that the attack had affected the mana that was still flowing through them.

“How?” Morlot struggled to speak as he also did everything that he could to keep the contents of his stomach from spewing out. “That [Space] was mine, and mine alone!”

Ezekiel could hear the emphasis on the word [Space] and he could feel something click into place. Another [Understanding] that would help him in the future.

‘[Confined Space] ... I wonder what we’ll do with this? It would’ve been nice to have figured this out before we made those Mana chambers.’ Ezekiel mentally complained as he walked toward Morlot’s now standing form. “Let’s just say that you’re not special and leave it at that.”

A part of him thought back to all the scenes he had witnessed in the memory tablets of the Ancient Void. To see a spell that he had thought belonged only to the Void be used, if differently, by an Obscure Hunter was quite amazing.

However, it seemed like Morlot couldn’t accept Ezekiel’s words. “That’s impossible! That spell was only created by the Shroud family twenty years ago! There’s no possible way that your whore mother could’ve learned it! Even if she did steal and give away the [Mantle of Darkness] to her bastard daughter!”

‘[Mantle of Darkness]? Are all the Morathi clans this edgy?’ Ezekiel wondered as he prepared to keep fighting. ‘Whatever... How long do you think we can hold out?’

He felt Shine do a deep scan of his body, even as he swayed out of the way of Morlot’s reckless attack. His daggers were still clad in darkness, but the mist that had surrounded them was fading away. Ezekiel could tell that the spell that Morlot had used was much more taxing than he had thought. Even if the mana expenditure wasn’t.

‘We should last long enough for Wolken to get here. But we should try to finish this all the same.’ Shine’s attitude had changed upon [Understanding] the spell that had been used against them. ‘I’m sorry for asking you to hold back for me.’

Ezekiel snorted in amusement. Much to Morlot’s ire, as he must’ve assumed that Ezekiel was laughing at him.

‘We’ll talk later. For now, we need to hold out for--’

A pillar of darkness rose to the sky in the distance, and Ezekiel knew that holding out was no longer an option.

‘Dammit Wendy! What happened now?’

He immediately started pressing his attack. His mana flowing through him in a relentless stream as he tried to finish this fight as soon as possible.

The thought of taking Morlot alive was now firmly expelled from his mind.

----------



Wendy blocked a strike from the Life Hunter, while also dodging an attack from the Shroud family Obscure Hunter and the envoy. The envoy was simple enough to deal with. His battle prowess was less than stellar, and he didn’t even have a weapon.

Given a few more minutes, he would run out of mana with how much he was wasting with his spell casting. He was riddled in wounds from Wendy’s spear and spells, and he was slowing down physically as well. But the Hunters were a different story.

They had exchanged blows with Wendy multiple times now, but none of them had any serious injuries just yet. This had gone on for a whale, with neither side fully willing to commit when they knew that they would still have to run afterwards.

“How are you doing this!? That spell is for main Shroud family members only!” The Obscure Hunter screamed in rage as Wendy deflected his shadow hands with ease.

The man’s Spirit, a rodent of some sort that Wendy had never seen, was darting between shadows and trying to attack from her blind spots. But Kare’s eyes were everywhere in her current form, so she had no blind spots.

Using the butt of her spear, she backhanded the little rat away before it could leap out of the shadow it was hiding in. The small Spirit flew off into the distance with a cut along its stomach from where Kare had lashed out from her place around Wendy’s staff.

“My mother was from the main family. I guess it’s only right that I learn her spells...” Wendy tried to continue speaking but trailed off when she saw the Life Hunter and her Spirit preparing a much bigger spell to try and take her out.

Up until this point, she had been using her spells carefully, with the [Mantle of Darkness] being the only one she truly invested any mana into. Thanks to this, she was barely able to overcome the difference in Steps, but it wouldn’t be feasible in this instance.

Shadows leapt up from the ground. They wrapped around her just as she felt a pulse of Life magic spread across the area.

A wave of bramble rose from the ground and covered the space that she was just in. The dome of darkness was pierced and shattered, but nothing was inside.

About fifty meters away, Wendy stumbled out of the shadow of a large tree. She barely had time to catch her footing before the tree itself took a swing at her.

“I’ve got you now!” the voice of the envoy called out. He had leapt into the air, and an elemental construct spell held between both his hands as he intended to strike down at her from above.

“Fool!” The two enemy Hunters called out at once. Right as Wendy tucked into a roll that took her away from the envoy’s landing zone.

Where a large black spike had risen from the ground. He managed to dodge it for a moment, but Wendy was on him in an instant. Her blackened blade impacted against his construct weapon several times as he tried and failed to successfully counterattack.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Wendy was genuinely surprised at how bad the envoy was at fighting. “No wonder you’re here, playing errand boy, rather than fighting where it matters.”

Her words seemed to have an effect on the man, as he grew even more sloppy as he made a swing that was far too wide. A shadow around his ankle made him trip, and Wendy stuck her spear straight through his chest. A beam of shadows followed after it, exacerbating the wound.

When the shadow faded away, and the envoy fell to the side, the mana in his hands faded away, a large hole, half a foot across was bleeding profusely from his chest. His moaned in pain for a second before his eyes went dull. Wendy wasted no time getting away from the newly made corpse.

‘I hope that Ezekiel won’t be mad that I killed him.’ She recalled Ezekiel’s intention to take these people in, alive. ‘But the man had it coming. Even if this causes problems going forward.’

“Incompetent moron!” The Obscure Hunter spat out as he rushed forward. His Spirit rejoined him and had grown to the size of a large horse.

‘It seems like they’re going for strength over speed and subtlety.’ Wendy mused as she tried to split her focus equally between the two Hunters. ‘Do you think we can hold out until the Exalt gets here? Or at least until Ezekiel is done with his fight?’

She felt her Spirit mentally shake her head through their bond. A moment later, with her reinforced strength from the [Mantle of Darkness], she deflected an attack from the Obscure Hunter. His blades were pushed to the side and into his own Spirit by Wendy’s spear shaft.

She nearly stumbled, however, when a root rose up from the ground and entangled her leg. A quick bladed shadow tendril cut through it easily enough. But the distraction was enough for the Obscure Spirit to whip her with its tail.

“Ahhrg!” She screamed as she took a knee before dashing away, avoiding more roots and a flurry of razor-sharp leaves from the Life Hunter and her Spirit.

The little flower shaped Spirit was now actively harrowing her alongside its Hunter, rather than simply aiding the Life Hunter with her spells.

‘This isn’t working. We won’t be able to take the last two. Not with how little mana we have left.’ Wendy could tell that she wouldn’t last much longer, but she didn’t want to have to rely on her brother for every little thing.

Kare, however, was much more willing to do what it took to make sure that her bonded Hunter got out of this alive. So, she released a burst of mana into the air that took on the appearance of a towering pillar of darkness.

“Kare!” Wendy exclaimed in shock, and nearly got hit by a stray branch that swung in her direction. A line of blood formed on her face where the razor shard wood cut her cheek.

“Dammit! Finish this quickly! The Anathema will soon be here!” The Life Hunter cried out in rage.

Bolstered by his ally’s warning, the Obscure Hunter launched himself forward. A battle cry left his lips as he and his Spirit pincered Wendy between them. A black mist filled the area as the two Obscure magic users blocked off Wendy’s spells with their greater mana density.

She was forced onto her back foot. Several roots and vines wrapped around her legs. The sheer amount of mana that her opponents were using was enough to suppress her spell enhanced abilities.

Suddenly, the bindings on her legs loosened up. But not in time for her to get out of the way.

A series of shadow tendrils twisted into a spiral that acted as a shield to defend against her opponent’s attack, but she was still blasted backwards from the force. She let loose a pained cry as she impacted against a tree.

It took her a second, but she tried to scrabble away when she realized that the Life Hunter was given an opportunity to attack her.

Much to her surprise, nothing happened, and she managed to successfully dodge the incoming Obscure Hunter’s next attack. She spared a glance in the direction of the Life Hunter, only to see that she was nowhere to be found.

Then, both she and her opponent collapsed as a heavy weight pressed down on them both.

----------



The feeling of Morlot’s face cracking beneath his fist was something Ezekiel took a disproportionate amount of joy in. The sight of the man flipping through the air was more than enough to make up for the pain he felt as his injuries were pulled back and forth.

He followed up with a kick to the man’s abdomen, further shattering his Spirit Armor. But the blow was glancing as Morlot rolled out of the way.

The disgraced Hunter desperately swung his daggers at Ezekiel, who defended with Shine, but still took a hit when the man extended the shadows that were wrapped around his weapons. They pierced into Ezekiel’s side, and he grunted in pain.

Seeing the opening for what it was, Morlot took the chance to run away as fast as he could.

But as he was halfway into his shadow, Ezekiel lunged and wrapped a hand covered in [Nothingness] around his neck.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Ezekiel ripped Morlot out of his shadow and threw him through a tree. “Dammit!”

He stared at his arm. Morlot had taken the chance when he was grabbed to lacerate it to the point where it wasn’t usable anymore. Not until he got some healing.

‘Let’s finish this. I’m getting tired of the back and forth.’ Shine declared, much to Ezekiel’s frustration.

A moment later he lunged and stopped Morlot from running by stabbing Shine into his leg. ‘I’m trying. The bastard is far too tricky to deal with fast.’

The next moment he had to leap back in order to avoid the drill shaped shadow that was aimed at his stomach. If that had hit him, then things would’ve been very different from his previous injuries.

It was easy enough to close off stab wounds caused by thin strips of shadow, but a drill of darkness like that would’ve been enough to literally eat away at him. The resulting hole wouldn’t be something he could heal from. He wasn’t even certain that his barriers would’ve protected him.

‘This is getting ridiculous! Are the legacies of the Morathi families really this powerful?’

Morlot tried to run again, and Ezekiel decided it was time to finish things for real.

His body and Shine began to glow brightly, and he immediately charged forward. An [Empowered] [Void Cutter] was charged, and a pulse of [Nothingness] rolled over the area.

Morlot stumbled to the ground as he was forced out of his shadow. He turned; his mana flared as he forced everything that he had into reforming his [Mantle of Darkness]. But it didn’t matter.

Shine was brought down with Ezekiel’s full might, and Morlot’s daggers shattered after barely a second of resistance.

Yet Morlot didn’t die. Instead, Ezekiel was blasted backward from a sudden burst of wind and found himself pinned underneath a massive unseen weight.

“That’s enough.” Wolken’s voice filled the area. There was an angry growl that filled the air as the Exalt’s displeasure was made known to all who heard him.

Ezekiel flared his mana, and forced himself up as his [Will] did not allow him to kneel so easily.

“... My apologies for losing my temper... I became worried for my sister.” Ezekiel didn’t dare to look Wolken in the eyes. He knew he was in trouble, though, the fact that the Mythic Tier Hunter hadn’t forced him to his knees once more meant that he wasn’t in as much trouble as he would’ve been if he had actually killed Morlot.

“You sister is fine. But it seems like she caused a bigger problem than you nearly did.” Ezekiel finally looked up, and Wolken waved a hand, causing the trembling Morlot to fall unconscious once more.

The moment his Spirit Armor reverted into his Spirit, the two were bound in Void manacles once more. Though, this time they were much more reinforced than the ones that they had been locked in before. He also threw a glowing green elixir at Ezekiel. He downed it a moment later, and immediately felt some relief as his more harrowing injuries were healed.

“Come on. Let's go finish dealing with this.” Wolken landed on the ground before walking off. The pressure he was releasing didn’t let up for a moment, and Ezekiel slowly walked behind him.

‘Well, I think that things went rather well, don’t you?’ Shine asked, even as Ezekiel could sense their apprehension at what was going to happen. ‘Still, with what we learned from this. I think the exchange was worth it.’

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, but he internally agreed with his Spirit as he pondered his newest [Understanding] and imagined just what it would mean for him going forward.

----------



Several kilometers away, a green glow flowed through the ground and up into a large tree. Seconds after, the glow died down and a female figure stepped out of the tree.

All around her was a dull golden glow that filled the area with a wavy appearance. As if it were a mirage in the desert. A man in Radiant Spirit Armor stood not far away.

“It appears that you failed in your task.” He declared with a voice that rippled through the air.

The Life Hunter that fought with Wendy flinched and fell to her hands and knees as a heavy mana pressure pressed down on her. After a few moments of not being able to do anything, her arms also gave out and she was crushed flat to the ground. Her Spirit laid beside her, also unable to move.

“... For...give... me... Please!” She cried out in stuttering breaths.

For a moment, the Radiant Hunter did nothing. It was only after the Life Hunter’s eyes were about to shut that he finally let up the pressure.

The Life Hunter immediately gasped for air but did not rise from the ground.

“A shame. We had really hoped that this method would work. Though, I guess with filthy Cultists like you, it’s no wonder that it failed.” The Radiant Hunter turned and strode away, the symbol of the Kindled family emblazoned on the cloak that hung around him.

The Life Hunter fumed for half a second before scrambling to catch up.

“It looks like we’ll have to activate the other agents...” She heard the Radiant Hunter mutter beneath his breath.

She stayed silent, but still shivered in fear as her temporary partner took them both away.
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                To say that Ezekiel had been unhappy to know that Wolken had pinned his sister under a mountain of compressed air was an understatement. He was actually quite furious, but knew that it was necessary, so all he did was focus on taking care of her.

Not once during the whole trip back to camp did he bother thinking about the dead envoy. As far as he cared, the man deserved his death.

“This will cause problems. You know that don’t you?”

Only Ezekiel heard Wolken’s voice. The Exalt’s control over the air made sure of it.

“Perhaps, but you can’t say that the envoy didn’t deserve it. Same with these shady bastards.” Ezekiel jostled the Shroud family member he was carrying.

He didn’t know this one’s name, as it was the Adept that had appeared in order to aid Morlot, who was being carried by Wolken.

“I’m more worried about the Life Hunter. Wendy said that she disappeared during her fight with this guy. I’m almost certain that that means she isn’t a part of the Shroud family. Maybe even a part of the Alliance at all.” A frown covered his face, but he kept his expression light so as to avoid alerting Wendy of his secret conversation.

“... You think she was a part of the Cult?”

“I don’t know. But Wendy said she called me Anathema. The cult are the ones that most often do that. Though, the Empire in its entirety has been doing that recently. Toward all Void Mages, regardless of whether or not they’re willing to work for the Empire.” Ezekiel’s words took on a grim tone as he thought of the Void users in the Empire.

While not slaughtered wholesale, rumors of labor camps where they were forced to make specially enchanted Artifacts, or access unique Relics so that the Cult and the Empire could utilize their unique properties.

He didn’t want to believe it, but he was almost certain that the Artifacts used by the now dead Lightning Hunter of the Cult were made using a strange fusion of Radiant and Void Magic. A bizarre mix of elements that showed just how hypocritical the Cult was with their beliefs.

“In a way, I hope that she really was a part of the Cult, or the Empire. That way, it means that the other options are far less likely to be a concern...” Ezekiel knew that Wolken was aware of what he was talking about.

Traitors in the Alliance, or worse, plants and spies that weren’t even aware of their true allegiance. After all, from what his father had told him when he was a child, the Kindled family was more than aware of the Radiant magic that could alter minds and memories.

“For now, we’ll work under the assumption that the Life Hunter was a Cultist. It will stop the Alliance from acting against us and allow us to put the blame on her. Though, your sister might have to pay reparations to whatever clan the Envoy came from.” Wolken’s tone implied that there would be no negotiation on this topic. But Ezekiel refused.

“I’ll pay it. I’m not handing my sister over to these bastards.” He nearly snarled as he made his intentions clear.

Beside him, Wendy flinched, much to his concern.

Wolken sighed in exasperation. “I don’t expect you to. She is one of ours, and she will not be taken away. But we’ll still have to make it look like she’s lost something, so she will have to pay. To us as well, since she nearly screwed up the entire operation.”

This time, Ezekiel got the message. He decided he would need to speak with his sister later. She would have to figure out what he could give her that would seem personal enough to be of significant value so as to look like a loss for her.

“We’ll deal with it.” He said with a shrug. The man he was carrying moaned in pain at the sudden action.

Wolken just nodded in acceptance, and the group finally walked into the range of their camp. The other Hunters from their fleet came forward, and Ezekiel passed on his prisoner to one of the other Hunters. “Here. Take him with the other one and lock them up. Full guard and get more manacles. I want at least three sets on both of them.”

The Hunters that took the prisoners away nodded, while the ones that took the body of the envoy looked confused. But Wolken decided to deal with that situation.

“Wendy!” Ezekiel called out before his sister could walk off.

Nervously, she and Kare turned their attention to him. Wendy was somewhat curled in on herself, while Kare looked defensive and protective of her partner.

“Come with me.” He flashed forward and grabbed the back of his sister’s collar. Kare made a noise of outrage, but couldn’t do anything as they disappeared with Ezekiel’s [Jump], leaving a confused gathering of Hunters in their wake.

When they turned to Wolken for an explanation, the Exalt just shook his head.

“Family drama.” Two words were all it took for the other Hunters to disperse and look for anything else to do.

They had no desire to get caught up in family drama involving the newest Vice-Leader, and one of the strongest Hunters, in the Prime Guild.

----------



Ultimately, it wasn’t Ezekiel that ended up disciplining Wendy, though he did oversee her and Riley’s next sparring session. As well as the next dozen back-to-back fights where Wendy had to battle with peak Adepts of different elements to show just how lucky she had gotten. There were several Life Mages on standby to make sure that no one was seriously injured, of course.

She had ended up fighting for several hours, well into the night, without any rest, up until a little while ago. Something that was quite harsh for an Adept, as they couldn’t augment themselves the same way Legendaries could. So, sleep and sustenance were much more important.

“You’re looking bright and chipper this morning.” Ezekiel’s voice was flat as he watched as Wendy stumbled into a seat next to the campfire he and Riley were eating by. The two Legendary Hunters had gotten the same amount of rest as Wendy, but considering their Tier, they could have gone for much longer without it. “Good sleep?”

His sister just gave him a halfhearted glare. She was too tired to give it any heat, however, and Kare was being cradled in her arms as she flopped into a chair.

The owl jackknifed up to a ready position on Wendy’s lap, but her eyes were still closed, and she tumbled onto the ground next to Wendy’s chair. Fortunately, as a bird Spirit, she was so light that there wasn’t much of an impact when she hit the ground.

“Why?” Wendy had only maybe an hour or two of sleep, so her voice still had that raggedy fry sound from just getting out of bed.

“You know why.” Ezekiel didn’t bother to look up from his food as he spoke. Instead, he floated over a plate of breakfast for his sister. “I hope you understand that I didn’t punish you because I like seeing you suffer. I did it because actions have consequences, and we’ll be suffering the consequences of your actions for quite a while.”

Wendy flinched and looked down at her plate that was now on her lap while slowly taking bites and trying to stay awake.

“As it is, you have your Relics? Because you’ll probably be handing them over to the clan of the envoy you killed.” This was something that the two had discussed the night before.

It wasn’t hard for Ezekiel to take a few Artifacts that he had created, as well as the odd Relic he had obtained over the years, or that the Church had given him, and let his sister use it to pay compensation. It wasn’t much of a loss for him, but he knew that it would be something valuable to the lesser clans in the Morathi Alliance.

The greater clans might want something as well. But considering the Shroud family owed them for the fact that two of their members attacked and tried to kill members of their fleet, it was likely that the Obscure magic family would provide aid to their new allies.

‘Ezekiel, your alert.’ Shine grabbed Ezekiel’s attention and directed it to the blinking artifact that was hanging off his belt. ‘It looks like the fleet’s moving out earlier than expected.’

“Alright. Looks like I need to get going. Politics and such.” He stood up and passed the remains of his food to the table off to the side. “Please watch her. I’ll call you if I can’t deal with things first.”

Wendy was so tired that she didn’t bother replying. Riley stood and gave him a hug and kiss.

“Don’t let them get too much from you. This is their fuck up, not ours.” She gave an angry sneer at the thought of forfeiting anything to the clans when they were the ones that were betrayed. “It’s already bad enough that we’re preparing Wendy to have to pay compensation.”

Ezekiel just nodded while giving her a grin. “No worries there. What’s valuable to them is not the same for us.”

With those final words, he disappeared with a silent [Jump].

----------



It was midday when the assembled Guilds and assorted Mages and Scholars arrived at the outskirts of the city that they were going to be hosted by until they could move to the front lines.

Had it just been Legendaries that were gathering, they would’ve been able to make it there the day before. But given the number of support personnel and Adepts, it just wasn’t possible.

“Nervous?” Wolken asked, from the head of the army. He was currently riding on top of his Spirit, while Ezekiel was floating next to him.

Neither wore their Spirit Armor, and so they relied on their Spirits to carry them through the air in their own ways. Something that frustrated Ezekiel and Shine, but they understood that walking up to the city fully prepared for battle during a war wasn’t a good idea.

“Not so much nervous. More frustrated, and annoyed that I have to deal with this shit when I could be contemplating my new discoveries.” Ezekiel mumbled half-heartedly.

Given that Shine was the one that was directing them, he had been focused on doing what meditation he could. A part of his mind was, even now, focused on self-reflection and internal searching to figure out what his [Truth] was.

What might the magic that made him special and unique within the Mythic Tier be.

“I just feel like I’m so close to the key, to my specialty but it’s still just outside the reach of my fingers...” Ezekiel found himself falling out of his semi-meditative state as he was pulled back into the real world. “Perhaps I still don’t know enough about Void Magic to figure it out properly.”

Wolken just smirked in amusement. Ezekiel could tell that the older man found his struggle amusing. Even though they both knew that he was on a deadline at this point.

“Well, you know mine. The storm weighs down on his enemies. Air pressure and manipulating it to make constructs is my primary means of magic. Something that isn’t very common for Tempest magic.” Wolken solidified some air in his hand, forming a dagger that didn’t make sense to Ezekiel. “Your Spirit Ruler friend, Invera, is almost entirely defensive in her specialty. Which is also not common to her element. Perhaps you should think of what doesn’t make sense for your element, rather than what does.”

Ezekiel thought about Wolken’s words for a second but realized that he still had the same problem. He didn’t know what was and wasn’t common for his element. Just what he could do right now.

“Regardless, focus on the here and now. Cause it looks like they called in reinforcements of their own.” Wolken directed Ezekiel’s attention to the outskirts of the city. A much larger contingent of Shroud family members was gathered.

At the head was Samuel Shroud, who looked apologetic and worried, but beside him were two much older Hunters. A man and a woman. The latter of which seemed to be utterly seething as they got closer and closer.

‘It looks like we know who we will be speaking to about that disgraceful Shroud member.’ Shine subtly started preparing defensive spells that the others wouldn’t be able to detect. ‘Hopefully she doesn’t do anything stupid in this situation.’

Ezekiel didn’t say anything as he looked at the woman who was glaring at him so fiercely.

He honestly wasn’t certain what to think of the situation. Not a single ounce of his being thought that his actions were wrong. But to see a woman with a face just like his mother’s glaring at him with such hatred was painful.

He could just tell that this meeting would be a test of his patience.

----------



While the majority of the Guild and Church members waited in a more well-furnished encampment outside the city, with the option to enter and pay for an inn if desired, Ezekiel and Wolken were sitting in a specially granted room at the ruling family’s personal estate.

However, since this ruling family was also the family of the envoy that Wendy had killed, things were less than welcoming when they had arrived. Even though it was apparent that the dead man’s family did not approve of his attitude and actions.

Which had led to the current argument taking place between Ezekiel and the clan head.

“Once more, Legend Ezekiel, I would like to apologize for the words said by our envoy. But my nephew’s actions were not enough to warrant his death at the hands of your Hunters.” The fact that the man speaking to Ezekiel was utterly stone faced as he spoke was impressive.

Though, Ezekiel wasn’t sure if he could tell whether it was due to emotional control, or utter lack of care for the man’s dead nephew. Either way, he didn’t like not being able to read his opponents like this.

‘It’s strange being on the other side of this. Isn’t it?’ Shine couldn’t help but tease as they felt Ezekiel’s discomfort and frustration.

‘Whose side are you on, again?’ Ezekiel proceeded to ignore his Spirit, his frustration sparking up into true fury for a second before calming down. Though he did acknowledge the apologetic feelings that they sent through their bond.

Turning back to the city ruler, Ezekiel glanced at the Shroud family members out of the corner of his eye. It looked like he wasn’t going to receive any aid from them, which did not imply good things for their future collaborations. However, the one that really frustrated him was Wolken, who seemed to be leaving him to deal with the situation on his own.

“Since you seem so insistent on re-addressing this topic, I would also like to revisit something, which is the fact that your apparent nephew was killed when he attempted to murder one of our Hunters while attempting to escape captivity when he made several unlawful implications toward the Shroud family.” Ezekiel glared at the city ruler. “That is alongside the fact that he was working with a disgraceful shame upon the Shroud family itself. A man who also attempted to kill several Guild members. Needless to say, this apparent collaboration is something that goes beyond the death of an inconsequential envoy. One who failed at their duties at that!”

A second after Ezekiel finished, the city ruler’s neck finally popped a vein as he narrowed his eyes. Everyone noticed as the ground shook for a moment, before Wolken let out a sigh and it stopped.

Next to him, the Shroud family members showed no reaction, but a bead of sweat ran down Samuel’s neck.

‘Oh, now he steps in.’ Shine complained as they rattled in their sheath.

‘Enough.’ Ezekiel said back. Though he couldn’t keep the amusement out of his mind.

“So, with that in mind.” He continued, as if the outburst was nothing worth noticing. “How do you intend to compensate us for your envoy’s indiscretions and attempted murder?”

‘Crack!’

A cup next to the ruler shattered, and the contents spilled across the table and onto the floor.

“You dare ask for compensation when it was your people who committed murder!?”

This time Wolken didn’t interrupt when the ruler stood up. The man’s facade finally broke under Ezekiel’s brazenness. He smirked at the ruler, which simply enraged him even more. To the point where it was clear that he had forgotten that Wolken was there.

“Enough!” The female Shroud family member exclaimed as she slammed her hands on the table. “Patriarch Lorry! You are going too far. Do not forget whose presence you are in.”

‘So that’s his name. Nice to know. I was starting to think he gave it up like that stupid Emperor.’ Shine mused, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a chuckle as he patted his Spirit that was hanging from his hip.

Fortunately, it seemed like only Wolken, and the Shroud family members, noticed Ezekiel’s break in character. The city ruler was too busy doing his best to defend himself to Wolken. All he received was a raised eyebrow from Wolken and a confused look from Samuel and the man next to him. The woman just continued to glare.

‘Don’t bother remembering it. This man won’t be coming to the battlefield. It’s obvious that he’s just a turtle hiding in his shell.’ A glance at the waist tall turtle Spirit that was sleeping at Lorry’s side only proved Ezekiel’s words.

“If I might raise a suggestion.” The male Shroud family elder spoke up before the female elder could continue. “Given the situation, and the fact that your nephew’s loss is of no consequence, since he failed to live up to his family’s standards, perhaps a simple monetary compensation from the Hunter who killed him will suffice?”

Lorry flinched at the male elder’s words. However, given the difference in power between his family and the Shroud family, he knew he couldn’t talk back without consequences. Especially since it appeared that the Shroud family finally took a side.

“Fine. But I won’t be having any Legendaries paying in her stead. She will personally hand over enough to compensate for the loss of my nephew, else there will be further consequences.” The city ruler finally sat down again.

‘Looks like things are finally going our way.’ He mused while Shine cheered in the back of his head. ‘Now we just need the other foot to drop.’

“Do not worry, Patriarch Lorry. We, of the Shroud family, will personally ensure that this debt is paid.”

‘There it is.’ Ezekiel glared at the male elder, who simply smirked at him in return.

The female elder did the same. Seemingly satisfied at what was now going to happen. While Samuel looked apologetic, helpless, and confused. He was clearly the least experienced person in the room right now.

“Well then!” Wolken clapped his hands and flexed his mana, making everyone turn to him once more. “With that settled, let’s move onto the compensation for the Shroud family’s betrayal, and why we should bother with remaining here to help you with the war that you are losing.”

Jaws tensed up as the Alliance Legendaries wanted to speak out, but couldn’t, since they knew that back talking to an Exalt that was there to help them wasn’t a good idea.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but smile internally. Now, it was their turn for payback. This time, they would milk the Alliance for everything they could.

At the back of his mind, Shine cackled in amusement.

----------



What happened next went much more in line with what Ezekiel had hoped for. Wolken basically steamrolled over the Shroud family elders. The fact that he was the one that had been wronged due to their family members, and hadn't killed them, meant that he was in the right.

The Prime Guild, and by extension the other contracted Guilds, and the Church of Ten, were given a large amount of compensation, including the right to set up a permanent headquarters in the Alliance. Something that hadn’t been done in the centuries since the Alliance was first formed.

After the compensation and land rights were handed over to Wolken, Ezekiel couldn’t help but notice that Samuel was now slumped in his seat. A lifeless look in his eyes as he seemed lost in the politics of the meeting.

‘I can’t help but feel sorry for him. This was obviously his first assignment, but it’s clear that this is well beyond his experience.’ Ezekiel couldn’t help but pity his cousin. He knew just how frustrating and evil politics were. It was only his experiences working with the Church and Guilds, figuring out things like resource allocation and dealing with disputes, that allowed him even an inkling of understanding at this level. ‘Hopefully he’s not too traumatized by this.’

There was a knock on the door a second later, and a messenger from the Guilds entered the room. Two familiar ladies were standing behind him with their Spirits.

“Exalt Wolken! Legend Riley and Adept Wendy are here, sir.” He then bowed and exited the room, leaving Riley and Wendy to walk over to where Ezekiel and Wolken were seated.

Everyone’s eyes followed them with interest. The Shroud family members were curious about the Obscure Hunter that had been born with their blood outside their family. While the city ruler was still pissed off. But there was a greedy glint in his eyes.

“Good. Now, since the agreed upon amount of compensation was already determined, Wendy, you will need to provide no less than five Artifacts capable of performing Adept level magic, or Relics of equal capability.” Wolken explained the terms that had been agreed upon once compensation was promised.

As for Wendy, her mouth dropped in shock, while Riley clenched her hands and bit her lip, much to the city ruler’s satisfaction.

Ezekiel, on the other hand, narrowed his eyes and let out a sigh. Not because he was frustrated, but because he was trying not to laugh.

He had made more than a hundred such artifacts in his life and had given Wendy more than a dozen the previous night. All while explaining to her the possibility that she might be forced to give them all up, while also being tricked into giving up more. Just to make the shock of her reaction real.

“B-but-” Wendy tried to speak, but it was clear that her confusion was stopping her. Which was exactly what Ezekiel and Wolken had wanted.

“What are you waiting for, girl? Hand over the Artifacts.” Patriarch Lorry demanded with a greasy smile. “Or do you not have enough?”

A look of comprehension passed over Wendy’s face. Right before she glared at Ezekiel with a face of ultimate betrayal. He looked away to keep himself from letting out a laugh.

“Now hold on, Patriarch Lorry. It’s clear that the girl is in distress, and there’s no need to further exacerbate the issue.” The male Shroud Elder interrupted the exchange. “I know you wish to get your compensation, and you will, but perhaps the Shroud family can provide some aid to both parties in this instance?”

Ezekiel glared, as did all the Guild members in the room. They knew full well what the Shroud family was trying to do. Neither he, nor Riley, would stand for it.

But he wasn’t the one who ultimately replied.

“I refuse!” Wendy exclaimed before anything else could be said.

Everyone turned to her once more. Her face was red, and she looked scared, but not at her outburst. Ezekiel could tell that she was worried about the possibility of being in debt to the Shroud family.

“I would rather be forced to give up everything I have, than be indebted to the family that’s already tried to kill me twice.” She stomped up to the meeting table, and five Artifacts appeared on it. “Here! Four Artifacts, and one Relic... All mine, and mine alone.”

The Shroud family members looked upset, as did Patriarch Lorry.

“Bullshit! There’s no way that these are yours! Who gave them to you! This was not a part of the deal!” He yelled as he slammed his hands on the table.

“Considering that compensation wasn’t decided on until today, and I personally checked and inspected the young lady’s belongings prior to this meeting, I can guarantee that she has not provided anything that which she did not already have well before this meeting began.” Wolken declared for all the room to hear.

Something that Ezekiel had been unaware of, but he figured that it must’ve happened in the brief period of time that he spent waiting for Wolken at the front of the army as they marched to the city.

A part of him realized that he was getting more and more into debt with Wolken, but considering it was him and not his sister, he considered it to be acceptable. For now, at least.

As for Lorry and the Shroud family elders, all they could do was fume at what Ezekiel knew they thought was unfair. But he didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, the issue was dealt with, and he would kill anyone who tried to bring it up again.

The rest of the meeting ended swiftly after that. With all parties leaving in their own respective directions. Wolken and Ezekiel were informed that, due to “military matters”, the Guilds would have to remain outside on a more permanent basis, and those within the walls would need to leave, but that was fine. The city Ruler had already lost enough respect in their eyes. It wasn’t something they thought would be worth fighting for.

The fact that the man had looked surprised at this just proved to Ezekiel that nobles, and those with authority in the Morathi families, were truly spoiled rotten with their lifestyles.

However, not everything was going well, since one particular annoyance continued to stick around. The Shroud family had decided to escort the Guild members back to the camp, so as to personally retrieve their wayward Hunters.

But, given how they were staring at Wendy for the majority of the trip, Ezekiel could tell that retrieving their prisoners wasn’t the only thing on their minds.
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The handover of the Shroud family members that the Guilds had captured went relatively smoothly. But it was clear that the elders weren’t interested in leaving things as they were.

They were smart enough not to do anything in enemy territory, but two weeks later, when the Guild and Church forces had arrived at the Shroud family compound one region over, Ezekiel found himself and his sister being summoned by Wolken after their new base had been set up.

“So, what do they want now? I thought that the agreements had already been handled.” Ezekiel hadn’t meant to sound angry at Wolken, but the frustration at the Shroud family’s behavior was grating on him.

Just behind him, Riley, who had accompanied him and Wendy, reached out to help him keep calm. He also saw her throw Wendy a concerned glance, but the younger Hunter was just as frustrated, though she was keeping quiet.

“The agreements between the Guilds, the Church, and the Alliance families have indeed been completed. We will be setting out to the front lines tomorrow. There is a contested territory that we will have to take control of within the next month.” Wolken looked over a map as he spoke.

Ezekiel noticed that there were several large groups that indicated split forces of Alliance families and different Guilds. “The problem is that this was a personal request, directed at you and Wendy alone. One that I could not refuse on your behalf since there are certain laws that we need to go along with. Including ones pertaining to bloodlines, and magic that is tied to them.”

“... Is this about the spell that Wendy used when she was fighting for her life?” Ezekiel’s question was answered with a sigh from Wolken. He could hear his sister shuffle uneasily behind him. “You’re not in trouble Wendy. It’s these damned Shrouds that are being a pain in the ass.”

His words seemed to lighten his sister’s mood, but he could tell that she still felt a bit guilty.

Wolken ignored this byplay. “While this is indeed about the magic that Wendy used, it was actually an offer from Elder Thadeus that makes this interesting.”

Ezekiel thought back to the only elder he could think of with that name. “Was he the male elder that we saw in Patriarch Lorry’s city?”

Wolken nodded. “Yes, he has asked for both a demonstration of Wendy’s prowess with the spell, as well as offered an additional spell from his personal repertoire, not bound by the Shroud family’s restrictions, as compensation.”

Ezekiel fell silent. While he didn’t want to let his sister go anywhere near the Shroud family’s private areas, let alone in the company of one of their elders, he also knew that this would be a great opportunity for her.

“... It’s your choice, Wendy. There are pros and cons, either way. But I won’t take this opportunity away from you if it’s what you wish for.” He turned to his sister, who looked surprised at the offer he was giving her. “I’m not your master, I’m your brother, and I think you’ve matured enough to handle this decision. Though, you won’t be going alone, even if you do decide to go.”

If anything, Wendy looked relieved at Ezekiel’s words. “If that’s the case, then I’d like to see what I can learn from them. But if they demand any sort of loyalty, or extended bindings or debts to their family, we leave. Go to the front lines and ignore them until this war is over.”

He smirked at his sister’s decision. “Agreed. Then, if you’re ready, we can go now.”

Wendy nodded.

“Good. If that’s settled, here.” Wolken held out a set of tokens to Ezekiel. “Three entry tokens that will let you meet up with Elder Thadeus. I expect all three of you back tonight. Let them know that, unless all three of you are directly in front of me when you report back later, I will be entering their headquarters personally to speak with you.”

The three Hunters nodded, with the siblings appreciating the amount of care that the Exalt was showing them. Ezekiel took the tokens, handing one over to Wendy and Riley each.

Saluting Wolken as they left, the trio made their way to the compound proper, where they made their way inside after showing two very shocked guards their tokens. Both of them were informed of Wolken’s words, just in case someone had something planned for their group.

They didn’t even make it a hundred feet inside when they were utterly surrounded by darkness.

----------



Outside the Shroud family compound, Wolken let out a sigh, as his senses, which reached well beyond the range of the Guilds’ camp, lost track of Ezekiel and his group. Just as he stood up to head over to the Shroud family, a flicker of darkness touched the corner of his vision.

“Get out here old man... I’m in no mood for these games.” He let out a pulse of mana that disrupted the concealment magic that was keeping his unwanted visitor hidden. “What the hell are you doing Merlind? You know damned well that this won’t end well for you.”

The figure was an old man with graying hair that was streaked black. He was a peak Obscurity Mage with several scars lining his face and arms. Marks of battle that seemed old and weathered. As if they had been healed, only to reopen, over and over again.

“Calm down, brat... I’m not here to make moves against you or my descendants.” Merlind raised his hands in surrender as he spoke.

Wolken snorted in disdain, and his Spirit swiftly wrapped around Merlind’s body. “Then what are you doing? I thought kidnapping was the Kindled family’s thing.”

For his part, Merlind did flinch at the accusation, and a hint of guilt crossed his face.

“... This is actually an opportunity for all of them.” He muttered before groaning as the Mythical Spirit wrapped around him began to squeeze. “No! Really! Despite some elder’s intentions, we will not be doing anything to keep them here against their will. I am well aware of what will happen to us if we try that. We’ll try to convince them, sure, but we won’t force them.”

Wolken let out a bark of laughter. “Your son already tried to, so forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

Merlind flinched. “Thadeus had been severely reprimanded for that. Though his intentions weren’t bad, I assure you. He just wants to protect the daughter of the sister he feels he failed. Given young Wendy’s skills, he also likely wants to take her on as an apprentice.”

Wolken gave Merlind an unamused glare. I know that working in shadows is your family’s entire thing, but this isn’t something you should be keeping a secret. Tell it to them straight, let them make an informed decision, and accept it if they don’t agree.”

Merlind sighed in exasperation. “It’s not that simple... The rest of the council is already unhappy with the actions we’ve been forced to take in pushing back the Kindled family. Giving power to what they consider to be outsiders might be a step too far. I was actually hoping that this little test they set up would change a few minds.”

“All this test will do is further alienate your descendants.” Wolken pushed past Merlind and looked at the large black sphere that had covered the entirety of the Shroud family’s compound. “Such a shame...”

“What? Were you hoping that they might actually become friendly toward us?” Merlind didn’t understand Wolken’s sudden melancholy.

“No... I just think it’s a waste that such a magnificent elemental formation is going to be destroyed because of your family’s arrogance.”

“Destroyed? How could that be? This formation is one that I discovered in a Ruin that remained from the Age of Growth, prior to the birth for the Cruor, and made from a Relic of the Ancient Obscurity themself. Two Legends and an Adept won’t be able to destroy it.” Merlin sounded somewhat insulted at Wolken’s statement.

For his part, the Exalt didn’t bother to respond for several seconds.

The massive sphere trembled and warped, as something tried to get out.

“I’m only going to say this once. You did this. Your family chose to do this. As such, My Guild members will not be held responsible for what happens next.” Wolken turned to glare at Merlind, and he released a gust of wind that knocked back and pinned the half-a-dozen other Obscure Mages and Hunters hiding in the shadows. “If you attempt to do anything other than disable this formation, before they can break it, I will see to it that it won’t matter if the Kindled family is beaten back and destroyed, because I will be the one your family faces.”

Merlind swallowed nervously in shock and awe as he witnessed his family’s oldest treasure fighting back against a force that neither he, nor his family members, could possibly comprehend.

Nearby, the assembled Guilds and Church members moved to a more offensive position. But a whisper in the wind stopped them from going too far.

Instead, they sat back to watch the show, knowing that it would truly be spectacular.

----------



Standing in the middle of the darkness that surrounded him, Ezekiel remained calm, even though a part of him momentarily panicked as he lost his senses. Surrounded by nothingness, he briefly worried about what had happened to his sister and Riley. Those feelings disappeared, as he knew that allowing himself to be concerned with them wouldn’t help in this instance.

The fact that Wolken would likely do severe damage to the Shroud family if he and the other two were to die was also something that kept him calm.

‘I wonder what they’re trying to do this time...’ Shine was just as calm. Their mood was even more relaxed than Ezekiel’s. Though, that was likely because they had already circumvented the sensory deprivation of their current surroundings. ‘Incoming Mages. They’re slowly making their way to Wendy. Riley seems to have surrounded herself with her hottest flames. Her [Will] is keeping them from hurting you or Wendy.’

Ezekiel sighed, and a moment later white outlines filled his vision. Utterly colorless and devoid of light, his senses were no longer barred by the strange formation he had found himself in.

“Impressive. If not for the fact that I’ve experienced this before, I would almost be impressed.” He couldn’t hear his own words, but he could tell that the Shroud family members that were moving in could hear him just fine, though most of them ignored him. “A [Domain] magic that falls under the control of the wielder... Though, it looks like this one isn’t under anyone’s specific control. There are simply those that are immune to the effects, and those that are not... Well, there are those that can circumvent the effects as well, I guess.”

This time, his words had a much stronger reaction, since he had summarized the general effects of the formation, which most wouldn’t be able to understand.

He didn’t allow the Shroud Mages to reassess the situation, however, and immediately created a [Domain] of his own. Filling the area around him with a starry sky as mana filled the atmosphere.

Four Mages, dressed totally in black, suddenly appeared without the outlines that previously surrounded him. Same with Riley and Wendy, both of whom were garbed in their respective Spirit Armor and [Mantle].

Riley, who was surrounded in white-blue flames, turned to face the newly appeared Mages. They were merely Adepts, so it wasn’t hard for her to knock them back with some concussive force by creating several flameless explosions. The three Mages went flying into the nearby wall and crumpled to the ground in a heap. The sound of snapping bones was enough to make Wendy flinch.

“What’s going on?” She turned to ask Ezekiel, whose opalescent Spirit Armor shone brightly with the dome that had surrounded them.

“The Shroud family is trying to mess with us again.” Sounding incredibly exasperated, Ezekiel was done with this shit. “Hold still. I’m going to break us out of here.”

A moment later, the other Shroud family members attacked, but Riley intercepted as Ezekiel crossed his arms and began channeling his mana.

“Let Wendy take a couple of them. She should be able to take part without too much trouble.” He called out, and Riley allowed one of the Adepts to pass through, followed by another, as a Legendary presence finally appeared. “How annoying.”

Taking Shine in both hands, he stabbed their blade into the ground. A pulse of mana filled the area, and the ground rippled as the darkness that laid beyond Ezekiel’s stars rippled. It looked like the surface of the ocean going up and down like waves beneath a ship.

“Tch- It looks like this formation is more advanced than I expected. Less of a hard defense, more of a soft defense...” Taking a step back to reflect on what was happening around him, Ezekiel saw that Riley was having a relatively easy time keeping up with the Legendary Hunter that had come to face her.

The thing that annoyed him, however, was the fact that the snake on the woman’s Spirit Armor was quite distinctive. A familiar, if more refined, pair of daggers also caught his sight.

“You’re the elder that met us in Lorry’s city. That fool, Morlot’s, mother.” His words had a profound effect on the battle, as the other Shroud family Mages, and Hunters, as he could now see, paused in surprise at his awareness.

He took the chance to send a concussive punch at half a dozen of the Hunters that were swarming toward his sister. They were merely middle Step Adepts, so they went down without issue.

‘How’s it going with the analysis?’ He mentally asked Shine. ‘Any ideas?’

Beyond the domain that he had formed, he found that there were several more Legendaries that were headed his way. They seemed to range from the middle to upper Steps. But only half appeared to be emitting any sort of killing intent or offensive desires.

‘Not yet. It’s like there’s a defined edge, but it’s constantly moving. All the damage is being spread out to the rest of the dome. So, the actual damage we’re doing is minimal. At least in the grand scheme of things.’ 

Ezekiel hummed in annoyance, even as he helped Riley with her fight. The elder now taking a more offensive stance and was covered in her own [Mantle of Darkness]. Two large snakes made of misty shadows appeared, and it was obvious that she was trying to form a domain to entrap Riley.

“Denied.”

[Nothingness] filled the domain that Ezekiel had created. All magic not cast by Riley or Wendy was suddenly interrupted. The elder found herself retreating for a moment, as her spells were disrupted and disappeared.

Except for the [Mantle of Darkness].

‘... We’ll have to further study that spell after this.’ He mused as he let out another pulse.

‘Agreed. Now get ready. Things are about to get harder.’

Feeling two more Legendary Hunters enter his domain, Ezekiel felt a massive strain appear as they successfully pushed on [Confined Space] with their own [Mantles of Darkness].

The Adepts from the Shroud family retreated, as they knew that there was nothing they could do now. But Ezekiel still felt worried. Wendy was still there, and there was no chance that she would get out unscathed if she stayed.

Just at the edge of his senses, he could feel Thadeus and Samuel arguing with their fellow elders, and he made a choice.

“Wendy! Brace yourself!” His sister tensed up at his call, and a moment later she was surrounded by a [Void Barrier], only to be shot off with a [Slingshot] spell that sent her flying at the people Thadeus and Samuel were arguing with. “Keep her safe, or I’ll take your heads!”

Infusing his voice with [Force] caused a ripple to spread out over the whole of the family compound. The vibrations even caused another tremor in the dome surrounding them.

‘That’s it!’ Shine exclaimed as Ezekiel locked blades with one of the new Hunters. One wielded a sword, and had bird-like motifs on his armor, while the other wielded an ax, and had a bear motif.

He and Riley were now back-to-back as they faced off against the three Obscure Legendaries.

‘You figured out how to get us out of here?’ He let out a small pulse of [Force] that sent his opponent backward. Only for tendrils to rise up from the ground to wrap around him.

His domain was filled with [Nothingness] once more, and he found himself free to swing at the Hunter in front of him. Only for one of the others to strike him from behind.

A barrier from Shine kept him from taking the brunt of the attack, but he still stumbled.

‘Yes. Don’t let that happen again, or I won’t be able to do it.’

Ezekiel just sighed and threw a dagger from his Void Pouch at the elder that was fighting Riley. Her flames were keeping the others away, for the most part, and the [Nothingness] in his domain was preventing them from doing much regarding constructs and other spells. But it was clear that the effects were diminishing.

He could sense Shine weaving some sort of spell in the back of his mind. From the feel of it, it would be a few more seconds before they could let it loose.

For the most part, due to his domain, Ezekiel and Riley were holding up quite well against the three Legendary Hunters. Their ability to cast spells unhindered meant that they had an advantage. Though a minor one since the martial abilities of the Shroud family members were enhanced by the [Mantle of Darkness].

A lashing of fire struck the snake Spirit’s elder across the face, forcing her back as Ezekiel took care of the others. Shine’s blade crossed with the man’s ax but was nearly ripped out of his hands as it was wrapped in shadows and pulled. The spell was so sudden and brief that he was almost unable to dispel it in time.

Rather than pull back from the Hunter trying to take Shine away, Ezekiel pushed forward, and tackled the other man. He then used his enhanced strength to throw them both further, and slammed into the other Legendary, who was preparing to rush Riley from the side.

A sudden pain in his gut made him pull back. But not before throwing the two Legendaries away from him.

He placed a hand on his front, where he could feel his armor had a swiftly closing hole in it. Blood covered his hand as he pulled it away.

“Keep your spells close to your bodies! The [Mantle of Darkness] is not affected by his domain!” The Hunter with the ax called out as a spike had shot out from his stomach, formed from the shadows within his armor.

“So, we’re using lethal attacks? Fine!” Ezekiel focused his mana into his body, enhancing it to well beyond his normal physical parameters. He disappeared, and the next moment, his fist impacted on the ax wielder’s face.

The was a loud ‘crunch’ as the man’s helmet and nose broke in succession.

Covered in spikes and rushing toward him, the other Hunter tried to grapple and take Ezekiel out with his [Mantle of Darkness] much like the ax user had. But Ezekiel focused his full force into a [Void Slash] dumping half a Step of his mana into the spell.

It didn’t cut through his opponent. Not entirely. But that was only because the [Mantle of Darkness] was much more dangerous than he had expected. It still caused a massive gash to appear across his chest, reaching from shoulder to hip.

“You’re not so tough without your domains.” Ezekiel scoffed in disappointment as he made his way over to Riley and the last standing Hunter.

‘I’m ready when you are.’ Shine suddenly exclaimed.

‘Do it. I want to punch this bitch when she’s surprised.’

Shine chuckled, and a series of [Force] vibrations emanated from Ezekiel’s Spirit Armor. The frequency of the vibrations seemed to resonate with the dome that surrounded them. It caused ripples to form and grow as the surface of the dome further warped and shifted far more than before. But Ezekiel noticed that the mana being used was less.

He waved his hand, and the two fallen Legendaries were telekinetically pulled toward him before they could be retrieved by other Shroud family members. A moment later, the three of them disappeared, as Ezekiel covered them all in his [Shroud] spell to keep them hidden. He idly threw manacles around both the Hunters and their Spirits.

Slowly making his way over to the two women that were fighting, Ezekiel noticed that more Shroud members were approaching. Several of them were Legendaries.

A sense of panic seemed to emanate from them, and Ezekiel could tell that some were trying to get to Wendy, but it seemed that Samuel and Thadeus were keeping her safe, for now. Though, he could tell that his disappearance from their sight was obviously shocking to them.

Above him, the formation seemed to be reaching its limits.

“Break!” Ezekiel suddenly called out, and Shine released another pulse of [Force] that cause the damage being caused to exponentially grow. A sound that was just like thunder filled the region.

The formation broke, and what looked like black glass fell from the sky in jagged chunks.

Screams of terror and despair filled the air. No longer were the events happening within the Shroud family compound a secret to those that were outside. Not were the words of the Shroud family members kept silent by the darkness.

“By the Ancients!” Ezekiel heard Thadeus and the other Legendary members of the Shroud family exclaim as they looked at the sky.

Wendy took this chance to run toward Ezekiel, and no one seemed willing to stop her.

The elder that Riley was fighting was so startled that she looked away as the Flame Hunter struck her upside the head with a clean blow that exploded with fire and force. The elder’s scream was loud and harsh, and her helmet cracked, and the fire directly burned her face.

By this point, Ezekiel was right next to them, so he lashed out with a reinforced fist, breaking his [Shroud] but also knocking the elder unconscious. Two more manacles appeared and wrapped around both the elder and her Spirit.

With the three elders now subdued, alongside their Spirits, and the formation properly broken, with the sky clear once more, Ezekiel addressed the Shroud family.

“Any offensive actions directed at the three of us will lead to the death of these Legendary members of your family!”

His words spread through the area like the force of a bomb. All of the Hunters and Mages that were looking at them were terrified. But there were also more than a few that were angry.

“Each and every one of you will remove your Spirit Armor, and allow us to leave here, unhindered. We will be taking these elders as hostages and bargaining chips. You may figure out how you can get them back from us tomorrow, when we meet to renegotiate the conditions of our agreement, and the actions that will be taken over the duration of the war from this point forward.”

There was a tense standoff for several moments, with neither side willing to back down, when a new voice cut through the air. It held a presence within it that reminded Ezekiel of only four figures he had previously met.

“Enough! Let these three leave, as they stated they would, or I will personally see you locked up in the dungeons for your indiscretions!” Merlind, who had arrived with Wolken, stood at the entrance to the family compound. “Given the look in his eyes, I expect that the Exalt will aid these three in whatever actions they intend to take. Now do as you are told!”

Seeing their patriarch and ancestral founder giving them an order, the Shroud family collectively stood down.

Seeing this, Ezekiel smiled, though he was also starting to feel the strain of maintaining his domain up until this point. “Much appreciated. We’ll be off now.”

Making their way out of the compound, Wolken took the three Legendaries off Ezekiel’s hands.

“So... did you have a good meeting?” Wolken smirked as his words flowed into Ezekiel’s ears. No one else reacted, since the wind itself wasn’t allowing it.

Ezekiel just glared at Wolken’s amused but frustrated expression. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

He was officially tired of this bullshit and couldn’t wait to get to the front lines.
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                Given the situation with the Shroud family, Ezekiel and Wendy were kept from the compound. Wolken ultimately took over all the correspondence with the family and arranged for much better conditions and benefits for the Guilds and Church. With a few bonuses for Ezekiel and Wendy in particular. Specifically, the Shroud family was ordered to pass over a few scrolls and tomes on their magical techniques and spells that weren’t inherently restricted only to official family members.

The elder that had orchestrated the entire test, whose name Ezekiel learned was Eleanor, his aunt, was also secured after being traded back. To the point where she was basically under house arrest.

This was somewhat harmful to the war effort, but it would only be until the Guilds moved out and split up. It was decided that she and her supporters would be kept well away from the region that Ezekiel was ultimately assigned to.

Ezekiel would’ve preferred it if she was simply killed and removed as a problem entirely, but he could understand why keeping her around to be used in the war would be beneficial. Even if he, emotionally, didn’t like it.

For now, however, he and his sister were relaxing with Riley in a large tent after their ordeal.

“This is actually fairly interesting. It manages to fully describe and breakdown the ways in which shadows can be used to create domains. The means by which the boundaries are defined, and how the [Mantle of Darkness] works. At least the older and less refined versions.”

Reclining in a hammock strung up between two stone pillars, Ezekiel was looking through some of the books that he and his sister had been provided. “Did you find anything interesting in that scroll on Shadows, Scrolls, and Spirits?”

Wendy looked up in confusion, having been utterly absorbed in what she was reading. “Oh! Ah... I definitely think it’s interesting, but I don’t know if I understand this part correctly...”

Closing the book in his hands, Ezekiel moved over to look over his sister’s shoulder. “Can I see? Maybe I can get a sense and break it down for you.”

Wendy shifted in her seat so that he could get a better view, and the two fell into a comfortable silence as they became more and more absorbed in the concepts and ideas that they had acquired from the Shroud family.

Off to the side, Riley gave a gentle smile as she watched the siblings bonding.

At the moment, she wasn’t able to do much, as the Obscure magic within the resources the siblings had obtained was not something that could be translated to Flame Magic. But Ezekiel was trying.

After making his own realizations and obtaining an [Understanding] that helped him to create his own domain, he wanted to further explore the possibility of the elements providing insights regarding different elements.

However, all good things must come to an end, and when Wolken’s most recent messenger walked into their tent, Ezekiel knew that it was time to move out once again.

He and Riley shared a look before he headed out to meet Wolken once more. “Is everything packed? Are you ready to get moving?”

The folding chairs and other small items that were strewn about the tent were swiftly stored in large Void Pouches. Wendy and Riley then began taking down the tent.

“Yes, big brother, everything is packed. We’ll meet you at the head of the army when we head out. We’ve still got an hour or so, don’t we?” Wendy asked as she rolled up the tent.

To the side, Riley was storing the support beams that had been holding up the reinforced cloth that made up the large tent. Smaller items and other supplies were also stored away, and the few Artifacts that Ezekiel had taken out in order to more closely examine and repair them were put into holsters and other easily accessible bindings on their respective armors.

“Correct. But that’s no reason to slack when we’re heading into enemy territory.” Ezekiel muttered. Seeing that the two ladies were absorbed in their work, he took to the air to meet Wolken.

They had spent nearly a week at the Shroud family compound. Now that they were leaving, he wanted nothing to interrupt or delay their departure.

Regardless of the unfortunate deals that Wolken had made with the arrogant family that he wanted nothing to do with.

----------



Ezekiel sat in silence as he rode on one of the carts at the head of the army. They had set out a few hours ago, and while his portion of the Guilds and Church was large, the drop in numbers was somewhat eerie after being surrounded by so many people.

“Heavy thoughts?” Wolken asked as he floated along on his Spirit. “Were the scrolls and tomes from the Shroud family that interesting?”

Ezekiel spared the Exalt a glance for a moment, but focused mostly on his current thought process. Mostly involving the different ways that the army would be able to fight. Though, he did recall a few things from his recent studies that he would like to focus on when he got the chance.

“I’m worried about the upcoming battles... I’m not going to be of much help if I can’t figure out Tier five.” He finally said after several minutes of silence. Wolken didn’t look away once during that time.

“Well, you figured something out from experiencing the magic from the Shroud family, didn’t you? While it won’t help you discover your truth, perhaps the other elements will.” Wolken leapt off his Spirit and took a seat next to Ezekiel. “You’ve got at least some idea, right? An outline of the key.”

“I’m still looking for the Chakra, let alone the key. But I can tell I’m close. It has something to do with something that happened to me when I was younger... I just can’t think of what it was.” Ezekiel slumped in his seat. His body had been tense ready for a fight for a while, with the anxiety causing him to constantly be tense. The incidents with the Shroud family hadn’t helped things, and he couldn’t help but feel like his progress had regressed.

“Even then, I don’t know how I’m going to condense my core either. Real flesh and blood are different from the pseudo flesh and blood that Spirits have.” Originally, he had thought that he had figured something out, but then he learned about the necessity for his [Truth] and that threw most of his plans out the window. “Needless to say, I am getting more and more worried about the results of this war by the day.”

“... You’re lucky I’m so used to keeping things quiet between us, or your words would be a major blow to the Guilds’ morale,” Wolken sighed and took a moment to think, “but I understand your concerns. You breaking through to Tier five is the most important thing right now. Something I haven’t been helping with, given the number of responsibilities I’ve been giving you. I guess I just got too excited to see the youngest Tier five in the world, and figured you’d need other skills for when you ascend.”

Ezekiel looked confused. “What do you mean, other skills?”

Wolken looked confused for a moment. “Politics and dealing with different factions. If you’re going to make or take over your own faction one day, then these are skills you need to have. Trust me, I would know.”

A look of regret crossed the Exalt’s face, and Ezekiel could feel a pit of pity fill his stomach. Looking back on it, Wolken had been doing more than usual to help Ezekiel out, even if the man had been mostly leaving him to fix his own messes.

“... Do you think that forming my own faction would be for the best? Wouldn’t it be better for me to simply stay in the Prime Guild? You’d get a lot more free time if that happened, wouldn't you?”

“Hehe, even if that happened, you’d need to know a lot more before you could take over as one of the Prime Guild Leaders.” Wolken gave him a savage grin. “Though, you’d still have to fight Strom to prove yourself once you break through. Now, that is something I look forward to.”

The hairs on Ezekiel’s neck rose up as he could feel the threatening aura that Wolken was emitting. Not at him, but just out of excitement. But it went away after a few seconds as Wolken focused on Ezekiel once more.

“That’s for later, however. For now, let’s figure out what we can do to get you to the next Tier.”

Ezekiel remained silent, but laid Shine across his lap and partially unsheathed them. This indicated to Wolken that both were fully listening and attentive to what he was going to say.

“The biggest thing you need to know about Tier five, is that you are significantly closer to being one with your element. By which I mean that you don’t just [Understand] it, you are becoming a part of it, and it is becoming a part of you.” Wolken’s tone was flat and factual. As if there was no bias in what he was saying. Simply the truth that could not be denied. “That is why you need to comprehend your [Truth] and its relationship with your element. I know I said that it can also be about discovering aspects of your element that are not the norm, but that comes from what you can attribute to your element via knowing who and what you are. Keep this in mind when you move forward, since this is information that I won’t be telling you again. You’re lucky I’m telling you this much, since usually Those that reach this Tier barely comprehend this after they break through.”

Ezekiel thought back to when Wolken had first described the Mythic breakthrough. How it was like the Hunters that ascended were pulled up by their Spirits, rather than climbing up on their own. Like the old method of reaching Legendary. A method that Ezekiel had made obsolete.

“I’d like to tell you that I can simply explain everything to you and make things clear and easy for you to progress. But we both know that’s not possible. If it was, you wouldn’t have been the first human to have figured out that it was the [Understandings] that we all instinctively obtained via our Spirits that was necessary to reach Tier four. Hell, most of my own comprehension regarding Tier five comes from examinations and ponderings that I only made after your breakdown of [Elemental Understandings] made its way to Quintessa.” Wolken sighed in fond exasperation as he thought back to his own studies. Forced upon him by his sister, but helpful all the same.

For Ezekiel, he was simply shocked that the profound insights that Wolken had been giving him were so recent. While his progress had been accelerated due to the various events that had happened to him, Ezekiel had only become a Legendary roughly a year ago. His studies regarding [Understanding] were barely that much older. So, to say that he was impressed by Wolken’s wisdom and personal discoveries would be an understatement.

‘I wonder how much progress he could’ve made if he was a Void Mage instead...’ Shine muttered as they also felt their mind go blank at the knowledge of just how much and how quickly Wolken had made his own discoveries of the current peak of human and Spirit magic.

“I will also tell you this. I thought it wouldn’t be relevant until you broke through, but practice your [Domain] as much as possible.”

Ezekiel could hear the emphasis on [Domain] but didn’t quite understand what Wolken meant by it. As far as he was aware, domain spells were useful, and certainly unique, but not that special, right?

“Outside of special circumstances, a [Domain] like the one you and the Shroud family can make is limited to Tier five. It’s one of the reasons why Mythics are so powerful. We have total control over our respective element within our [Domain],” Wolken explained upon noticing Ezekiel’s expression. “With that in mind, it will probably help if you can figure out how to better merge your [Domain] with the world around you. Though, I don’t know what the effects will be.”

Ezekiel fell into a contemplative silence once more. This time focusing almost entirely on what he had just learned. He could feel it in his bones that he was getting even closer to breaking through.

A sense of coolness filled his mind and soul as he fell into a state of enlightenment. His memories and [Understanding] of his element flowed freely through every aspect of his being. Even Shine was not unaffected, and they fell into a similar state.

Wolken stood up with a grin on his face. Stepping back from the cart, he alighted onto his Spirit once more. A path of wind gently directed the cart along the proper road, while the other carts and carriages around it made some space.

All the while, Ezekiel continued to grow, and come closer and closer to his [Truth].

----------



Sitting in their own cart more central to the traveling army, Riley, and Wendy both perked up. Their attention, and that of the Hunters around them, focused on the front of the army, where a dome of gray wind moved in tandem with everything around it.

“What’s going on?” Wendy nearly leapt from her seat in fright.

“I think your brother had another breakthrough. Nothing to be concerned about.” Riley placed a hand on Wendy’s shoulder. Putting a bit of pressure on the younger girl, she put her back in her seat. “Keep calm. Nothing will happen for a few more days yet. We’re still far enough away that it would be too difficult for a large enough force to ambush us.”

Wendy shifted in her seat. It had only been a few hours, but she couldn’t help but feel nervous. She had finished reading the scrolls that she and her brother had received. But most of the concepts and information needed to utilize the spells properly went over her head.

“Is it like this every time?” She asked in a quiet whisper. “The worry and fear? You and my brother have been through this a lot, so you would know if it gets easier, right?”

Riley faced her younger companion directly before she answered.

“... It depends. To be honest, I’m almost always worried about your brother. He’s simply... so much more than most Hunters. He’s been through so much, and his soul is so strong that he’ll soon reach a height that no one else has achieved at his age.” She looked down at her lap, where Celia was nestled and resting. The little dragon Spirit looked up at her with large eyes. A silent conversation passed between them, and she smiled. “However, I understand why he’s doing what he’s doing. I know that it is necessary, and that he cannot stop moving forward. If he does... Many bad things will happen. Things that give me nightmares just thinking about them.”

A shiver ran up Riley’s spine. The knowledge Ezekiel had had since he was born was terrifying. Not just because he had lived an entire lifetime, if a short one, but because he had been shouldering so much for so long. Even if much of it had been pushed aside so that he could live his life, the fate of their world was inescapable. Unless he could grow strong enough to change it.

No one else was able to reach Tier six, after all. Only by breaking through to Tier five on his own would that be possible. Yet, for all the world knew, few, if any, were as close as Ezekiel was.

“What does he know? What’s going to happen? I thought we were just here to ensure that the Cult and the Empire couldn’t expand their control over the continent?” Wendy was confused and scared after Riley finished speaking.

The Flame Hunter snapped out of her melancholy. She seemed to realize that she had said too much when she saw the fearful reaction that the young woman in front of her had on her face.

“Focus on your studies, strengthen your soul, and grow stronger,” Riley said with a flat and emotionless tone. Her eyes narrowed into a glare when she continued. “Only then will you be able to have a chance at moving forward with your brother. Otherwise, you’ll just become the fodder that dies in the aftershocks of the Ancients’ battles.”

“The Ancients?” Wendy recoiled in shock. “What?”

It was clear that she couldn’t understand what Riley was talking about.

“I’m sorry. But we need to stop now. This topic isn’t something you’re ready for.” Riley rotated her head to look at the carts and transports next to her. “We also have eavesdroppers that need to mind their own business!”

Wendy perked up and glanced around. She caught sight of a few Hunters that were looking away or rubbing the backs of their heads in embarrassment.

Others didn’t do this. They just continued to stare. Their curiosity brimmed as they focused intently on Riley and Celia. A few looked at Wendy as well, which caused her to flinch back. The passive pressure from the intensity of a Legendary’s focus was something most Adepts weren’t comfortable with.

“Ignore them. You don’t know anything. Not yet. So, it’s unlikely that they’ll go for you for information.” Riley wrapped her arm around Wendy. A warmth emanated from her body as she manipulated her mana to comfort and protect the younger Obscure Hunter. “Besides, if they tried to mess with you, they’d have to deal with your brother’s retaliation.”

That stark reminder caused the rest of the Hunters to wince and focus on the path in front of them.

Riley chuckled at the sight, but Wendy just stayed silent. Her thoughts were unknown to all but her Spirit right now. But as she relaxed into the older woman’s arm, she turned her attention to the front of the army once more. Directly where her brother was at.

The rest of the trip continued slowly and quietly. Both ladies were silent as they sat in contemplation.

----------



Ezekiel’s enlightenment had left many people hopeful as they continued toward the front lines. But after several hours, when he and Shine finally woke up, beyond a bit more weight to his presence that he couldn’t fully conceal, it was obvious that he hadn’t broken through yet.

The depletion of his mana was a good thing, since it meant that he had at least achieved something. Many of the Hunters who were watching him were curious as to what it was.

“What did you learn?” Wolken, who floated in the air on his Spirit, asked from where he was observing the army setting up camp.

“... I found a way to use my domain to map out my Spiritual Pathways. So, I now know where my fifth Chakra is. But it’s kind of pointless since I can’t open it,” Ezekiel sighed, before he rubbed head in pain. “I gave myself quite the headache from ramming into it over and over again.”

Wolken hummed in amusement.

‘At least you only have a headache. I feel like my entire soul was trampled by a horde of elephants.’ Shine’s mental voice was much quieter than Ezekiel’s. He could even sense that they were holding back regarding how rough they felt.

‘Take a rest. We’ll be safe here. Wolken won’t let us get into too much trouble,’ Ezekiel sent a comforting bit of his slowly replenishing mana toward his Spirit. Which they eagerly drank up.

‘Will do. Go talk to Riley and your sister. I know they help brighten your mood in these instances.’ The Void Spirit then fell silent, and Ezekiel could vaguely sense that they had fallen asleep.

Standing up from where he was seated, he moved to go do as Shine had suggested. But the heavy hand on his shoulder held him back.

“Is something wrong?” He turned to look at Wolken over his shoulder.

“We’re not done yet,” Wolken said with a smile on his face. A smile that Ezekiel recognized.

“I’m nearly tapped out of mana, and Shine is resting right now. I won’t be able to put up much of a fight.” Though true, Ezekiel couldn’t hide the regret in his voice, or the twitch in his hands. He wanted to fight too, but without his mana and Shine, he knew that he wouldn’t last even a few seconds.

“You can’t tell me that you don’t have a method of regaining mana faster than usual. Your woman does, so I don’t doubt you do too.” Wolken wasn’t letting up, and he glanced at Ezekiel’s hands.

‘Well, now he knows for sure that I want to fight as well,’ Ezekiel mentally groaned.

Shine just snorted in the back of his head.

‘Go back to sleep.’ Ezekiel felt his Spirit mentally shift through their bond.

After a few more seconds of silence, it was clear that Shine was resting once more.

“Give me a couple of minutes.” Ezekiel walked over to a large rock that was close by. “This is usually easier if there are Cruor for me to kill.”

Entering a state of meditation once more, he expanded his senses outward and became aware of all the mana around him. As well as something unexpected.

‘Are those... Spiritual Pathways?’ His surprise nearly filtered through his bond with Shine, but he managed to hold back to let his Spirit rest. ‘Is this part of the power of my domain? And those lines... are those the lines that represent the layers of space?’

Every now and then, Ezekiel saw small lines appear in his vision. These lines only appeared for a very brief instance. But they continued to do so repeatedly. They also left him feeling sore, and pinged his danger sense, not unlike the few times he had forced himself into [Nowhere].

He shook his head. Now was not the time to think about that. He wouldn’t be able to make use of this anytime soon. Not until he reached Tier five.

Instead, he started visualizing different aspects of the Void. Specifically, he started visualizing his current [Understanding] of his element. It was hard to describe, but it was basically his own body, surrounded by an orb of energy. An atmosphere that only allowed certain things into it. While at the same time, circular lines surrounded him, and then warped to show his position sinking downward.

This was the symbolic representation of Ezekiel’s soul having weight in the universe. A new gravitational force spread out from him, and all the mana in the atmosphere began moving toward him in arcing pathways.

The mana stopped as it pressed up against the protective barrier that he maintained around himself. His [Will] ensured that only Void mana would be able to gather inside him. Something that most of those below Tier three would not be able to do.

Then, as the mana spun around due to the gravitational forces he was creating, the mana crashed into each other. Returning to Void mana when they crashed into their opposing elements.

Only the Lightning mana was unaffected by this phenomenon.

Eventually, after he had regained almost half his mana, the process slowed down. There was now an abundant amount of Lightning mana, with little mana of the other elements.

Holding out his hands, Ezekiel [Willed] the mana to gather in front of him. Then, using just a few motes of his own mana, he ignited the Lightning within. A flash of light nearly woke him from his meditation, but he held on, even when a massive pressure built up and pushed on his barrier.

When the light died down, Ezekiel saw that the mana that was potentially a problem had scattered from the energy within the Lightning. No longer was he at risk of absorbing mana of the wrong elements. Not that it would’ve been dangerous for him at this point. But he felt no need to take the risk.

Opening his eyes, he saw Wolken grinning down at him. The scent of ozone also filled his nostrils. The scorched earth and spiral marks swirling toward him indicated that his meditation had affected the physical world.

“You really are right on the cusp,” Wolken muttered. “Get ready. I wish to test how far you have progressed for myself.”

His Spirit stayed off to the side. His hands were also bare of any weapons. Instead, the wind gathered around him like armor, and numerous solid air constructs took form.

Ezekiel silently rose. No words of complaint were said. Shine was telekinetically moved to where Wolken’s Spirit laid.

Invisible barriers formed around his body. Ripples appeared in the space around his arms and legs. The two Hunters expressed their [Will] via the [Domains] they both released.

To the side, the many Hunters and Mages in the army watched with bated breath for the show they were about to see.

Ezekiel acted first. Throwing himself forward as the ground cracked beneath his feet.

A fist flung forward, and the fight was on.
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                The spiritual high of growing stronger, as minor as the increase in power might be, tended to disorientate the mind, and often caused a person to take actions that they usually would not have. So, when Ezekiel’s fist impacted on Wolken’s arm, held up and across his body to block, the first thing that went through the Void Hunter’s mind was regret.

‘I did not think this through.’ 

A moment later, his entire body passed through several trees as he was blasted backward by a horizontal twister. His [Domain] meant that the force was nearly halved, but that just meant that he wasn’t thrown more than a hundred meters back before landing on the ground.

Wolken’s arm, previously held up to block Ezekiel, was now extended out to the side. The mere swing of his arm had been enough to throw Ezekiel dozens of meters back through the forest.

He coughed up a mouthful of blood and staggered into a standing position once more. His mana flowed through his body freely, reinforcing and enhancing his natural healing. Bones snapped into place via his telekinesis, and in just a few seconds, his body was only bruised with a few small scrapes that were previously large cuts.

“Are you clear headed now?” Wolken called from his starting position.

A flare of warning blared through “Ezekiel’s mind. He leapt to the side, the sudden vibration of the air where he was standing shattered the ground. If not for his enhanced senses due to his [Domain] he would not have noticed the mana that Wolken had channeled through his voice.

“Good!” Suddenly, Wolken moved, and was right in front of Ezekiel with his fist reared back.

His punch hit nothing, and the force of the blow threw a gale force wind that ripped up the ground and the trees with it. A large swath of land was now nothing more than upturned earth and broken wood.

A moment later, Wolken stumbled as the gray tinted wind that surrounded him shifted. However, the punch thrown by Ezekiel, from half a kilometer away, was not enough to break through the Exalt's elemental armor. Let alone the enchanted armor that he was wearing.

It was more like a rough pat on the back than an attack that warped space to strike down his enemies. Worse yet, the attack gave away his position.

Wolken swung an arm, and another wave of wind ripped up the area where Ezekiel’s shot had come from. But nothing happened. He had disappeared, and Wolken spun around trying to find him.

“Interesting,” Wolken muttered, this time he didn’t infuse his voice with mana, “you’ve managed to improve your stealth capabilities by combining them with your [Domain]. Not even the wind can feel your presence right now.”

From only a dozen meters away, Ezekiel crept closer and closer, intent on landing at least one direct blow to his opponent. He could tell that Wolken wouldn’t bother wasting mana to attack in random directions. The man was far too smart to do that. Especially when he knew that Ezekiel was skilled enough to dodge.

“I’ll just attack everywhere!” Wolken yelled and threw his arms to the side.

A small orb of wind condensed around the Exalt’s body. Seconds later it shrank inward, only to explode outward in all directions at once. The force cratered the ground and ripped up everything that wasn’t bedrock.

Beneath his [Shroud] Ezekiel’s eyes widened, and he found himself [Slinging] backwards to escape the sphere of wind that spread out in all directions. It wasn’t enough, and he found himself caught up in the mana rich maelstrom that Wolken had created.

His [Shroud] was shredded, and he was covered in cuts as the reinforced winds and debris whipped by him. Tears formed on his armor, and he could feel the protective enchantments fading away. He reflexively [Enhanced] his body’s natural toughness.

The vague realization that his position was revealed once more passed through his mind, but he was somewhat distracted, and failed to recover fast enough.

“There you are!” The Exalt charged directly at Ezekiel, who was still tumbling through the air.

His senses were somewhat twisted, as Wolken had nearly broken his [Domain] with that last spell. The feedback from so much foreign mana assaulting him was also disorientating. So much so, that he knew that [Jumping] in this instance would be a bad idea.

However, his danger sense flared up in warning, so he knew he had to do something.

‘Dammit! This’ll have to be enough,’ Ezekiel cursed as he threw a massive chunk of his mana into [Empowering] and [Reinforcing] his body, along with [Redirecting] the force that was being aimed at him.

His movements stopped as all external forces, including acceleration ceased to affect him. But only for a moment, before Wolken’s punch hit him in the gut.

Most of the force was redirected outward, from the cocky smirk he saw on Wolken’s face, he knew that it was not enough. It also wasn’t anywhere near as much power as Wolken could bring to bear. Even if direct melee combat wasn’t Wolken’s specialty.

The sheer pressure from the impact folded him in half, and his [Empowerment] spell, supported by his [Domain], faltered. For a second, time seemed to slow down for the reeling Void Hunter. His limbs flung forward, and the contents of his stomach were expelled.

‘Crack!’

Then the sound barrier broke as he went flying. If it wasn’t for his overcharged [Reinforcement], he had no doubt that Wolken’s punch would’ve torn him in half. Instead, he simply crashed into a mountain several kilometers away. More than a few of his bones were broken, and he could tell that he was bleeding internally. Not enough to keep him from moving and fighting. But enough to be debilitating.

“There goes that option...” Ezekiel muttered as he pulled himself out of his newly formed crater.

Taking the minor reprieve for what it was, Ezekiel took several of his daggers out of his Void Pouch. Along with one of the spare blades he kept for Shine in the even their current blade broke.

A sense of inquiry passed through his bond with Shine, but he waved it off with a reassurance that everything was fine. It wasn’t even a lie, not as far as he was concerned. He’d been through far worse than this, after all.

A sudden pressure that pressed down on his [Domain] made Ezekiel throw himself to the side. But rather than avoid the incoming Wolken, he formed several [Void Panes] that he threw at the Exalt while infusing [Nothingness], [Empowerment], and [Void Slash] into the spell.

Wolken slammed into the ground, greatly expanding the crater Ezekiel had just exited. Since they weren’t [Shrouded], he could sense the constructs that Ezekiel had launched at him, alongside the specially enchanted daggers. But rather than dodge, he reinforced his wind armor, intent on blocking the attack directly.

As a shield of wind formed between him and Ezekiel, his eyes widened in shock as Ezekiel’s spell cut through his first few layers of defense with ease. Followed by his daggers disappearing and reappearing on the other side of the shield.

The following [Void Panes] then shifted to follow directly behind the first. Ezekiel had made use of the opening his first construct had created, and now half a dozen more broke through.

For the first time since the fight had begun, Wolken was forced to dodge. Yet that still wasn’t enough to avoid everything. The shock of his defensive barriers being cut through was surprising enough that he was too slow to avoid them all. Three large gashes appeared on his body. One on his side, one on his arm, and one on his leg.

The daggers that came late also [Jumped], but this time to the side. A small connection maintained between these daggers and Ezekiel allowed him control the direction they moved in.

They only managed to give Wolken a couple of nicks and scrapes. Nothing compared to the minor damage caused by his [Void Panes]

Rather than become more defensive, however, Wolken just began laughing.

“Yes! That’s it, Ezekiel! You’re so close to breaking through that I can basically guarantee that it will happen.” Wolken’s laughter filled the air alongside his mana.

Ezekiel found himself flinching with every guffaw that Wolken let out. The shockwaves were like a hammer alongside his head. He could tell that Wolken was about to increase his power.

Channeling his mana into a thinly compressed layer around his body, Ezekiel prepared for evasive maneuvers. From how his danger sense was screaming, he knew that he wouldn’t be getting another opening anytime soon.

A second after he increased his defenses and readied his evasion, a tornado formed around Wolken. One that had several twisting tendrils reaching out from it like whips.

“Ezekiel! I give you this one warning,” Wolken said in a quieter voice than before, yet Ezekiel still heard him without issue, even over the howling tempest that was forming around them both. “Dodge!”

The sky immediately lashed out at Ezekiel, and it took all that he had to just keep moving. Swinging his sword to sever the wind whenever it got too close.

----------



Off in the distance, well away from the battle taking place, several makeshift stands and platforms had been created by the Hunters and Mages that were watching the fight between Ezekiel and Wolken.

The towering pillar of twisting wind and reaching tendrils was causing a draft to pass through the assembled army, even as far away as they were. Many of them had also been forced to hold their ears in pain when the shockwaves from the battle had passed over them.

Exclamations of appreciation and awe were made by those that were watching. Most of whom were Legendary themselves. Adepts and below found themselves unable to keep up with most of what was happening and had to accept only being able to see the aftermath of several explosions and overpowering impacts that would’ve turned any one of them into nothing more than crimson mist.

“I had no idea that the young Vice-Leader was this powerful. Most of his battles were away from the center of the fighting, so I never got to see him going all out before.” One Legendary with glowing gold eyes said as he held his chin while focusing on the fight. “Why has he not fought like this before? From what I had heard, he was having quite a bit of difficulty taking on multiple opponents back at Sanafalls.”

Riley, who was standing nearby, remained silent as she held a comforting hand on Wendy’s shoulder. The question had not been directly aimed at either of them, but only they would’ve been able to answer it correctly.

Wendy looked away from the fight for a moment to gaze at Riley. Eyebrows raised in curiosity.

“... It has to do with his [Understanding] of the Void. Much like my power comes from my [Understand] of Flame. The fact that he can now form a [Domain] that will supplement his power, means that his spells are more powerful, but cost less to cast.” Riley didn’t raise her voice, and directed her response to Wendy, but from the reactions of several nearby Hunters and Mages, it was obvious that other people heard her. “This is why, when your soul is powerful enough, you need to begin studying and comprehending the secrets of your element. The fact that you have that [Mantle of Darkness] spell, and records from the Shroud family, means that you have a leg up already.”

Wendy turned back to the battle, her expression dropped in concern, but a hungering desire flickered in her eyes that wasn’t there before. One that was mirrored in the eyes of Kare, who was roosted on her shoulder once more.

The massive multi-limbed tornado began lashing out at a much faster pace. A small figure that flickered in and out of existence began flitting about as it avoided the increased attacks.

Every now and then, one of the tendrils would disappear. Cut in half by an unseen force, only to reform a moment later as the wind gathered once more.

“Will Ezekiel be, okay?” she asked with a small quiver in her voice. “He’s taken a bunch of hits... I think...”

She wasn’t strong enough to truly make out what was happening in the battle. But from how it was clear that a figure was constantly being launched away from Wolken whenever there was a large pulse of power, it was safe to assume that it was Ezekiel that had gotten hit.

Though, the fact that Wolken was slowly getting more and more covered in cuts and flinched from something hitting him from time to time, gave some hope, to those watching, that Ezekiel was holding his own.

Riley sighed, “He’s not doing terribly. Especially when you consider the fact that almost all Adepts, and most Legendaries, can’t even move in the presence of a Mythical being that doesn’t want them to. Even if you take into consideration that Wolken is holding back quite a bit.”

The Hunters around the two glanced over at Riley again. This time in shock. But she remained silent while watching the fight. Her hand clenched around Wendy’s shoulder, but not enough to hurt her.

The two stayed silent as the Hunters around them focused on the fight once more. Their faces were mostly calm; however, both their hands trembled every time Ezekiel took a hit.

----------



Ezekiel was exhausted as he gazed across a small canyon that had formed between him and Wolken. He was inside yet another crater, while Wolken floated in the air high above.

His mana was running low, and his body was running on fumes. The energy that it took to heal from most of his wounds was creating massive amounts of fatigue to build up.

Raspy gasps of air were the best he could do as he tried to breath in the stormy winds that had nearly subsumed his [Domain].

Shattered remains of several Artifacts that he had painstakingly crafted laid spread out around him. A small number, when compared to his full arsenal, but a painful reminder of how expensive this match had been for him.

His clothes were nothing more than barely held together rags. The enchanted armor he’d been wearing was shattered, and the only protection he had was from the thin barriers that he had surrounded himself with. Yet even that was flickering from the lack of mana he was able to power it with.

“It seems like you’re almost done,” Wolken said with a calm and neutral tone. “This battle was fun. A wonderful break from the tedium of politics and leadership.”

The sky trembled as Wolken channeled his mana, still brimming with power that showcased how little the fight, and the damage Ezekiel had done, affected him.

Ezekiel straightened his back as he faced Wolken’s newest spell. The Tempest that had surrounded Wolken compressed itself into the form of a massive hammer. It showed no weaknesses in its form. The solid pressure that was built up inside it was enough to make Ezekiel feel heavy, even though he was nearly a kilometer below it.

His legs shook as he strained under the massive weight. For a moment, he felt like the world itself was sitting on his shoulders. It was infused with Wolken’s [Will], and Ezekiel could tell that this was still not his full power.

If he wanted to, Wolken could’ve ended this at any point.

‘If he wanted to, he could’ve leveled this entire geographical region, and scoured the land with a relentless maelstrom.’ Ezekiel grimaced as he forced himself to stare at the Exalt flying above him.

“Here is my final blow. I know it’s a bit much, but I feel like you deserve this much respect.” Wolken raised a hand, grasping the construct physically, and swung down. “Now, focus on your magic, on yourself, and tell me what you found when you wake up.”

“... I feel like this is overkill...” was all he could say before he was slammed into the ground. The feeble defense that he had raised did little in the face of the overwhelming might that struck him down.

Consciousness left him in an instant, and the world turned black as he passed out.

----------



The first thing Ezekiel noticed was that he was alone. 

The second thing he noticed was that he was surrounded by stars that looked very familiar.

“... The Milky Way?” His voice came out in a whisper filled with longing as he felt his chest tighten up. He had long since accepted that he was never going back to Earth again, but it seemed that, in this near-death experience, he couldn’t help but long for the first home his soul had ever known.

But mixed in with the longing, was a sense of confusion. Why was it the Milky Way, a sight that he couldn’t even see from the cities on Earth, that he thought of now.

While he pondered this sight, the stars began to move.

“No,” he said. “I am the one who’s moving.”

His perspective shifted, and he realized that this was yet another memory that he had forgotten. Sped up so as to not take over ten thousand years. 

Space warped, and he felt his connection to the Void become stronger. It wasn't a significant change, but it was still noticeable. Yet, the thing he felt most strongly was a pull that came from behind him. He couldn’t turn, but he could tell that Earth didn’t want to give him up.

It was as if the planet itself hadn’t wanted to see his soul be taken away.

Caught between two massive forces. One that had traveled the cosmos, and the other, which had given birth to his soul, and nourished it for twenty years. Then, he felt something inside of himself snap as the distance between his soul and his previous home grew too great. The connection between himself and Earth was gone. Now, a disorientating sense of loss, and emptiness was all that remained.

Like a bolt of lightning, a thought struck Ezekiel. One that he hadn’t considered. Not since he was still struggling to deal with his new life as an infant over twenty years ago.

“Is that it? Is that what I am?” he called out into the Void that surrounded him. “You brought me here! Am I not welcome? Am I not a child of Eldramir?”

By this point, he had fallen into somewhat of a stupor. Screaming his heart out as his emotions ran wild. He knew it was pointless. He knew that nothing would hear him. That nothing would respond.

Until something did.

Ezekiel found his vision filled with a new world. One he could vaguely recall from another instance where his memory had been stimulated.

“Eldramir...”

His soul floated in the Void, just outside the barrier that he could barely perceive which surrounded the planet. He was trapped. Adrift among the stars. Unable to live or relate to anything, or anyone, else ever again. 

“Hello, Ezekiel,” the voice he barely remembered from the time’s he’d been addressed by the Ancient Void. “Welcome to my world. A life of greatness awaits you. So long as you do not fail to grasp it. Now, enter, and fulfill your promise.”

The next moment, Ezekiel saw a circle of light form in front of him, and a connection not unlike the one from Earth formed. Like a welcoming embrace, he was pulled forward, and his soul felt as though it was doused in cold water. 

This shift in sensation nearly made him lose focus, but he held on. But as he moved further and further into the world, he felt the connection between himself and Eldramir solidify. Alongside what felt like a binding on his soul. Tied to the promise he had made to save the world.

The feeling of welcome remained, but now, Ezekiel could tell that it was also conditional.

“So... I’m still an outsider. One that is bound to his word.”

Silence was the only thing that answered him. But even so, the quiet left him feeling cold and empty. He didn’t give in. The reminder of his promise. His purpose in this world was nothing new. But the fact that Eldramir was so cold to him when he was doing so much for it was hurtful.

The fact that his welcome was entirely conditional was even worse.

A memory pinged at the back of his mind. From when he was still a child living in Harkem.

“Is that why they went insane?” Ezekiel asked. “Did some of the souls you brought here, before you found me, forsake the deal they made with you?”

He couldn’t know for certain, but he knew that there must’ve been another catch of some sort. If there wasn’t, then there was no way that Drake could have made a deal and become one of the first Broodlords. Like the Spirit in the Ancient Legacy has told him.

“I’ll keep my promise to you. But I’ll be sure to take my well-earned dues when my welcome runs out.” He felt a pressure on his soul. Just as great and all-encompassing as the pressure left in the memories of the Ancient Void that remained int eh Ancient Legacy. 

He knew that, if he wasn’t at the peak of Legendary, with one foot in the Mythic Tier, his soul would’ve shattered. A presence far beyond his own was watching him, and it was not pleased.

“You brought me here to live and save the world! This life, and this power, are things that I earned, through my own actions! You have no right to take them away from me!”

A pulse of energy filled him, and he felt a ‘click’ in the back of his mind.

“I am not just some outsider that exists to be used by you, or anyone else!” he screamed into the Void. “I am a wanderer! A Pathfinder! One whose story has yet to end!”

With that declaration, Ezekiel felt something inside him snap. And his vision of Eldramir faded away. A sensation like he was rising into the air overcame him.

He woke up. With only the vaguest recollection of what he had just experienced.

----------



When Ezekiel returned to consciousness, half buried under a pile of rubble and trees, the first thing he heard was the voice of his Spirit. He knew that he was having trouble remembering something, but given his current headache, he figured that that was to be expected.

‘Ezekiel! Are you okay!?’ Shine’s frantic voice traveled through their bond and filled Ezekiel with a foreign sense of panic and concern. ‘Hold on! I’ll be right there!’

‘Wait! Don’t-’ But Ezekiel’s words were too late. Shine had [Jumped] to his position by locking onto him via their bond.

Wolken appeared a second later. Shine floated between him and Ezekiel. The Exalt raised an eyebrow at the defensive Spirit.

“You didn’t tell them?” The man asked Ezekiel. Who was now crawling out of the rubble he was partially buried under.

“I wanted them to rest. They did the brunt of the work when finding my fifth Chakra.” Ezekiel grabbed Shine and pulled himself up. He leaned on his Spirit for support, even as he slowly forced his body back together.

‘What are you talking about?’ Shine’s confusion was evident as they let their emotions flow freely through their bond. ‘Why are you fighting with Wolken?’

Ezekiel didn’t respond with words. Instead, he just sent his memories of the events that had occurred through his bond with his Spirit. It took a few seconds for them to process the information. But when they did, they [Jumped] out of Ezekiel’s grasp and let him fall to the ground.

‘Stupid! Even if you weren’t going to include me, you should’ve at least told me what you were going to do!’ Shine gave Ezekiel a rough slap to his back. ‘I woke up and you were in pain! What was this even for? You know you’re no match for a Mythical Hunter!’

‘I’m sorry... I knew in my head that I wasn’t strong enough, but I still wanted to test myself. I should’ve told you, but I trusted Wolken to not hurt me too badly.’ Ezekiel’s remorse flooded his soul as he apologized, significantly calming Shine down. “I think that’s enough, unfortunately...”

Wolken just grunted in what Ezekiel could tell was frustration.

“Just when it was getting good,” he muttered before turning back to the camp that was in the distance. A wave of his hand brought Ezekiel and Shine into the air, and the two Hunters and one Void Spirit flew back with a gust of wind.

Ezekiel found himself unceremoniously dropped off at the healer’s tent. Where he was quickly set upon by Riley and his sister.
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                Hidden beneath one of the Empire’s bases of operation, Endaria looked on passively at the woman she had been forced to work with for the past few weeks.

“Incompetent. Absolutely incompetent,” she declared as he talked down to Lana, who was resting on a medical bed. The pair had just arrived after fleeing the battle with the allied Archipelago Guild and Church of Ten forces. “It’s bad enough that you couldn’t successfully ambush the Anathema, but to allow Peri to die as well. How on earth did such a failure manage to reach the Rank of Legendary, let alone become one of the Lights of the Radiant Lord?”

Both women were wrapped up in medicinal supplies, with Endaria only having a few bandages. Even if all her spells and skills were combat oriented, her natural healing ability as a Life Hunter made it so she didn’t need to spend much time with the medics. Though the same could not be said for Lana.

The Legendary Glacial Hunter was wrapped up from head to toe in glowing green bandages. Several wires had been used to keep parts of her body elevated, while most of her bones were also being put back into their proper position.

She was in far worse shape than when she had left her battle with Ezekiel. To the point that her mouth was currently wired shut, and it was all she could do to just grunt in pain. Talking was out of the question right now.

Endaria narrowed her eyes as she bared her teeth at Lana as she tried to make some sort of noise. “You deserve every bit of punishment I doled out! The fact that I merely broke your bones and cut you up a thousand times is a benefit of your station as one of the Lights. Had you been any other Follower of Radiance, you would still be suffering under my thorns!”

A rose shaped Spirit popped up from beneath the Exalt’s enchanted armor. The conversed silently as Endaria closed her eyes and tilted her head in thought.

Lana watched with one eye wide in fear, and the other swollen shut. Chained to the wall beside her, her Spirit whimpered from within a cage. The sound of rattling shackles and splashing water were the only other things that could be heard.

‘Sigh’ Endaria slumped in annoyance. “You’re lucky your life is still needed, and that only the Speaker has the right to dictate who among the Lights is to die by my hand.”

She reached forward to flick one of Lana’s feet. The Glacial Hunter let loose a muffled scream of pain as her body was wracked in painful shakes.

“The healers will return in a couple of hours. For now, think about your failures, and know that you got lucky.” Endaria glared at her fellow Light before wrinkling her nose in disgust.

Lana had relieved herself from the pain and fear.

“Disgusting and pathetic. We were so close, yet you failed so spectacularly. They most certainly made landfall by now, if not made it to the Shroud family territory.” She bit her thumb as the rose on her shoulder leaned in to pet her. The touch of the flower Spirit’s leaves in her hair seemed to calm her down. “You’re right. There’s no point making more of a fuss. Besides, we have a meeting in a few minutes, don’t we?”

The Rose spirit nodded its head, and Endaria smiled at something only she could hear. “Then let’s get going.”

Without looking back, the Life Exalt and her Spirit left the room. A sobbing Lana was left in their wake. Her cries fading into muffled sniffles of pain and fear.

----------



Gathered in a circle, the remaining Lights of Radiance had just finished listening to Endaria’s report on the situation. None of them were pleased with what had happened. Especially since they had lost one of their own with nothing to gain.

It was not like when they lost Marco, who’s sacrifice had at least weakened the forces that were acting in Tarquessa enough for them to take control much faster. Even if that effort had also failed to kill the Anathema.

“Where is Lana right now?” Typhos asked after a moment to think. “From what you’ve said, she should’ve recovered easily enough, and there shouldn’t be anything that would’ve stopped her from joining this meeting. The Relics we use can accommodate more than one representative.”

Endaria just snorted in disgust. “That wastrel is currently suffering her punishment for her failure. She will recover, for the most part, by tomorrow. Enough to take over administrative duties once more.”

Left unsaid was the full extent of Lana’s punishment, or the fact that Endaria had no intention of allowing Lana to fully heal for at least a week. If it wasn’t for the fact that she had no desire to take on the administrative duties of their forces for herself, she’d have ensured that Lana would be bedridden for a few days longer.

“So long as she is able to continue her basic duties by tomorrow, that is fine,” the Speaker declared before Typhos or the others could speak up. “How are the Imperial forces behaving?”

Endaria shrugged, “Well enough. I don’t deal with them myself. That was what Peri and Lana did. But they have continued to push into the Alliance’s territory at a consistent pace. We should officially have over half of Morathi under our control by the end of the month. With several defensive bases and territorial markers set up to be consolidated.”

The Speaker nodded in approval as Typhos and Erkan shared a look. Since they were the Follower’s official leaders in the Willowbrush Empire, they were the ones that had to report to the Emperor and court regarding the operations that involved their organization.

Given the losses that the Empire had suffered, they were worried about whether their current campaign was one that they should be pursuing, or not. Especially since small pockets of resistance were still present. Even if they were very unorganized compared to before.

Worse yet was the news coming from the south. While they had no pity for the Archipelago, whose inhabitants constantly denied and shot down all their forces that approached, Imperial forces included, the fact that the Broods were pushing further into human territories was bad for everyone.

“If I might ask, Exalts,” Erkan finally decided to speak up, “how do we intend to deal with the likely incursion of the Broods and their Cruor slaves? With so many of the Empire’s forces fighting in Morathi, it leaves us open to the east, should the Cruor decide to push for more territory.”

The two Exalts were silent for a moment, but it was the Speaker who addressed the question.

“Our Lord has declared that it will be no issue once the Willowbrush Empire is under our control. Once the Anathema’s sister is with the Emperor’s child, we will be able to eliminate the Emperor, and place the remains of his bloodline on the throne under our control.”

This was one of the primary points of their plan. They needed the Emperor to pass on his bloodline, else his death would free the Empire’s Exalts from their contracts, and they would be able to act against them in the open. It was a deed that needed to be done for the Followers, regardless of the bad taste it left in a few of their mouths.

Typhos shifted uneasily in his seat. Anyone who saw him would be able to tell that he was still not happy at the involvement of children in such plans, but since the girl wasn’t as young as the Anathema had been when they had first tried to kill him, he kept his mouth shut.

Endaria nodded along with the Speaker’s words, as did Erkan, who was simply happy that his Empire wouldn’t be harmed with their current plans. The fact that he would be the puppet master behind the throne was also something that the others all knew he was looking forward to.

But it was, surprisingly, Amelia who decided to question the necessity of their plan.

“Would such a thing be for the best? Would the Kindled family even be willing to allow that to happen? As far as they know, the Emperor will be granting them numerous benefits in exchange for this marriage. Killing the one who promised these things might upset them. Do we have plans in place for when that happens?”

“There are, of course, plans in place should the Kindled family decide to back out of the agreement. But they will likely not be necessary. That family is messing with forces that they have no hope of controlling. They will destroy themselves well before they have any chance of recovering from the current war. Once they are gone, our Lord will permit us to divvy up the Empire and Morathi as needed, to ensure that the Cruor will be pushed back properly,” the Speaker reassured his fellow Lights.

“Isn’t that still reliant on the marriage happening in time? The Kindled family has been reluctant to push the wedding forward. They are insisting that the girl reach maturity first, are they not?”

Amelia’s question remained unanswered, as Endaria didn’t care to learn about what the Kindled family was doing, and Lana, the main liaison with the Kindled family, was out of commission.

The Life Exalt had the sense of mind to look abashed when the Speaker directed his gaze at her, but she failed to answer.

“... From Lana’s most recent report, the marriage will go through before the end of the year. Though it will still be a few months away. She will be an adult by every standard at that point, and it won’t be an issue.” Amelia backed down with a nod after the Speaker spoke. “Though, we will need to ensure that there are no issues that might prevent the marriage from going through. The Emperor is already dying, after all.”

Typhos and Erkan couldn’t stop themselves from flinching when the Speaker turned toward them.

It wasn’t entirely their fault that the Emperor was abusing the medicines and Artifacts that they had supplied him to undergo several breakthroughs. The fact was, they had warned the Emperor of the potential issues that using their lord’s blessings was the worst thing they could do, but the Emperor had ignored them. Too obsessed with obtaining power, and no longer being in the other Exalt’s shadows.

“What of the Archipelago? I know that they have proven themselves unworthy of receiving the Light’s blessing, but simply leaving such a large territory for the Cruor to take control of cannot be a good thing in the long run. Especially since it will mean that the other areas of the Continent will be ripe for the picking since they will not be restricted to the center of the Continent.” Erkan’s words were a pathetic attempt to redirect the conversation, but it was a fair point that was on the minds of all the other Lights.

The Speaker, however, continued to remain unconcerned.

“What happens in the Archipelago is not enough of a problem to hold back our plans. The Light has determined that the Cruor will not be able to maintain a presence in the Archipelago.” The confidence and certainty in the Speaker's voice was enough to reassure anyone that heard him that nothing was wrong. Each of the Lights visibly relaxed when they heard the Speaker’s words.

“Besides, the oceans have the greatest number of Exalted beings out of all the territories of the world. They will be able to hold off on any assaults from the Cruor should it look like more than half the territories under humanity’s control are going to fall.”

That reminder was enough to dispel the rest of the Lights’ worries.

It was well known amongst the upper echelons of the world, at least the ones that traveled the ocean on a regular basis, that there were at least three Exalted Spirits that lived in the ocean. As well as one Exalted Hunter.

Two Glacial, one Flame, and one Death Hunter with their Spirit.

The first two were rulers of different oceanic territories, while the third ruled over a volcanic island chain that was directly fed massive amounts of Flame mana from within the molten core of the world.

The final Exalted pair, the Death Hunter, was one of the few Exalted Hunters to successfully kill one of the original Broodlords, nearly a century ago. But afterwards, they had retreated from the lands under humanity’s control. Their very presence was enough to cause sickness and disease to spread in their surroundings if they failed to suppress their mana.

They had taken over a large island in the Archipelago, isolated from all the others, but supposedly kept a small amount of contact with the Church of Ten. The unsaid confirmation of their continued existence was something that the Lights contributed to one of the Speaker’s many unknown agents.

“... I had forgotten about the Exalts in the Archipelago. They are so rarely relevant in the world, that they honestly hadn’t crossed my mind.” Erkan admitted with a bow of his head.

“With those concerns addressed, let us discuss how we will deal with the Anathema.” The Speaker moved on without a second glance at Erkan. “Endaria, will you be able to confront Wolken again? This time with the aid of the Empire’s Exalt.”

Endaria enthusiastically nodded in confirmation. “Yes. The Exalts are constantly swapped out, so as to ensure that they can continue governing their territories in the Empire, but the current Exalt in rotation is Harras. His speed will be more than enough to overtake Wolken, whose specialty does not tie in with the movement aspect of the Tempest. I believe that he is currently meeting with the Kindled family to inform himself of the ongoing battles that need the most attention. A plan is in place to trick their army into an area that is currently under the Empire’s control. That way, he will be forced to defend the Empire’s land, and will not be breaking his oaths to not participate in actively conquering other regions.”

The Speaker and the other Lights nodded in agreement. Had it been Talia, it would’ve simply been two Life Hunters, and the lack of variety in spell work wouldn’t have given more than a numerical advantage. With Narok, the Cavern Hunter would've fallen behind and been forced to defend, more than attack, so it would’ve been mostly up to Endaria to do the dirty work.

But if Harras was the one that was aiding her, then it was basically guaranteed that they would be able to kill Wolken swiftly.

“Good. Then I expect the Anathema to be dead by the time we next convene for an update,” the Speaker said. “Even if you can’t kill Wolken, you must kill the Anathema. Regardless of the fact that Wolken has proven himself to be one of our true enemies.”

“... Understood, Lord Speaker,” Endaria muttered with a slump in her posture.

She had previously expressed her desire to kill Wolken, as he would protect Ezekiel until the day he died, so it would be best to ensure that the Exalt was no longer around to stall them. Especially since he had already declared that he would be doing his best to disrupt the Followers’ plans.

From there, the Lights of Radiance continued to discuss the ongoing operations in the rest of the world. But even though things were looking up for them, each of them remained somewhat stilted for the rest of the discussion.

While they had no reason to doubt that the Anathema would die by their forces' hands, they had all felt the same thing before, on multiple occasions.

Not once had they been proven right.

----------



Standing within a hall of golden light, Harras narrowed his gaze as he looked toward the assembled Kindled family elders. The patriarch, in particular, was glaring at him, while the others looked on in disinterest. Of course, he didn’t bother to look at them directly. There was only one person in this entire family that deserved even the smallest bit of his attention.

The Grand Elder of the Kindled family looked down on Exalt Harras from a high pillar where he sat above the other members of his family.

Every now and then, Patriarch Howlend would turn and glare at the Grand Elder, but nothing was said. This had been going on for nearly five minutes, and Harras was turning red, and his hands were constantly clenching open and shut in repressed anger. His Spirit let out a cry of complaint, and he nodded his head before turning around and walking back to the entrance without a word.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the Grand Elder broke first. But Harras didn’t reply. He just continued walking. “Is this how the Empire treats its hosts? How rude. I can’t imagine how horrible your Empire must be if you cannot display standard polite behavior.”

The moment the Grand Elder finished speaking, everyone in the room was flattened to the ground as Harras released an immense amount of pressure with his mana. The only one that remained upright was the Grand Elder, but even he began sweating.

“Understand this, you decrepit failure of a Hunter. You asked the Empire for aid in saving your asses when you failed to make a mark against the rest of the Morathi Alliance.” Haras was growling as his Spirit started letting off sparks of electricity. “You are not hosts. You are wards of the Empire. The Emperor has granted you the right to rule your previously owned lands, but every inch of territory that is conquered in this war is property of the Willowbrush Empire. Else the Imperial Exalts would not be participating. There is no point in risking our lives for land that is not ours, nor could we Exalts even fight, since we are restricted to the Empire per the contracts that were put in place when it was founded.”

By this point, most of the Elders had steeled their [Will], and were once more upright and were giving Harras much more wary looks. Only the Grand elder continued to glare, though Howlend also tried to, but failed to meet Harras’ eyes.

“With that in mind, I would say that it is incredibly rude of you to invite me here to provide an update on the war, only to remain silent so as to make me ask for it, thereby giving you the high ground for negotiation.” Harras raised his hand; Lightning channeled through it and formed a spear.

“This act goes against the agreements made by the Empire!” the Grand Elder screamed in rage and fear. “Yes, we were rude, but we did not threaten you in any way!”

Harras just clenched his hand, letting the Lightning within it spread out and strike several spots on the wall. At which point, the formations that were hidden by the Radiant light inside the room were destroyed. Much to the assembled Kindled family members’ shock.

“Your rudeness isn’t death worthy, but trying to manipulate my mind most certainly was.” He turned around once more, ignoring the crumbling walls and flickering lights around him. “For now, I will be waiting for one of you to report to me and give me the information you promised. Or we can continue to address this issue. Whereupon I will use a more appropriate amount of force.”

The Elders were silent, and Harras simply nodded before continuing out to leave the room.

“I shall also be checking in on the prospective Empress. It’s high time that someone from the Empire checked up on her. You will not stop me.”

The doors closed behind him with a slam, and he strode out of the central compound.

He only stopped to ask for directions to where the Emperor’s arranged Empress was staying. After a few minutes of walking, he arrived at a secluded courtyard with a small but lavish house within.

There was a lack of any servants or support personnel, with only a few ground keepers and cleaners with contract markings on their wrists. From what could be seen, this was only barely at the appropriate level of care that would be expected of potential royalty.

Perched on his shoulder, Harras’ Spirit let out a determined, yet wary, caw of confusion.

“I know my friend. But we will get our answers soon.” Harras strode up to the door of the house, and with a hard rap on the wood, the slow sound of footsteps from within could be heard. “Let us see who this young lady is, and perhaps find out why her identity was kept from me for so long.”

Of all the Empire’s three Exalts, he was the last to spend any time fighting in Morathi. In part because he was best suited for defending their eastern borders. But also, because there was something that the Emperor was keeping from him.

The other Exalts had apparently been informed of this already but had been ordered not to say anything until a certain time had passed. Even now, Harras still hadn’t been informed as to the identity of the Kindled family member that was being sold to the Emperor as a bride.

After a few seconds, the door finally opened, and a young woman in her late teens opened it. A beautiful golden owl was nestled in her arms. She was dressed in enchanted garments that any enchanter could tell were just as restrictive as they were protective.

Her hair was also done up in an elegant braid, and she had a small amount of makeup on.

But the things that drew Harras’ attention the most were her eyes.

While gold in color, there was no splendor, no light, no life that could be seen within her gaze.

“Hello. How may I help you?” she asked with a quiet and subdued voice.

“... Greetings. I am the Exalt, Harras. I have come here from the Empire to both aid the Kindled family in their war, and ensure that you, the future Empress, do not come into harm's way.” Harras bowed just a bit to the young woman in front of him. “If I might ask, what is your name? I was never told before I arrived here. The specifics to your identity are somewhat of a mystery within the Empire. It is only known that you are of the primary bloodline descended from the Kindled family’s Grand Elder. Though you are not in the family’s favor.”

A small spark of defiance appeared in her eyes for a moment. Harras caught sight of it and focused on what the girl before him was going to say.

“My name is Ellen... Ellen... Lu...mi... nance...” She grits her teeth as she forced herself to say her name. On her wrist, a contract marking glowed brightly, and she tensed in pain, only to relax after a few seconds. Once it did, she focused her gaze on Harras’ face, which was now twisted in shock.

He knew that surname. Everyone in the world that wasn’t living under a rock knew that surname.

“Spirits dammit all!” he cursed a moment later.

Given the events that had happened in the past, he knew that his work in Morathi was going to be much harder. Moreso when, after leaving the apparent future Empress to her own devices, he continued his investigations, and found a familiar Radiant Hunter bound in chains and shackles in the Kindled family’s dungeon.

While he stood, staring at the broken man before him, a chill ran up his spine.

There was no evidence that the young Void Hunter from his past had reached the Mythic Tier, but he knew how many impossible feats that Ezekiel had achieved in the past. Recovering from his crippling soul wounds and becoming Legendary in his early twenties merely being his most recent.

Idly listening as the messenger that he had been provided by the Kindled family recounted the current progress of the war hours later, Harras let out another curse when he was told that the Church and Prime Guild’s army had landed in the Shroud family territory.

With a peak Legendary Void Hunter standing amongst their leaders.

----------



Elsewhere in the Kindled family territory, Howlend was drowning his sorrows and anger toward his family and Exalt Harras with wine and women. Several scantily clad women danced on a stage in front of him, even as several more cozied up beside him.

“More wine, milord?” a red eyed girl asked while holding a bottle out to Howlend.

He grunted in approval and held out his cup. It was refilled, and he downed it in one go without spilling a drop. Holding out the cup once more, he allowed the girl to fill it once more, but this time he swirled it around, rather than drink it right away.

“If I might be so bold..., what is it that ails you, Lord Patriarch?” The girl tilted her head to the side.

Howlend clenched his hand at the question, but just as he was about to lash out, his Spirit, who was lying on the floor next to him, let out a warning growl. Not as a threat, but as a cautionary reminder of what he could and couldn’t do in this situation.

“I fail to see how my worries are of any concern to you. You aren’t even an Adept. The fact that you were permitted to serve me wine is already a great favor toward you.” Howlend muttered before taking a large gulp from his cup.

“That has never stopped you before... Do you wish me to leave? Am I of no interest to you anymore?” tears formed in the girl’s eyes. They shone in the dime light with a deep scarlet glow, and Howlend felt himself warm up, ever so slightly, and his body relaxed as the fatigue and tension he had built up faded away.

“... It’s that damned Exalt from the Empire. He thinks that he can just come into my territory and give me and my family orders. Worse yet, that worthless ancestor of mine tried to play politics, only to have his weakness shoved in his face. He should know by now that he’s no longer the Exalt of the Kindled family. He’s just a decrepit bastard with one foot in the grave.”

The girl that was serving him listened intently, even as the other serving girls backed away. Their matching red eyes were wide in wonder as they watched the youngest of them comfort and control the Patriarch of the Kindled family.

“Do you have any way of removing him as a problem? It sounds like he really needs to go,” the girl said as felt Howlend relax even further into her embrace.

Next to them, Howlend’s Spirit was being attended to by several women. His relatively large body was practically a puddle of goo as they massaged and combed every inch of his body.

Heat seemed to seep out of the girls, and the Spirit’s eyes went hazy. Something that was matched in Howlend’s.

“Perhaps... the Exalt did destroy the suggestive formation the Grand Elder controlled... Maybe with the aid of a few helpers, we could ambush him, and I could take my rightful place as ruler of the Kindled family...” Howlend’s voice was quiet, and he took another large gulp of his wine.

The girl refilled it. The rich red liquid now contained an oily sheen that reflected the light in the room. She smiled as the Kindled family Patriarch planned the death of his ancestor.

Her teeth were very sharp. Far too sharp to be human.

“What about the Guilds? I hear they have a special Hunter that’s helping to lead them?” The girl moved to straddle Howlend while her sisters moved to rub along his body. Heat emanated from all of them, but not a single Flame could be seen. They continued to give him the tainted wine.

“I’ll do what you suggested,” Howlend whispered, “all those weeks ago. When I first found you working here. The new girl in my favorite pleasure house... How cute you were... So eager to please... Even now...”

Howlend’s eyes grew dim as his body went limp. He nearly dropped the cup in his hands, even as the women around him began whispering plots and plans to take out his enemies.

His ancestor, the Grand Elder.

His peers among the family council.

The Shroud family.

The Void Hunter.

His niece.

“That’s right... Let yourself go... Realize that they are of no help to you. No aid. You would be better off without them. They’re only in your way, after all.” The girl on Howlend’s lap whispered as he fell into a deep slumber. The Spirit on the ground had nodded off several seconds before.

“Good... Put him in a bed somewhere. Keep him out and continue whispering sweet nothings in his ears for the rest of the day. If his family comes looking for him, just go with the usual excuses. Our [Charms] have reached deep enough for the [Suggestions] that he’s more opposed to, to finally stick.”

The girl on Howlend’s lap climbed off. Her body stretched into a lither form than the eager young woman she had been just moments before. Her hair lightened to a dull white that was flat and dull. No brightness was present. Just a lack of color. Her eyes darkened to a more maroon shade of red.

All around her, the other woman went through a similar transformation. Several lifted the large Radiant Spirit and its Hunter and carried them out to one of the rooms where they could sleep off their most recent session with their leader.

“It’s about time...” one of the women muttered.

“What was that?” the leader asked. Her voice cut through the air like a knife.

All the women froze in their tracks. The leader walked over to the one that had spoken, and gently pulled her chin upward to look her in the eye.

“You have no idea just how difficult it is to ensnare the mind of a Legendary Hunter, do you?” the leader asked. The woman she was holding shook her head in denial. “If a young Blood like you attempted to do this, you would take over a year, and your Ichor would drain out and you’d be a shriveled-up husk before you could get half as far as I did.”

The Legendary Blood Cruor extended her nails and cut into the woman’s face. Oily Ichor spilled to the ground. Mostly red, but the eldritch iridescence was still quite prominent. More so than it was in the wine that their leader had served to Howlend.

A moment later, the Ichor on the ground rose up and flowed into the Legendary Cruor’s mouth. The lesser Cruor in her grip whimpered and struggled but couldn’t do anything.

This continued for a few seconds, until the struggling woman fell to the floor. She wasn’t dead, but she was incredibly emaciated.

“Go clean up and get ready for your other clients. Just because we’ve finally secured one target doesn’t mean we can slack off on securing the rest. Lady Kareena has given us orders. We will fulfill them to the best of our abilities.”

“Yes, Lady Mara!” the assembled Cruor spoke in unison as they bowed to their leader.

For her part, Lady Mara simply sat back down and lounged. A short break from her hard work to reward herself for a job well done.

“Soon. Soon this land will fall to the Cruor, and the Broods will most assuredly reward us...”

Pulling out the wine she had previously poured from for Howlend, she took a long pull straight from the bottle. Her face split into a grin that was too wide for her face.

Images of death and destruction danced in her eyes.

            

    
        CH 246 (Book 6 Ch 21): Splitting Up, First Attack

    
    
    
    
                After reaching the border of the territories still firmly under the control of the Morathi Alliance, the assembled Guilds and their allies, Mages and Scholars alike, were quick to integrate themselves into the forces that were there, while still retaining their autonomy as Guild Hunters rather than members of the different clans.

This created some tension at first, but when the local forces realized that there was no risk of losing territory to any of the Guilds, they were more open to receiving assistance. For the most part.

There were still many Hunters and Mages who felt as though their pride was being trampled on. But given their current situation, it wasn’t as if they had any ground to stand on.

Currently, Ezekiel and the rest had created a headquarters in the city furthest out from the central areas of the land controlled by the Alliance. In the distance, there was a distinct line that separated the two territories.

A large no man’s land that was several kilometers wide acted as the boundary between the Kindled and Alliance territories. One that was marked by specially made Artifacts that acted as markers to determine the official control of the Kindled faction’s forces.

Such things were unique to when the Empire was conquering new territory. They were necessary, else the Exalts would have no means of confirming the areas that they could fight in due to the contracts that limited their efforts to defensive purposes.

Against anything other than the Cruor, only territories that had been claimed by these markers for a certain amount of time could act as staging grounds for the Empire’s Exalts.

The army had been sitting for several days now. Outside of a few minor inclusions that were pushed back with ease, the Guild’s hadn’t truly faced any opposition.

It was something that made them wary, and the anxiety that was building up in many of them was beginning to boil over.

“Do you think there will be another attack soon?” Wendy asked as she stood on top of the city walls with Ezekiel and Riley. “Most of the Hunters are getting anxious, and there’s been talk about opening up a battle on our own. They’re saying that removing the markers will make things easier for us.”

Ezekiel couldn’t hold back a derisive snort as he continued to stare into the distance.

“They’re wrong,” he said with a shake of his head. “The markers are only used for a certain amount of time. They mark the furthest territory in which the Exalts can exert their force, but once the land they’ve claimed is consolidated, the markers are only visual. The magical aspects will have registered in the contracts the Exalts have sworn after enough time passes. Even if the markers were removed, the Exalts would still be able to fight without worry.”

“Then how do we push them back?” Wendy’s voice cracked with frustration and worry.

Ezekiel couldn’t blame her. He knew how anxious she was. It was a common factor at this point. Especially since the Lightning Exalt of the Empire had done a fly by once already.

It hadn’t been enough to do anything other than rattle some windows and blow some dust off the ground, but it had still caused some panic among the Hunters and Mages that were stationed here.

The presence of the enemy Exalt had made many feel worried. Especially since they knew that there was another Exalt hiding somewhere. One that had tried to kill Ezekiel several times now.

Fortunately, there was a plan in place that would hopefully get them some ground.

“We can push them back in two ways. The first is to kill their Exalt. At which point we’ll be able to steamroll the Empire’s forces, since they won’t have any means to fight back against our Exalt.” Ezekiel bit his thumb as considered his words. “This is not the ideal method, since it would mean weakening humanity of a force that isn’t a zealous cultist.”

‘The fact that you feel like you own Harras for his actions during the fight for Harkem also leaves the idea of killing him as undesirable.’ Shine piped in as Ezekiel considered the other options.

Ezekiel ignored them and continued.

“The other option is to destroy all the markers that have been placed. Obviously, this is difficult, since the number of markers isn’t exactly small. There’s at least a few thousand since they need to cover the entirety of the new border.” He thought back to the map that the families of the Morathi Alliance had provided when they arrived. The sheer number of markers that had marked the massive map was enough to make even Wolken curse.

As it was, the Morathi Region was now split in half. Meaning that the ten percent of Morathi that the Kindled family had previously controlled had grown by five hundred percent.

Prior to their arrival, the Guilds hadn’t known the exact situation. They had known that the Alliance had lost a fair bit of ground over the past several months, but not nearly half the region entirely.

“Would that even be possible? Can’t an Exalt cross the entirety of Morathi within a few hours?” Wendy was looking more and more despondent, and Ezekiel could tell that the other Hunters had been expressing their own dispirited condition. “I don’t think either of those options is feasible. Not if the Exalts can move fast enough to take us out before we can do enough.”

Ezekiel let out a sigh and turned around. But Riley was the first one to answer.

“Don’t doubt your brother or Exalt Wolken. Neither of them is stupid. They wouldn’t have led thousands of Hunters to do battle against the Hunter of the Empire and Kindled family if there was no hope of winning.” Riley had moved to wrap the younger girl in a comforting hug.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but smile as he saw this.

‘No matter how old she gets, she’ll still be my little sister.’ Ezekiel thought to himself before moving forward and wrapping the two ladies in a hug.

“Tell her about the other options,” Riley’s voice was muffled from how Ezekiel was holding onto her and Wendy. “We’ll be moving out soon, after all.”

Ezekiel pulled back and Wendy looked at him in confusion.

“It’s distasteful, but another option is to simply remove all opposition below the Mythic level. If there are no forces to hold the territory, then the Exalt will become spread too thin trying to defend multiple weak points at once. Holes will also open up in their forces, and the boundary will be peppered with openings that we’ll eventually be able to push through.”

Wendy seemed to think about it for a second, and Ezekiel could tell that she was slowly putting the pieces together. Though, he could also tell that she wasn’t confident about their chances.

“Wouldn’t that still have the issue of the two Exalts being able to push you back? Our forces could go in and get out, they’d be keeping an eye on Wolken’s movements. He’s the only one that could wipe out their weaker forces with any chance of getting away, and even then, if he’s too slow, he’ll get double teamed quite easily.” Wendy’s words made sense, but they didn’t consider one specific thing.

“That’s why I’ll be fighting with him.” Ezekiel puffed up his chest in pride when he said this. “I’m strong enough to be more of a match for at least a handful of Legendaries. Enough to cause distractions that will leave the enemy Exalts distracted for long enough to let Wolken do some damage. Especially since I’m a much bigger target than he is. At least according to the Cult.”

This had been the plan that he and Wolken had decided on. Hit and run tactics with one force or another acting as a distraction. It was well known that the Cult’s Exalt would go for Ezekiel every time. So, with that in mind, Wolken would be able to have a slightly more even chance of fighting since it would be one-on-one, rather than being double teamed.

“But that means that you’d be facing an Exalt by yourself!” Wendy’s eyes widened in fright at the thought. “Even if you’re right at the cusp, you’re still not a Mythical Being yet! Isn’t that just a death sentence?”

Ezekiel just smiled. It had taken some time, and a lot of meditation, but since they hadn’t been doing much but holding ground, he’d had plenty of opportunities to delve into his mind. He’d begun prying up the memories from his most recent enlightenment.

From that, he’d already figured out what his [Truth] was. Now he just had to tie it into his [Understanding] of the Void, then condense his mana into a physical form inside his body.

He would still need to figure out how to do that, but for now, he knew that he was even stronger than when he’d sparred with Wolken. He was now easily capable of taking out Legendaries that weren’t at the Peak of their Tier. Something that his sister wasn’t aware of yet.

“I promise you; I’ll be fine. I’ll mostly be running away anyways, so it’s not that big a deal.” In truth, Ezekiel hoped that the constant state of being at the edge of death would stress his soul enough to make him draw out the last few bits of enlightenment he needed to break through.

‘Don’t get too cocky. This plan is still incredibly risky.’ Shine’s words brought him back to earth, and he took a slow, deep breath to calm down his excitement.

‘You’re right, of course. I guess I’m just anxious as well.’ Ezekiel placed his hands on his sister’s shoulder. “I also won’t be alone, so rest assured that I won’t be taking unnecessary risks.”

Wendy still looked uncertain, but she appeared to be less reluctant than before to see Ezekiel leaving. Her hands were clenched, and Ezekiel could tell that she was conflicted.

“In all honesty, you won’t have time to be worried about me.”

Wendy snapped her head up in shock and confusion. “What do you mean?”

Ezekiel just smiled. “You’ll be acting with the scouting teams again. Though, you won’t be allowed to enter into enemy territory. You’ll mostly be dealing with deserters, Wild Spirits, and logistics that will be moving supplies to and from the front.”

A glint of excitement appeared in Wendy’s eyes. Her mood had been down due to the depressing atmosphere in the army. However, “Doesn’t that mean that I’ll be away from you and Riley even more?”

The two Legendaries sighed.

“Yes, but you’ll be protected, because we will not be letting you go anywhere without enough forces to get you out of trouble if you’re ambushed again.” This time Riley answered, which Ezekiel was thankful for.

He knew that things were getting to the point where his words were losing their meaning with his sister. Hopefully his girlfriend would have an easier time comforting her.

It was clear that the stress of the war was starting to wear on her, after all.

“For now, let’s go meet with Wolken. I think our first mission will be happening soon, and we need to get you moved as well.” Riley began leading Wendy away, and Ezekiel followed after them.

“Why am I moving? Won’t my missions be happening around here?” Wendy asked.

Ezekiel shook his head. With his ability to move between marked points with ease, his mobility was, in some ways, far greater than that of Tempest and Lightning magic. To the point that he would be going back and forth between different sides of the nation multiple times.

Since he could do that with himself and a few passengers, it would be better to secretly take his sister away from her last known position. That way the Empire would be less capable of using her against him. Something that was always an issue when your weak points were your loved ones.

‘Stop worrying. You’ve given her the upgraded pendant, right? We’ll be able to know where she is at all times. So, it would be best if you focused on what we’ll be doing tomorrow.’ Shine’s gentle reminder brought Ezekiel back to the present.

‘True enough. For now, we’ll try to get a few hours of meditation in before resting. I think we’ve managed to incorporate enough [Understandings] into my [Truth], so now it’s just a matter of figuring out how to condense my mana core.’

Shine silently sent their agreement through their bond with Ezekiel.

At this point, the only way he’d truly stop worrying about his sister would be if she was far away from here. But that wasn’t an option anymore since most of the Shroud family had proven untrustworthy.

‘Well... at least a few of them are alright...’ Ezekiel thought back to the final agreements that were made by Wolken. The contracts that had been put into place between the Shroud family and the Church in particular.

For now, all he could do was ensure she had an ample number of bodyguards he knew he could trust. Which, due to the Church’s presence, meant that there were a fair number available.

Now, all he needed to do was get ready for tomorrow’s slaughter.

----------



The next morning, several dozen kilometers away from the city where the Guilds under Ezekiel and Wolken’s direct command were stationed, a handful of Grand Scholars and Legendary Mages were gathered around in a circle.

Each of them was holding onto a circular Artifact that faintly glowed with a Luminescent light.

“Is everybody ready?” Ezekiel asked. Everybody nodded in reply, and Ezekiel surrounded the entire group with his [Domain]. A moment later, the Artifacts all brightly lit up with the Luminescent light that Ezekiel was now well known for.

The entire group found their surroundings changed to something completely different. Only for their surroundings to change again, and again, and again. This happened several hundred times over the course of a few minutes, until the group was well away from their original position.

“Status check!” Ezekiel called out, and the rest all began doing a quick physical check of themselves and their equipment.

They all confirmed that nothing was missing, and Ezekiel waved them off. Each one stored their Void Artifact in their Void Pouches.

One Hunter that was fully concealed by her clothing turned back to look at Ezekiel before heading off. Her hair was nearly twice as long as it was before, and her clothing was distinctly that of the Shroud family. With the family’s emblem and other specially made equipment. A small owl was nestled on her shoulder, but its plumage patterns were strange and seemed to almost be striped.

“Be safe,” Ezekiel said, unheard by anyone else due to his magic.

“I will be.” A light and childish voice replied, also unheard due to Ezekiel’s magic. She then turned and ran to catch up to the Scholars and Mages.

Ezekiel remained still for a few seconds. He refused to take his eyes off his sister until she was out of sight.

‘Ezekiel, we need to go,’ Shine said. ‘Your sister will be fine. The Artifacts and disguise that were given to her will keep her safe. The best thing we can do is keep her away from you. At least for now.’

Though he was still wary of trusting anything the Shroud family did, the fact that they were bound by contracts to ensure that his sister could safely hide using the identity of a Shroud family member was a boon. Especially since she was officially acting as a liaison with the Church of Ten. So, her actual superiors were people that Ezekiel knew and trusted.

‘George, Fiana, and Marc will keep her safe. As will the rest of the Church.’

With those final words from Shine, Ezekiel finally turned around and pulled out a large chain with several of the Artifacts that the other had carried attached to it. The world shifted as he disappeared.

‘Remind me to do something good and expensive for those three. It’s bad enough we didn’t get a chance to meet up on our journey here. Now they’re keeping my sister safe when that’s supposed to be my job.’ He thought back to everything those three had done for him, and he had only been able to briefly meet up with them once or twice before they split up the army at the Shroud family compound.

He’d have to treat them after this was done. But for now, he had targets to kill.

----------



Hidden beneath his [Shroud] Ezekiel had entered the territory of the Empire.

He was several kilometers past the official Imperial land marker. As such, Harras would be able to fly directly to his position and take him out in moments if he got here before Ezekiel left.

‘There it is,’ Ezekiel spoke to Shine while he looked down at the base that was just a few hundred meters away. ‘Spirits... we haven’t done something like this since we were fighting back in Tarquessa, and that was years ago.’

‘Hopefully they haven’t managed to incorporate defenses that will actually work against us,’ Shine replied. ‘But I guess it doesn’t matter.’

Ezekiel couldn’t help but agree. If the cult of the Empire had successfully made defenses against them, it would make this plan a great deal harder to fulfill than they had expected it to be.

However, he also knew that there was no going back. This was the only option they had in order to keep the odds even until he broke through, and they could risk fighting Exalts Harras and Endaria directly. With that in mind, he silently moved forward. His [Domain] surrounded him and kept him aloft as he freely manipulated gravity to float as he [Telekinetically] flew toward the base’s walls.

A [Jump] later, and he was floating on the inside of the defensive formations that covered the base. Moving toward the central building, he could tell that there were currently three Legendary Hunters sitting inside, with another four in different areas of the base.

Utterly hidden behind his spells, Ezekiel entered and hid behind the Legendary Hunters. None of them had donned their Spirit Armor.

‘... This feels like bullying... They’re not even in the upper Steps.’ Ezekiel couldn’t help but lament the difference in power between himself and his current targets.

They were the strongest Hunters in this base, but they were at least four Steps beneath him.

Silently sighing in disappointment, he charged up a [Void Slash] and immediately decapitated all the Hunters with one swing. A second swing killed their stunned Spirits, but a moment later the air was filled with a shrill ringing sound.

Looking more closely at the dead Hunters, Ezekiel found the source of the noise.

‘Deadman switch alarm Artifacts... I’m somewhat impressed.’ Ezekiel mused with a raised eyebrow. ‘Well, we have at least ten minutes before any reinforcements get here. That should be enough time to finish things.’

The wall exploded, and Ezekiel found his [Shroud] shattering, even though he slid around the massive warhammer that flew directly at him. The small, glancing blow that nicked his armor nearly sent him flying, but the [Force Redirect] was enough to prevent it.

‘I don’t know if this guy even knows enough about his [Understanding] to actively enforce it.’ Ezekiel observed the Hunter who had flown into the room when they turned to block with a large tower shield.

However, his eyes widened when he saw Ezekiel’s opalescent armor in more clarity.

Ezekiel saw the man’s body turn to run, but he wasn’t about to let that happen.

Instead, Shine lit up in bright white light that briefly flickered between pure white and opalescent white. Then, Ezekiel [Slung] himself forward, increasing his momentum, and Shine pierced the man’s back and exited through his chest.

Ezekiel then used his reinforced strength to rip Shine out through the man’s side. Blood splattered onto the ground outside the hole he had made. Right as the last three Legendaries arrived to provide aid. Their original distance from the main building was the only reason they were a few seconds slower than the Cavern Hunter that slammed through the wall.

‘That’s one Radiant Hunter from the Kindled family, one Flame Hunter that’s from the Empire, and one Glacial Hunter from the Cult.’ Shine’s observation helped Ezekiel to focus.

‘Radiant first. He’s the fastest.’ Ezekiel [Jumped] behind the Radiant Hunter. He flipped through the air the moment he arrived, since the man had lashed out with his tail. A rarely seen addition to Spirit Armor that Ezekiel hadn’t fought before.

The small dagger held by the tail was also enchanted to the point that the Runes were almost too powerful for it. Ezekiel could tell that it would probably be strong enough to cut through even his Spirit Armor with little to no effort. It might even get through if he was fully reinforcing it.

A sudden flare of mana filled the area, and Ezekiel found himself blinded and reliant on he other senses for several seconds.

“Alert the others!” The Flame Hunter screamed as his body was covered in a flaming tiger.

He punched toward Ezekiel and brought two massive paws raking down Ezekiel’s body. Only for a sudden pulse of force to push Ezekiel backward. A swift kick to the Flame Hunter’s face sent him reeling back into the building.

The next second saw him throwing a dagger at the Radiant Hunter who had yet to flee. Instead, it seemed like they were intent on holding their ground and taking Ezekiel out.

Their tail flicked upwards to deflect it, but the knife disappeared and reappeared right in the Hunter’s face. Tilting their head to the side, the dagger left a gash in the Hunter’s helmet. A trickle of blood showed that it had cut fairly deep.

Ezekiel took the chance to charge forward, intent on finishing the Radiant Hunter, only for his movements to suddenly slow down. A sudden chill seeped into his body, and he focused on the Glacial Hunter for a moment.

‘Damned Cultists,’ Ezekiel thought while he channeled his [Nothingness] to cancel out the magic being used on him. His movements sped back up, and he slammed into the building next to the Flame Hunter. The Radiant Hunter having moved in the brief second that Ezekiel had been stalled.

‘Did you mark him?’ Ezekiel asked Shine. He received a sense of pride and accomplishment in return. ‘Good. Then our options are more open.’

Lashing out to the side, he changed his focus to the Flame Hunter. With his experience from sparring with Riley, who was significantly stronger, he was able to make quick work of the Imperial Hunter.

The man tried to send Ezekiel back with a wave of fire, but Ezekiel could tell that it took up far more mana than the Hunter was used to using. The fact that the man’s body slumped from exhaustion made it obvious.

Ezekiel easily cut through the fire, while the Glacial and Radiant Hunters flinched back. Their own defenses weren’t enough to get away without a few minor burns.

The Flame Hunter, seeing Ezekiel charging at him, hastily raised his arms, which Ezekiel now noticed had enchanted bracers on them. They were obviously enchanted for defensive purposes.

But they were of no match for Ezekiel, who cut through them with Shine as easily as cutting paper. The Flame Hunter's hands, and part of his arms, fell to the ground. He let out a pained yell, but a second swing from Ezekiel took off his head.

The temperature of the area immediately fell, and Ezekiel turned to see something interesting.

“Die! Anathema!” The Glacial Hunter shrieked in rage and hatred. But that’s not what caught Ezekiel’s attention.

It was the fact that her entire body seemed to have become frozen. A thick layer of frost and icy mist emanated from her body, and Ezekiel felt a faint sense of danger coming from her.

Not bothering to spare any words, Ezekiel [Jumped] and came up beside her, rather than behind.

As she swung her weapon, a short spear wielded with one hand, she hit nothing but air, as Ezekiel was now behind her. Shine was now inches away from her neck when their momentum was stopped. Frozen in the air as Ezekiel seemed stuck.

A burst of [Nothingness] allowed him to move again. But a layer of ice stopped him from cutting straight through the Glacial Hunter’s neck. Instead, the ice shattered, and she tumbled through the air before hitting the ground.

‘Did you mark her as well?’ Ezekiel received another feeling of confirmation as Shine focused on maintaining the marks they had placed on the two Legendary Hunters.

He dropped as the Radiant Hunter tried to wrap him up in their tail. But when he thought he was out of the way, he felt something wrap around his neck. A hidden whip made of segmented blades, one that had been made invisible, had coiled around him.

His body reinforced itself, but he could feel the blades biting into him. A beeping sound was suddenly heard as Ezekiel fought against the whip.

‘Damn! We’re out of time,’ he mentally exclaimed.

‘I thought we’d have a bigger window than this.’ Shime complained as they helped Ezekiel exert some force. ‘I guess Endaria was closer? No more playing around now.’

Ezekiel agreed, and his [Domain] grew far more solid. His opponents found themselves moving far more slowly than before, as Ezekiel infused his [Domain] with [Force Redirect] to disperse their movements.

‘Moving forward, we start with this.’ Ezekiel [Reinforced] himself and stabbed forward. The Radiant Hunter turned into a flash of light and flew into the distance. Finally running away from the hopeless situation.

Ezekiel didn’t care, however, and just flew toward the utterly frozen Glacial Hunter. He could feel her [Will] and magic fighting against him, but she was only in the middle Steps, and her [Will] was far below his own. Although, his [Will] was at the edges of the fifth Tier when he was an Adept, so the comparison wasn’t that fair.

A full body swing, enhanced with [Reinforcement], [Void Slash], and [Nothingness] shattered the ice that she had summoned to defend herself. Her head came flying off a moment later.

Ezekiel dispersed his [Domain] allowing the body to fall to the ground.

‘That used up far more mana than I wish it had.’ His Spirit ignored his complaint as they homed in on the retreating Radiant Hunter.

A second later, they [Jumped] in front of the fleeing Radiant Hunter, who had managed to get well beyond their usual sensory range but was still tied to them from the marking that Shine had put on them via their thrown dagger.

They slammed into Shine, who Ezekiel was holding out in front of himself, and was pierced straight through the chest. The Kindled family’s hunter coughed up some blood, but Ezekiel simply ripped Shine up and out, nearly bisecting them before throwing their body to the ground.

Ezekiel didn’t spare the corpse a second glance before [Slinging] back to the base and beyond, to where the marker was. A swing of his sword destroyed it without issue.

A few minutes later, after he had thoroughly destroyed the base, he disappeared.

When Endaria arrived just a few minutes later, seeing the corpses and destroyed base, she let out an earth-shaking scream of rage.

----------



Far away from the base that Ezekiel had just demolished, he reappeared within a group of Legendaries and Adepts that were waiting for him. Each one held a copy of the Artifacts he had made and used by the last group he had met just like this.

“Is it done? Do you realize how stupid it was to think you could do this by yourself?” Riley asked as she held her hands on her hips while glaring at her boyfriend. “You ready to let us help you now?”

For his part, Ezekiel knew he was pushing things when he insisted that he at least try to do this by himself. But he really thought that the pressure would’ve been good for him. But, at least in this instance, there was little to no gain beyond the expected results.

“Let’s go,” he said to the group Hunters.

With their Void Artifacts in hand, the entire group disappeared. Headed off to another base, the first on a very long list that would, hopefully, be completed before Wolken needed to step in.
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                After the first base was destroyed, Ezekiel and his group continued to go back and forth, using hit-and-run tactics to do as much damage as possible before retreating into the Alliance’s territory.

On the first day, they had managed to take out three bases, purely due to their higher numbers, and the suddenness of their arrivals. In the week since then, they had managed to destroy dozens more, and Wolken had also made use of their efforts to destroy even more.

Even though they were swiftly replaced. The fact that the Empire’s numbers were dwindling meant that the Alliance’s forces were able to make their own pushes into other territories. Even if they needed to flee not long afterwards.

All in all, they had managed to severely dwindle the Empire and Kindled family’s presence, but this just meant that Ezekiel and his group were being run even more raggedly.

Yet, during this time, Ezekiel continued to meditate on his [Understandings] and their connection to his [Truth]. Since there was no possibility of their side winning if he could not break through.

It had been something that had bothered him more and more as he was turned into a glorified transportation Mage. In fact, he had been told that he wasn’t allowed to fight beyond protecting himself, using the bare minimum of mana possible.

This was to ensure that they could hit as many bases as possible.

It was now the third day since this routine had started, and while he was somewhat bored of the routine, his focus remained steadfast on breaking through.

“Ezekiel!” Riley called out from where she stood over the burnt corpse of a Legendary Cultist. “It looks like we’re done here. We should get going now.”

In the distance, he could see the Legendary Hunter that had been sent to deal with the marker. Given their speed, it was likely that they would need to get out of here within the next five minutes or so, else the enemy Exalt’s got to their location.

“Right.” Ezekiel surrounded himself and the rest of the group with his [Domain]. All the Void Artifacts lit up, and they all found themselves far away, within the boundary of the Alliance’s territory.

But even as they fled the battle, Ezekiel found his attention elsewhere. His focus was almost entirely on himself and his magic.

“Any word on what’s happening elsewhere?” One of the Hunters asked as they walked into one of the Guild’s bases.

They were well away from the marker they had just hit. Both from the border, and the general area. Their current position was now close to one of the markers on the other side of the nation.

“Nothing new. Just that they’ve already replaced the markers that were destroyed. It also looks like the marker we just broke is getting fixed too.” Riley was looking at a Com-Slate as she replied. The stone was lit up in writing that mirrored the words written on its partner slate hundreds of kilometers away. “But it seems like Wolken managed to take out at least a few dozen more bases than we did. So, there will be a bit of a lull in the active fighting for a little while.”

Ezekiel only paid the smallest amount of attention to this conversation going on around him.

He couldn’t help but feel like there was something he needed to do before he could take that last step. Not just something to figure out, but an action that he had to perform, a deed to truly solidify himself into history before he could make that final push.

“Ezekiel,” Riley addressed him, and he faced her with a bewildered look on his face.

“Hmm?” He was still somewhat distracted, so he had missed the last part of the group's conversation.

“I asked you how your reserves were doing.” Riley crossed her arms and frowned at him. A look that he knew meant that she was worried, rather than upset. “Are you okay? Ever since you got relegated to transport, you’ve been out of sorts.”

Several of the Hunters, mostly the Adepts, were giving him disapproving looks.

Even in his unfocused state, it was clear they wanted to ask something, or otherwise speak up, but were too afraid to since there were so many Legendaries around.

Ezekiel shook his head to focus. “Sorry. I’ve been watching what’s been going on, and I can’t help but feel like there’s something I’m missing. Something that I need to do before I take the next Step.”

His words had a profound effect on the Hunters around him. For him to all but confirm that he was right at the cusp of reaching Tier five was a great boost in morale. But it was only the Legendary Hunters that really comprehended the difficulty that he was facing.

Even Riley’s worried face shifted into something more understanding and anticipatory.

“Regardless, I think we’re done for the day. I have no doubt that we could get to another base, but getting out might take some time,” Ezekiel said with a glance at the rest of the group.

‘You don’t think they could clear another base?’ Shine asked from the bond between them. ‘I don’t think they’re that tired. I know we aren’t after all.’

Ezekiel just shook his head, and Riley’s eyes widened, before she also looked around at the rest of the group. The Adepts in particular.

‘It’s not their mana I’m worried about. It’s their mental state. Most of the supporters' souls and [Will] aren’t strong enough to maintain this back-to-back fighting,’ Ezekiel explained to Shine. ‘Better to give them a break a bit early, then have them really get their noses to the grindstone later. That way, they can get a better idea of what to expect moving forward.’

‘... I guess that the aura of [Death] that’s been covering us is also a bit of a problem too.’ Shine’s observation made Ezekiel focus even more.

Even in his past adventures, he’d not spread death and destruction at this level so swiftly before.

It was something that, for the unprepared, would weigh on them more and more. Usually, near death experiences would help pressure the soul. This would allow a person to grow, and their Chakras to develop and allow them to break through to higher Tiers, Step-by-Step.

But slaughter like this could have a similar effect, only with numerous side-effects. Such as devaluing human life. Which was something that Ezekiel knew most Legendaries already had problems with. Especially regarding the Cult of Light, and now the Empire and Kindled family.

‘The Adepts need to rest. Else the pressure on their souls will break them. We’ll call it early today and start late tomorrow.’ Ezekiel mentally declared to Shine.

“We’re done for today.” Ezekiel called out to the Legendaries that were now realizing the extent of the mental stress on their underlings. “Life and Death Mages will still need to fix things up, but we set out in an hour. I want us to get further from the boundary as soon as possible. So, resupply and get back here by then, understood?”

“Yes, Vice-Leader!” The assembled Hunters called out as one before heading off to either get checked over, or to acquire some supplies from the base.

As for Ezekiel, he and Riley found a tent that they could use and sit-down in. He quickly entered his meditative state while she kept watch.

----------



Just over a month since the Guilds and Church had arrived in Morathi, an enraged scream filled one of the Empire’s regions as Endaria released her pent-up emotions after failing to catch Ezekiel once again. Several Cultists were nearby, though still well outside the Exalt’s direct area of influence.

Given the forest of bramble and oversized thorns that sprouted in an instant, this was a good idea. Though, that didn’t stop everybody from getting hurt. Just most of them.

“Damn that blasted Anathema! Other than killing our people his actions are worthless! Yet we still can’t catch him!” Endaria cried out as she let out another pulse of mana. The ensuing overgrowth threatened to consume the retreating Mages and Hunters.

Steel tipped thorns and bristles were sent flying as seed pods filled with the pointed weapons exploded one by one. Even escaping into the air was no use since the projectiles were launched in all directions. If this went on for much longer, it was likely that the lower Cultists would be done in by their leader, as opposed to the Anathema.

“Ah!” Several Adepts screamed in fear as they failed to get out of the way in time.

A sudden rain of Lightning that struck down the thorny bullets was the only thing that kept them alive. Several explosions rang out and the charred remains dispersed like dust in the wind.

Harras, clad in his Violet Spirit Armor, descended to land next to Endaria. His arms were crossed, and he had a large saber attached to his back. His helmet dispersed into motes of mana that were absorbed by the rest of his armor.

With a wave of his hand, the forest of death that Endaria had grown was stuck countless times by the Lightning that he had gathered in the air above the clouds. The buildup of energy was enough to destroy the forest without any issues. Leaving nothing but a burnt and blackened landscape with nothing more than charcoal lining the ground.

“I know you’re angry, but I can’t imagine that killing your people will make you feel better,” Harras said with a calm and dismissive voice. “Not that I really care. The more of you Cultists that die, the better it is for the Empire.”

Endaria gnashed her teeth at the Imperial Exalt. She was briefly surrounded by a green glow, and her Spirit Armor faded away. Everybody knew that there was no longer any need to be ready for battle.

If Harras was here then that meant that the attacks had finally let up, and the two Exalts no longer had to run around like chickens with their heads cut off.

“What are you doing here?” Endaria ignored the comment regarding her and her fellow Followers of Radiance. “Shouldn’t you be playing, and failing, at being a guard for the border?”

Harras didn’t rise to Endaria’s provocation. “I am simply checking in on the most recently destroyed marker. If I recall, you Cultists don’t have as many backups as the Imperial forces do.”

Endaria scoffed but didn’t deny Harras’ statement. It was true that the Followers of Radiance didn’t have as many markers as the Guilds and military of the Empire. Mostly because the nobles in the Empire were beginning to grow wary of the Cult, but there was little they could do to prevent their push at this point.

The promises that the Cult had made were fulfilled, but now the nobles were learning what the cost of those promises were. While the nobility certainly had more power in the Empire, they also had to follow the Cult’s mandates, else those that held the ears of the Emperor would direct the Imperial wrath toward the ones that weren’t appropriately fanatic in their faith.

“Move. Once I get this marker in, you and I need to have a talk.” Harras pulled a marker from his Void Pouch, while Endaria simply turned away and floated into the air.

Her fellow Followers, both Legendary and Adept, rose with her. Intent on heading back to their headquarters, rather than watching Harras do his job.

“If you wish to speak with me so badly, then you can--”

“It’s to trap your Anathema.”

Harras didn’t allow Endaria to finish her sentence. Anyone with a brain would’ve realized that she was trying to get a concession from Harras, but he wasn’t stupid enough to allow it.

Thus, when he mentioned Ezekiel, using the Cult’s terminology, she stopped moving. Her and all her followers’ heads swiveled toward the Lightning Exalt. They eagerly awaited him to finish what he was going to say. But he remained silent. Instead, he took his time to properly place the marker.

“Meet me at the Twin Peak Fortress. We’ll discuss things there tonight, just after sunset.,” Harras declared as he finished placing the marker down. “For now, I need to continue with being a border guard.”

Before Endaria could say anything, the sound of thunder rang in her ears, and Harras was gone.

The other Followers of Radiance grumbled in anger, but not Endaria. Her mastery over Life Magic had granted her enhanced sensory abilities when it came to living beings, so instead she smiled.

Her senses had allowed her to tell that Harras hadn’t been lying, or otherwise playing with her when he had said he had a plan to trap the Anathema. So, with nearly a skip in her step, she lifted off once more, this time headed straight for the Twin Peak Fortress.

----------



It was several hours later that Endaria finally met up with Harras. He had easily been able to finish his job of patrolling the border, especially since the Prime Guild and Alliance had let up on their attacks for the day. Yet the animosity between the two Exalts wasn’t easily resolved.

Walking through the door with his head held high, Harras glared at Endaria, and received one in turn. They both ignored Lana, who was covered in bandages and seated off to the side at a small table.

“It’s about time you got here. I was beginning to wonder if your words were true.” Endaria lounged on a large chair within one of the chambers inside the large stone fortress.

The Twin Peaks Fortress was one of the primary bottlenecks between the roads that led from the Empire into Morathi. It was heavily reinforced, held a standing force of at least a thousand Hunters from all sorts of clans from Morathi, and was now under the control of just the Kindled family and the Empire.

“A little bit of patience would be nice. I had to get the bait and the trappers.” Harras stepped in and to the side to allow his companions entry behind him.

There were over a dozen of them, and they were all covered in cloaks emblazoned with the emblem of the Kindled family. Only a quarter of them had any Spirits with them, meaning that the ones without were either servants or elders.

One Hunter, the apparent leader, allowed a large golden wolf to step beside him as he lowered his hood.

“Greetings, Exalt Endaria, it is a pleasure to see you,” Howlend said with a stiff and stilted voice. He bowed his head in greeting, though his hands clenched tightly in a show of anger.

The smile on his face was tight, and looked more like he was gritting his teeth too hard.

Behind him, the others, baring one, also removed their hoods. They were revealed to be elders, with each of them having the Radiant element. They were also clearly in the Legendary Tier.

Standing directly behind him was a familiar Kindled Hound. It was Meli, whose viper Spirit was wrapped around her neck, and glaring hatefully at the smaller, still hooded figure that stood next to her.

“You’re the failed patriarch. The one who’s authority keeps getting shot down by that fallen bastard you call an ancestor.” Endaria’s words cut deep, and Howlend couldn’t help but frown, while the elders and Hounds behind him nearly growled in anger.

Fortunately, Howlend’s head was still bowed, so the others didn’t see his eyes flash a much darker shade for a moment before they returned to normal.

“Be that as it may, I am the one who presented this plan to Exalt Harras. With your help, we should be able to get the Anathema in our grasp with ease.” Howlend sounded confident as he addressed the Exalt before him.

“What makes you so sure of that?” Endaria only raised an eyebrow with mild interest, but Lana leaned in. It seemed that she was more curious as to what Howlend had planned.

Smirking at the Glacial Light’s interest, Howlend ignored Endaria’s question.

“We have his sister, after all.” Howlend reached behind him and ripped the hood off the last remaining cloaked figure.

Ellen stood there, seemingly blind to the world as she stared ahead. Her eyes were out of focus, and she made no reaction to Howlend’s action. Held within her hands was her Spirit, Tina, who was just as unfocused as she was.

Endaria, seeing one of their targets, and a relative of the Anathema in front of her, stood up with a snarl. “You dare to bring that thing here when it has yet to prove its usefulness!?”

To the side, Lana’s eyes widened, and she reeled back in shock, but also malicious glee as she smiled at the sight of Endaria nearly charging forward.

“That tool still has use, and you wish to risk it before its purpose can be fulfilled?” Endaria stalked up to Howlend and grabbed his chin with her hands.

Wooden gloves formed on her hands, and she drew blood as her mana pressed down on everyone in the room. Except for Harras, who was standing with an amused look on his face as he smiled with a half-lidded gaze at the sight before him.

The only sign that he was doing anything at all was the fact that a few sparks danced around himself, Ellen, and Tina. A display that indicated he was protecting them from Endaria’s outburst.

“Please... hear me out...” Howlend was nearly on his knees as he begged. His soul was too weak to withstand this onslaught. Something that Harras seemed to notice if his change in focus was anything to go by.

“This fortress... it has several formations that can defend against Tier five... It was made by a combination of all three Morathi Exalts... from before they all fell...” Howlend began explaining the origins of his plan. “We only need two Exalts... of the right elements... to activate them to their full extent... Theoretically... they can match an Ancient... or at least a Peak Tier five.”

Endaria dropped Howlend to the ground. She closed her eyes and placed a now armor less hand under her chin in contemplation.

“That could work... The Flurent Family Exalt was also a Lightning Hunter, so it would make sense to have Harras and your Ancestor activate the fortress’ formations.” Endaria began to smile, but then she frowned. “How do you intend to keep Wolken busy? I know for a fact that that damned windbag won’t let the Anathema out of his sight if news gets out that his sister’s being held here.”

“The Tempest Exalt’s presence won’t matter,” Howlend gasped for breath a few times as he spoke. “This fortress’ defenses will be able to split them up. It was built to withstand the efforts of multiple Exalts, after all. All we must do is use his other sister to get them here, and it’ll be fine.”

Endaria scoffed. “How do you intend to do that? We can't find her, so we can’t use her.”

Howlend smiled wide and maliciously. “Twin sisters, twin Spirits. With our mental magic, it won't be hard to send a message through their dreams. We cause this one and her Spirit a few nightmares through a particular ritual, and her sister will see the same thing. If a few bits of information get out, then I’m sure her brother will learn of it, and will do whatever he needs to do to get here. The whole reason he’s doing this is to get his sister back and damage your Cult and my family.”

Endaria glared at Howlend for a moment before turning around and returning to her chair.

“You agreed with this plan?” Endaria asked Harras.

He shrugged, “It’s better than any of our current ideas. The fact that the Kindled family will finally show some usefulness is also a good thing. Considering how much the Empire has invested in this.”

“I’m assuming that the tool will be transported to the Empire the moment the Anathema arrives?” Endaria’s nose wrinkled as she mentioned Ellen again.

“If the time frame allows it. She still needs to be here; else the Void Hunter will know about it. He’s quite uncanny when it comes to figuring out secret information. Especially threatening information.” Harras thought back to the battle with the Winged Broodlord back at Harkem.

The fact that Ezekiel had been able to last for as long as he had in a spar against the Exalt still impressed him. Regardless of how much the man had been holding back.

Endaria tapped her hands along her chair’s armrest in thought.

Lana decided that this would be a good chance to chime in.

“We know that the Anathema holds his family dear to him. Though I hate to say it, I think the failed patriarch is correct. This plan isn’t a bad one.”

Howlend did a good job of hiding his frustration, but still clenched his jaw in anger.

“... Fine, we’ll do it your way this time. But understand that, if this fails, and the tool is lost, your family will pay for their failure.” Endaria released the last of her mana that was still weighing down on everyone. The Kindled family elders sighed in relief.

Nothing else was said as Harras nodded, seemingly satisfied at one-upping the Cult. While the Kindled family just scurried out of the room as fast as possible.

They dragged Ellen along with them, as Harras followed them out.

Even though the plan had been approved, they still had work to do to get everything in place.

----------



Things had mostly become routine for Ezekiel, and his days were filled with exploring his magic when he had time, and contemplating his life, the universe, and how it related to himself. All for the purpose of truly merging his magic, and finally condensing his magic into a solid core within his body.

The latter had somewhat been solved, as he had figured out how to condense mana crystals much in the same way as his Mana Gathering Chambers had done. Though, the number of explosions that the process had caused had not endeared him to any of the Legendaries he had woken up with his experiments.

Wolken was happy, however, since it meant that Ezekiel was now even closer to taking that last Step. Even if his current progress had not granted him any additional power.

“[Pathfinder]...” he often muttered to himself as he meditated on his magic.

After finally dredging up his memories of the last few times he’d been enlightened, there was a weight to the word when he spoke it in relation to himself.

However, while most of his days were routine, today was not such a day, and Ezekiel found himself rushing to the opposite end of Morathi. An urgent message having come through to his and Riley’s Com-Slates. A message from Fiana regarding his sister.

Wolken had yet to be informed of anything beyond the fact that they wouldn’t be able to do their missions for the day. Which meant that the Guild army was mostly on defense as the Empire and Kindled family tried to claim more territory to make up for the resources lost to the Alliance’s hit and run tactics.

“What happened!?” Ezekiel exclaimed as he rushed into a medical tent, wide eyed and sweating as he was nearly in a panic.

Looking at the bed in the room, he saw his sister being comforted by Fiana, while she was also being looked over by George.

The joy he felt at seeing two of his oldest friends and supporters was nearly enough to overpower the worry he felt for his sister. But not quite.

“Ezekiel,” Fiana said as she rose from her seat next to Wendy, “I’m glad you got here so fast. Wendy is fine, at least physically, but it looks like a new issue has popped up.”

Ezekiel started to calm down. He now realized that Wendy was fine. Though she appeared to be incredibly shaken up by something.

A bone chilling premonition suddenly assaulted him as he realized something.

“It’s not about Wendy, is it.”

Fiana, Wendy, and George all flinched. Which was all the confirmation that he needed.

“What happened?” Ezekiel nearly growled. His words were not merely a question, but a demand.

As Fiana and George started to explain, with input from Wendy every now and then, Ezekiel started seeing red. It was only Riley’s hand clamping down on his shoulder that kept him from flying off right then and there.

The nightmares that Wendy had been having, and the news that they’d managed to get from some of the captured Imperials, were all the proof that Ezekiel needed.

He now knew that Ellen was in trouble, and that time had officially run out.

            

    
        CH 248 (Book 6 Ch 23): The Trap is Sprung

    
    
    
    
                The air was tense as the [Will] of two titans clashed.

It was the day after Wendy’s revelation to Ezekiel, and everyone he knew had been forced to do everything they could to hold him back. But the urgency and need to break free and go stop his sister from being taken away was almost enough to make him push past his limits. Potentially harming his friends in the process.

It was only thanks to Shine, who literally shook-up Ezekiel’s soul through their bond, that stopped him, and made him think things through. As well as the sight of his terrified sister.

He had learned not long after that his element was manifesting as a chaotic storm in the real world due to his outburst. Something that was unique to Tier fives.

“You need to speak with Wolken. You must understand that it’s not just your fight anymore. We can also use this time to interrogate the Shroud family and find out more about the Twin Peaks Fortress.” Fiana played the voice of reason after Shine.

Ezekiel settled for waiting at least a day, which resulted in him storming into Wolken’s tent at one of their bases. This one was well away from any city, which meant that he and Wolken could express themselves freely.

It was sparsely decorated. The fact that Wolken often moved between bases on the border meant that there was no point in making the tents more comfortable or personal.

Only a map with specific points marked on it was visible on the desk that Wolken was seated at. While chairs lined the sides for meeting purposes, most of the people that had accompanied Ezekiel were standing, though it was clear from their hunched figures that it was difficult for them.

The weight of the world pressed down on all the Hunters within several kilometers of the central base of the Prime Guild’s forces in Morathi. Every Legendary worked overtime just to keep the Adepts functioning. Any thought of pushing back was almost non-existent, barring the most exceptional and peak Hunters.

“Absolutely not,” Wolken said with an earth-shaking echo to his voice. “I feel for your position, I swear I do. But this is a trap, and there is no point in springing it now. Not when our situation is still so precariously balanced on keeping the boundary from expanding further.”

Ezekiel’s teeth ground together as he glared at Wolken.

“I wasn’t asking for permission.”

The two met only a few minutes ago, but for the ones nearby, it felt like it had been hours.

High in the sky, darkened clouds that crackled with energy as Tempest met Void gathered ahead. What should have been a sunny day was nearly as dark as dusk. The light was so faded, that some of the Hunters that were experienced with the Desolate Lands began to wonder if they’d been forcibly moved to the other side of the world.

“I was simply informing you of what I was going to be doing next.” Ezekiel’s eyes glowed with power as he stared down at Wolken’s seated figure. “If you don’t like it, too bad. You and I both know that there’s nothing you can do that will stop me. Not without making you one of my enemies as well.”

Wolken remained silent, though several twisters touched down just outside the camp.

Thundering booms could be heard in the sky, and lines of pure black and white light flickered in and out of existence as Ezekiel forced his mana to fight against Wolken’s increasing pressure.

“We are under contract.” Wolken held up a hand. Around his wrist a black and gray binding shone brightly. A similar one appeared around Ezekiel’s, but he ignored it.

“Turning the Kindled family’s trap against them grants us a chance to take out one of the Exalts. Greatly increasing our chances of winning.” The band on Ezekiel’s wrist faded after he spoke. A solemn truth was infused in his words. It wasn’t just an excuse, which Wolken immediately took note of.

“Your mind must truly be warped if you believe that. Perhaps, if you were an Exalt, then it would be feasible, but you’re not.” Wolken’s stance on the matter was firm. He refused to let Ezekiel go without a fight. “How do you know that she’ll even be there when you arrive? They could’ve leaked this information with the intent of moving her away once you get close.”

“No, they won’t,” Ezekiel said with a shake of his head. “Harras is aware of my premonitions. At least, he has an idea of them. Similarly, the connection between my sisters will help. I already used my own magic, which allows me to connect two anchor points together, to peer across this bond and get a general sense of Ellen’s location.”

Ezekiel pointed at a spot on the map in front of Wolken. He then drew a circle with his finger. Within it was the Twin Peaks Fortress. No other bases, towns, villages, or places of habitation were there. Thus, it was reasonable to believe that the Kindled family really had taken up residence there for this trap.

“I’ll humor you, and let you explain, but it’d better be good,” Wolken muttered as he let up a bit of the pressure. Ezekiel lessened his own in response, and the other Hunters in the area could breathe more freely once again.

After taking a moment to calm down, Ezekiel remained silent while he stepped to the side and gestured to a man with the Shroud family insignia on his cloak. It was Thadeus Shroud.

After they had figured out what was happening with Ellen, Ezekiel’s group had gathered several people with the intention of gaining information on the Twin Peaks Fortress.

Much to their surprise, Thadeus and several other Shroud family members were more than willing to give up the information they were seeking.

Their excuse at the time was that it was better than letting the Kindled family continue to control it, or worse, let the Empire take over in full.

The Flurent family had also supplied information but had simply given it to Thadeus to explain. Their territory was about to try and push to destroy a few more bases. Since it was a delicate time, they couldn’t supply any Hunters for what was about to happen.

“Greetings, Exalt Wolken. As you know, I am Thadeus Shroud, and with me I have several reports and schematics from both the Flurent family and my own regarding the Twin Peaks Fortress.” Thadeus bowed with sweat dripping down his brow. “Given the situation, we believe we know what they intend to do. Which is to use a special formation to trap Legend Ezekiel, to keep him separated from you, so that their Legendaries can swarm him while he’s been trapped.”

“All the more reason not to go through with this plan,” Wolken declared. “You’re not helping your case.”

Thadeus shook his head while Ezekiel ignored Wolken’s words.

“Usually, you would be correct, but the only way to activate the barriers that they inevitably want to use as a trap, is to have either the two of the big three family’s ancestors activate it or have at least one ancestor and one Exalt. Of the appropriate elements. Since the Kindled family’s ancestor has fallen to Tier four, he will be a weak point we can exploit. Especially if we can get in and activate the booby traps that the Shroud and Flurent family included in the designs when our families first created the fortress.” Thadeus held out several scrolls and schematics.

Wolken took his time to look over them. When he was finally finished, he leaned back and sighed in frustration. The brands on his wrist flashed for a moment before fading away.

“Won’t the Kindled family realize that your and the Flurent families put back doors into the enchantments? I have little doubt that they wouldn’t have done so as well.” Wolken pointed out the one flaw that Ezekiel had been worried about, but Thadeus had already reassured him that it wasn’t an issue.

“Due to the complexity of the enchantments, the most these backdoors can do is sabotage the other families once. Best of all, since they don’t have the Flurent family’s key, all they can do is activate the formation. They can’t access the secret features. I will use my family’s back door enchantment to strike against Exalt Harras, while the Flurent family’s back door enchantment will be used to strike against the Kindled family ancestor.”

Wolken looked far less reluctant at their current plan. But he still held his head in his hands and let out another massive sigh. Leaning back in his chair, his Spirit coiled around him and nuzzled up to his face. The Exalt let out a chuckle at whatever his Spirit had just said to him.

“You’re damned lucky that the best we’ve been able to do is create a stalemate when it comes to conquering land,” Wolken said with a grunt as he stood up. “Come here.”

Ezekiel stepped forward, drawing Shine as he did. Wolken’s Spirit also reared up and hissed in a threatening manner. Both the Exalted Hunter and the Exalted Spirit gazed at him with glowing eyes.

Ezekiel’s eyes glowed even brighter than theirs, and he felt his will actively clash against their combined might. He was barely holding on, since in the past, Wolken had gone against him by himself. His Spirit hadn’t participated in the battle.

“[What are you?]” Ezekiel didn’t see Wolken’s lips move, but he heard the man’s words all the same. But this wasn’t a spell, or a [Domain] ability. This was something else. This was like a judgment on his soul. One that made his own roar in fury.

“[I am a Pathfinder!]” Ezekiel said back with the same weight to his words as Wolken’s. But it felt like there was something missing. Like his statement was true, but not complete.

Whatever Wolken was looking for, he seemed to find it, even if Ezekiel could tell that Wolken wasn’t entirely pleased. It seemed like he had understood something that Ezekiel hadn’t. Something that Ezekiel could instinctively tell that he wouldn’t understand until he broke through to Tier five himself.

“That will have to do. But you will need to find out what you really are, not just most of it, if you want this plan to work. So, you’d best pray to the Ancients that you can figure it out while fighting for your life at the fortress.” Wolken broke eye contact with Ezekiel and stepped around his desk.

He glared at the Legendary Hunters and Scholars that had accompanied Ezekiel but didn’t say a word until he was at the entrance of the tent. “Ready yourselves to spring their trap first thing tomorrow morning. Since the enemy’s Exalts will be occupied, all our forces will have the chance to push forward. So long as we can claim at least a few hundred kilometers of territory, the Exalts of the Empire will lose the right to defend what they’ve lost. Though, hopefully, that won’t be an issue we’ll have to deal with.”

Ezekiel gave a bloodthirsty grin at Wolken’s words, as did Thadeus and the other Hunters. They and the others, Scholars and Hunters alike, rushed to prepare themselves to strike against the enemy fortress. Every one of them could feel it in their bones.

This trap would be the greatest chance they had to truly turn the tables in the war.

But for three Hunters in particular, all they truly cared about was getting Ellen back.

----------



On the eastern border of Morathi, Patriarch Howlend was lying on the floor. His Spirit was bound by the combined efforts of the Kindled family elders, and the Kindled founder and ancestor was standing above the downed Legendary Hunter.

“You are overstepping your boundaries. You may be the nominal leader of the family, at least among the riffraff who know nothing about true power, but you have forgotten who truly rules the Kindled family.” The Kindled ancestor raised a hand, and a construct of light in the shape of a hammer took form. With a mighty swing down, Howlend let out a scream of pain as both his knees were broken.

The ancestor allowed Howlend to roll around in pain for a little bit but did nothing more when he tried to heal himself.

“My plan... does nothing that would lead our family to ruin. In fact, I would even say that it would buy us more than a little bit of goodwill among our allies. Enough to gain more than a few concessions when our bloodline sits on the throne of the Willowbrush Empire,” Howlend gasped in pain, even as his magic slowly purified his body of his wounds.

However, regardless of his words, the Kindled ancestor said nothing. Instead, he simply turned to walk out the door. The other elders released Howlend’s wolf Spirit and followed.

“Your plan only buys us favor if it works. There was a reason we were allowing the Empire to fight on the front lines. Now, if we fail, the deals that I have made with the Cult of Light will fall through. So, you had better hope that this plan of yours works. Else You will fall first.”

With those parting words, the Kindled ancestor and the elders left the room. Howlend remained on the ground as his Spirit comforted him. It took a few minutes for him to compose himself and finish healing. When he did, he stood up and brushed himself off. His appearance returned to that of the immaculate leader he presented himself as.

“Damn him!” Howlend slammed his fists into the floor. They cracked under the might of the magic that he had infused into his strike. “When Mara’s plan succeeds, we’ll see who’s really the leader of the family.”

His eyes flashed an oily red for a moment, before turning gold once more.

“Wait... this was my plan... wasn’t it?” Howlend’s confident smirk faded as he started reaching for his head. “What... what is...”

Before he could say anything else, the door to his room opened once more. A familiar girl with red eyes walked in. “Howlend, my lord!”

Mara rushed to Howlend’s side. She kneeled to put a comforting hand on her back. Another girl walked in behind them and went over to his Spirit. “What did those ungrateful wretches do to you?”

The moment Mara’s hand touched Howlend, his body immediately relaxed, and his eyes went cloudy. “They rejected my authority... but the plan will go through...”

Mara smiled, and Howlend smiled along with her.

“Good, good. That is a cause for celebration! Your enemies are all going to die.” She guided Howlend to a nearby chair, reached into a Void Pouch on her hip and poured Howlend glass of oily red wine. He reached forward and drank it without a second thought.

The moment he downed it his eyes slowly shut, as did his Spirit’s, and the two fell asleep in the arms of a pair of now pale skinned women.

“It seems like the [Will] of the Kindled family patriarch is stronger than we expected,” the woman tending to the sleeping Spirit proclaimed. “Is there any chance of the plan falling through?”

Mara shook her head. A wisp of reddish energy leaked from her fingers into Howlend’s head.

“It is his anger that is strong. But such wrath can be directed far more easily than an iron [Will],” Mara whispered something in a harsh and guttural language composed of sounds that a human couldn’t have been able to make.

“We are lucky that Howlend’s reputation has already taken a hit. Else he wouldn’t have been able to bring his two newest concubines with him to this fortress.” The other woman finished what she was doing to Howlend’s Spirit and pulled away.

“Indeed, but we need not worry. Our lives were forfeit from the moment we were assigned this mission from the Broodlord.” Mara let out a sigh as she also finished what she was doing. “Alas... So long as the Void’s Herald dies, our mission will be a success. Taking out one or two of the other Exalts will be nothing more than a delectable bonus.”

Reaching over to the wine bottle once more, Mara poured two glasses and handed one over to her partner. She took it with a bow before drinking in tandem with Mara.

Plans within plans were taking form, and an aura of destruction and despair was slowly forming over the Twin Peaks Fortress.

Just one more day, and everything would fall into place.

----------



Hidden in an artificially made cavern, Ezekiel and his group were gazing into the distance at the massive fortress standing between two mountain peaks in the distance.

“Are you sure that your sister is in there?” Wolken asked from the back of the cave. “If not, there’s no reason for us to be here.”

Beside him was Wendy, who was holding Ezekiel’s hand. The two focused on their magic, with Ezekiel reaching out across the bond that the Kindled family had created between his sisters.

Closing his eyes, Ezekiel could see five lights in his surroundings. Shine, Wendy, and Kare, were directly beside him. While two more lights shone in the fortress just a few kilometers away.

“Yeah, she’s there...” he trailed off as he felt the weight of two Exalts restraining themselves. “The trap is ready, so we’ll need to head out soon.”

Wolken grunted and stepped away from the wall. Several Hunters approached Wendy as the Exalt walked away. “Get her out of here. This will be too much for an Adept to participate in.”

Ezekiel placed a hand on Wendy’s shoulder when she looked like she was about to say something. She fell silent and turned to Ezekiel.

“I’ll get her back. But I need you to be safe as well. Okay?”

Wendy nodded after a moment of thought. A Lightning Hunter with a bird form Spirit stepped forward. “Don’t worry, vice-leader, we’ll get her back behind the Alliance's front lines within minutes of our departure.”

Nodding in approval, Ezekiel gently pushed Wendy forward. The group that would be getting her out of here left swiftly and silently. They would make some distance on foot, so as to not gain attention, before taking to the skies once Wolken began his assault.

“Everybody ready?” he asked his companions. Each of them nodded, and they all pulled out replicas of the Void amulets that he had made for fast travel. “This might feel strange at first, but it’ll let us get close enough for me to [Jump] us into the fortress.”

Flexing his magic, Ezekiel covered all the Hunters and Scholars with a [Shroud] that kept them all hidden. Only the amulet’s that focused his magic allowed them to know where they all were.

“Let’s get things started then,” Wolken said as he stepped out of the cave. He donned his Spirit Armor and rose into the sky. A massive construct of twisting wind took shape, and he crossed the distance to the fortress in an instant.

Explosions rang out, and the forest seemed to come alive as Endaria formed an equally massive construct of flora. As the two titans began fighting, Ezekiel and his group rapidly [Jumped] toward the fortress. Upon entering it, the fortress immediately lit up with violet and gold Runes that lined the walls.

The sound of battle from the two Exalts disappeared. A heavy pressure weighed on them all as the enchantments restrained a great deal of their mana.

The trap had officially been sprung.

----------



Earth shattering strikes were exchanged as Wolken and Endaria rushed each other. Spiraling tendrils of winds turned the ground and much of the forest into nothing but sand and sawdust.

“I’m somewhat surprised. I didn’t think you’d be foolish enough to fall for this sort of obvious trap.” Endaria’s construct smiled with a jagged wooden grin as she struck with a series of thorny vines.

“It’s only because it was so obvious that we bothered to spring it. After all, a trap as obvious as this was clearly a horrible attempt that would lead to failure.” Wolken’s voice reverberated through the sky and shook the earth. “It was simple enough to figure out how to turn this trap into our own.”

A wave of sharpened petals and leaves flew toward Wolken, but he simply flew higher and got out of the way. Two massive fists of solid air slammed into the ground.

The Life Exalt bent beneath the blow but stood firm as Wolken whirled around in a typhoon that ripped up even more of the land around them.

Yet through it all, none of the efforts made by the Exalts did any damage to the now dome covered fortress. The power of the enchantments created by three Mythic Hunters easily withstood the indirect blows of the Wolken and Endaria.

“There’s no possible way for you to get out of this. The Anathema will die under the combined efforts of my fellow Followers, the Imperial Hunters, and the Kindled family.” Endaria retained a confident posture as she avoided another hammer blow from Wolken. “Not even that monster’s magic will allow him to get out of there alive. So long as the barrier is up, there will be no way for him to escape.”

Wolken frowned and glanced at the dome that was protecting the fortress.

“Be that as it may, you have no idea how much Ezekiel has progressed, nor do you seem to know about the efforts that the Shroud and Flurent family have gone to in order to eliminate the Kindled family, and your wretched cult!” Wolken’s words rang through the world, and he began moving even faster as he stepped up his efforts to kill Endaria. “This plan of yours was decent. But you underestimate the abilities of that young man.”

Endaria simply smiled again. But this time, a hint of crazed mania filled her eyes.

“No... we know exactly how dangerous that boy is. Ever since he killed one of our Lights. Which is why I gave several of our members a special gift. One that not even the Kindled family or Imperial forces were made aware of,” her words sent a chill down Wolken’s spine.

“What did you do?” Wolken whispered as he glared at Endaria. Even across the great distance between them, his words were heard loud and clear by his enemy.

Nothing was said in return, however, and Wolken formed several blades of wind that began grinding and cutting up Endaria’s construct. But it simply regrew faster and faster.

Wolken’s attacks became more refined, while also growing more frantic as he did everything that he could to kill the Exalt before him.

----------



Making their way through the large corridors within the fortress, the [Shrouded] group flew as fast as they could without setting off any alarms. The defenses in the fortress meant that they were safe from the battle happening outside, but they also meant that they would be unable to get out before they sabotaged the formation.

‘That way. I can sense something coming from that direction,’ Shine said to Ezekiel while directing him toward the central dining area of the fortress.

The Void Spirit was focusing on the connection that Ezekiel had formed and was currently expanding their senses to reach out for Ellen across the layers of space that they could just barely grasp.

In the meantime, Ezekiel was focusing on keeping his companions hidden.

So far, they had run into several patrol teams, but it seemed like they hadn’t been caught yet. Even though the forces they were maneuvering past were on high alert.

‘Good. We’ll get to the Shroud family’s back door enchantment first, so that Thadeus can get ready to sabotage it. Riley will then go to the Flurent back door with the key they gave us and get ready. When I send the signal, it means that I have my sister and we’re ready to get out of here.’ 

This was the plan they had come up with earlier. The amulets he had made would allow his team to remain [Shrouded] outside his range for up to an hour and could be activated up to three times if their [Shrouds] broke.

They reached a particular hallway that had been marked off on the map they had looked over before, and Ezekiel could feel Thadeus break off with his team to head to their objective.

A few minutes later, Riley broke off with Fiana, George, and a few other Hunters to head to their objective as well. This left Ezekiel and Shine alone to progress to the area where Ellen was being kept. Given the enemy forces, Ezekiel was confident that he could break in and get Ellen before too many reinforcements caught up to them.

He just had to give the other teams enough time to get ready. His Com-Slates were also active, just in case something came up and they needed to alter the plan on the fly.

‘There! She should be just behind that door,’ Shine exclaimed as Ezekiel turned a corner.

In front of them was a massive wooden doorway with several enchantments engraved into it.

A team of guards stood outside, ready for anything as Ezekiel approached, utterly invisible to them all. Donned in Spirit Armor, there were half a dozen Hunters in total. Watching warily as they raised shields and weapons to defend against anything that might come around the corner.

Neither Ezekiel nor Shine recognized these Hunters. But they could tell that they were a mix of all three forces. With the Kindled Hounds being the most obvious opponents due to the cloaks that they wore with the Kindled family emblem emblazoned on them.

‘Can you tell if there are any other Hunters behind that door?’ Ezekiel asked as he spread his senses outward. A faint hum of mana from behind the large doors seemed to indicate as much, but he wasn’t sure.

‘... Probably at least two... maybe three more Hunters behind that door.’ Shine replied with an uncertain voice. ‘They might use Ellen as a hostage if they think you’re going to win.’

Ezekiel stopped to think for a moment. A plan to get past these guards and draw out the ones behind the door slowly took shape in his mind.

‘Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.’

Shine remained silent as Ezekiel explained his plan. It wasn’t the best plan, but it would probably work. They also didn’t have anything better to go with right now.

When everything was said and done, Ezekiel began charging Shine’s blade with his mana. The Void Spirit joined in while keeping them covered by their [Shroud].

Step one of the plan was to kill the guards in one strike, so that meant that he couldn’t afford to hold back right now.

So, once he charged his spell with as much mana as he could without breaking his [Shroud], Ezekiel swung with all his might, and hell broke loose.
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                Given the reach of Shine’s blade, it wasn’t possible for Ezekiel to cut through all the Legends that were standing guard outside the door. He was only able to take out the three that were closest to him, cutting them in half with blinding opalescent light, while maiming the other three as they instinctively moved out of the way when Ezekiel released his [Void Slash].

A quick [Jump] one of the Hunters allowed Ezekiel to stab the man through the back and take him out of the fight, while the other two turned to flee before he could get them.

They were a Cavern and Glacial Hunter from the Empire, however, so their speed was not as great as his. Even with the suppression of the fortress’ formations pressing down on him.

‘That one has an emergency Artifact!’ Shine directed Ezekiel to the Cavern Hunter, who was just rounding the corner as Ezekiel was removing the body on his sword.

Another [Jump] followed by the deployment of his [Domain] found the two Imperial Hunters unable to move. They were both at the lower Steps of Tier four, so the sheer difference in abilities meant that Ezekiel didn’t have too difficult a time taking them out.

The Cavern Hunter swung an ax at Ezekiel’s head, but it was dodged as the Glacial Hunter summoned several frozen spikes that flew toward Ezekiel.

Using his domain, Ezekiel connected himself to the Cavern Hunters position. Using his Tier five [Will] he forcefully swapped positions with the Cavern user. The man was immediately stabbed through by several icicles as Ezekiel [Jumped] above the Glacial Hunter.

Using his [Telekinesis], Ezekiel temporarily stopped the Glacial Hunter from moving, and dropped down with an overhead swing. He felt a bit of strain when his telekinesis broke when the Glacial Hunter pulsed his mana, but by then it was too late.

Ezekiel bisected the Hunter straight down from the top of his head, cutting his body in half.

‘That was messy. That also seemed like it was too easy.’ Shine voiced Ezekiel’s own concerns. ‘But at least Step one of the plan was, more or less, completed.’

While he and Shine were more than capable of taking out Hunters that were several Steps below them, such a thing wasn’t something that happened often. Not only that, but there was no chance that Ezekiel and Shine would be underestimated like this. Not when their enemies would know that he would be coming here for his sister.

‘It’s probably a trap within a trap,’ Ezekiel said to Shine. ‘While we’ve been told about the back doors for the Flurent and Shroud families’ enchantments, we don’t know what the Kindled family put in. Nor do we know what changes they’ve made since they took over.’

‘Should we contact the others? Figure out a different plan before we go forward?’ Shine asked while they expanded their senses to see if anyone else was coming. ‘I’m not sensing anyone else getting closer, even though that guy was definitely signaling for help.’

Ezekiel shook his head. ‘We need to push forward. We can’t afford to turn back now. Nor can we wait until the others get ready. The longer we’re in here, the more likely it is we’ll get caught. Besides, Step two is the fun part.’

He strode toward the massive doors once more. Two quick swings of Shine’s blade saw the hinges and dead bolts damaged as he cut through most of the door.

Bracing himself, he pushed them open with all his might. They flung open, snapping off their hinges as Ezekiel readied his blade. Shock and awe were the key components for what came next.

In the center of the room in front of him was Ellen, who was sitting in a throne-like chair with Tina in her lap. Their eyes were opened, but filled with a cloudy haze that told Ezekiel that they were utterly lost to the world.

At the same time, two more Hunters stood on either side of her. One was a man who was clad in Wolf motif Spirit Armor, and the other was a woman in familiar snake motif Spirit Armor.

For a moment, Ezekiel could see the shock in their eyes as he pushed out with the full might of his [Domain] making them stagger for a moment as he [Jumped] forward.

Only to find himself staggering as well as his spell failed him.

A moment later, the room lit up in golden light, and Ezekiel suddenly found himself alone in a world of light and nothing else.

----------



Making their way past several teams of patrolling guards, Thadeus and his group made their way through what was once the Shroud family’s wing of the fortress. The walls were lined with scorch marks and other signs of damage. All indicative of the removal of the Shroud family iconography that once decorated these halls.

The team didn’t express their displeasure, however, and continued toward their destination at the fastest speed they could. Within a few minutes, they reached the section of this area that was sealed off and hidden by the Shroud family generations ago when the fortress was first built.

Checking for any signs of guards, Thadeus moved forward after confirming that there were none in sight. He then removed a special key given to him by his ancestor, Merlind, and inserted it into a hidden slot on the wall.

A doorway slid open, and Thadeus and his team moved in. The opening in the wall shut a second later, and he dropped the Shroud that was keeping himself hidden. His teammates followed suit a moment later.

“Everyone is here?” Thadeus looked over his group to confirm that they hadn’t lost anyone. “Good. Let’s move. We’ll wait for Ezekiel’s signal for now. But if he doesn’t notify us within the timeframe that Wolken gave us, we’ll activate the sabotage enchantments all the same.”

His team, including Samuel, frowned, but nodded in agreement.

When they had first come forward with this plan alongside Ezekiel, they had originally intended on going along with Ezekiel. But Wolken had dissuaded them of that when Ezekiel had gone off with Riley and his sister to prepare.

“I know you don’t like going behind a family member's back like this, but we don’t have a choice. Wolken was right in his concerns regarding Ezekiel being overwhelmed. Now, start the timers. And prepare yourselves.” Thadeus and his team all set their timer Artifacts and moved into the chamber where the Shroud family’s portion of the enchantment lay in wait for them.

But just as they had entered the hidden chamber, a bright light filled the world around them.

----------



Elsewhere in the fortress, a similar scene was taking place as Riley and her team had made their way into the hidden area for the Flurent family’s back door enchantments.

The entirety of the fortress itself began to glow a bright white light with golden lines outlining the general shape of the fortress itself.

From the outside, it was apparent that something was going on, and Wolken paused to observe.

Meanwhile, Endaria began cackling as she saw what had happened.

“Now, the Anathema will die, as will the heretics that dared to support him.” Smiling in joy, Endaria was almost too slow to deflect the blade of wind that Wolken sent flying toward her.

“What did you do!?” Wolken yelled across the sky.

“I simply gave the Kindled family the power they needed to bring their light into the world at a far greater scale than before,” Endaria declared. “Although, I do regret the fact that this alone will not be enough. Hopefully, those that accepted our Lord’s [Blessing] will prove themselves to be better than the failures from before.”

Wolken’s face hardened into a grimace at the mention of the Cult’s [Blessing].

The abominations that the Cult created hadn’t once shown up during the entirety of the fighting that had occurred in Morathi. Even before the Guilds and Church had arrived.

This had led him and many of the other Guild members who were in the know about the Cult’s monsters to believe that such things were a limited resource, or at least, that the Empire and Kindled family had worked into their agreement a stipulation that would prevent their use in this war.

The collateral damage and deaths of their allies was quite costly, after all.

Rampaging beasts that were barely controllable were often like that. As could be seen when the Cult and Empire had tried to attack Sanafalls. Although, that was not an ‘allied’ nation, so their use in that battle was almost to be expected.

“I’m surprised that you don’t have any of your [Blessed] fighting alongside you right now. You’re not exactly winning, after all,” Wolken taunted his opponent, knowing that it would spell disaster for him if he actually had to fight several of the Cult’s pseudo-Mythic monsters. But he needed to fish for more information, or else things would likely get even worse.

Endaria frowned for a moment before replying. “I don’t need their help to kill you.”

Wolken raised an eyebrow, “If you say so. But let’s be honest. You’re just not allowed to use them, are you? So, what’s so special about this new scenario that means that your Cult’s abominations can be used without consequences?”

Endaria let out an angry growl before beginning her attack once more. The time for talking had ended, and Wolken was once more forced to fight for his life as he tried to kill his opponent.

He did, however, keep a wary eye out for any possible threats besides Endaria. After all, if the Cult had found a loophole that allowed them to get past the restrictions of their contracts, then the chances of something else entering their battle were certainly higher than before.

----------



Looking around himself to examine the strange space that he now found himself in, Harras couldn’t help but sigh in exasperation before staring at the gold clad figure in front of him.

“I am amazed... To think that you would entrap your own clan in this formation, just so you could project the false appearance of having more power than you really do.”

The Kindled Ancestor didn’t reply. He simply glared at Harras, who still didn’t show any concern, even as several figures made of Radiant magic took shape around them.

Each one was a pseudo-Mythical being.

“First your descendant goes behind your back to set up this whole trap for Ezekiel, now you turn it against him by activating this maze to wipe out everyone who dared to oppose your non-existent reign.” Harras stood from his seated position. “I will enjoy seeing your family crumble down around you as you die in despair and denial.”

For a moment, several bands of light flared up around Harras’ wrist, but they faded a moment later. His actions right now were well in line with the contracts the Empire had formed with the Kindled family. The fact that they were making moves against him first meant that he could retaliate as he wished.

“It doesn’t matter if the Kindled family dies. Not anymore. Not now that I have been given the means to regain my previous power.” The Kindled Ancestor waved his hands, and the pseudo-Mythics dashed forward to meet Harras head on.

Violet Lightning filled the area, and Harras found himself flying out of the way, only to crash into a ceiling that he hadn’t thought was there.

For a moment, golden lines flickered as the formations on the fortress grew stressed from the Mythical pressure that was being applied to it.

“Dammit!” Harras exclaimed as he regained his bearings.

A pair of wicked looking claws flew at his head, but he released a sphere of electricity that shocked the Cult’s abominations long enough for him to dodge the blow.

Taking out his weapon from his Void Pouch, Harras readied himself to deal with the creatures he was now forced to fight. A look to the side at the Kindled Ancestor made him frown.

The elderly Radiant Mage was nowhere to be seen.

----------



Ezekiel’s eyes slowly adjusted as he looked around.

After a moment of panic, he took a deep breath to calm himself down. Which wasn’t easy, since he’d literally just seen his sister disappear before his eyes.

However, once he did, he started examining his surroundings. Upon closer inspection, the pure Radiant light that was surrounding him had numerous lines of gold strewn throughout it.

Reaching out to touch one, he found that his hand impacted on a solid surface. One that felt like glass, but a thousand times tougher. He tested this by punching the invisible wall in front of him as hard as he could.

‘Crack’

He let out a grunt of pain as he felt something in his finger snap. Not a full break, but it was an unexpected pain, nonetheless.

‘That shouldn’t have happened. Even if it was unbreakable,’ Ezekiel complained as he went about [Enhancing] his natural healing after making sure everything was in place in his hand. ‘The [Reinforcement] on my body should’ve been stronger than the force of the impact from my punch.’

Shine remained silent as they and Ezekiel pondered over the sudden and unexpected result of Ezekiel’s action.

‘... Reflection?’ Shine presented their theory with little confidence, but Ezekiel took a moment to think about it while Shine continued. ‘I mean... being reflected is a concept that can be closely tied to [Light] and therefore [Radiance], right?’

‘Yeah. So is reflection, which means that it’s fully possible that this entire space will be messing with us. Especially since we know that the Radiant element can mess with the mind.’ Ezekiel began walking with one hand on the ‘wall’ next to him, and one hand slightly in front of him. To prevent walking into something solid. ‘For all we know, we haven’t even moved anywhere. We might just be in an illusion created by the formations in the fortress.’

This was the possibility that Ezekiel feared the most because he knew full well what the corrosive effects of pure Radiance like this would have on the Hunters that were with him originally.

‘I hope Riley will be okay... I know it’s been years, but I truly wished that she would never have to face something like this again.’ The fact that this space somewhat reminded Ezekiel of when he had delved into Riley’s mind meant that this was a truly daunting experience. ‘It’s just a shame that this makes our hypothesis about the Lord of Radiance all the worse.’

Shine remained silent, though Ezekiel could feel their agreement across their bond. For now, however, Shine was focused on making sure that their senses were as open as possible. They had already lost awareness of any other being’s position, and they wanted to be able to counter any sneak attacks that might come their way.

Most of their senses were muffled, however, and they weren’t even able to tell where the walls were. Let alone if any other beings were nearby.

‘Keep calm, Shine. It’s alright if you can’t sense anything. Like I said, this could be entirely illusory. There might not be anyone else here.’ Ezekiel’s words kept Shine calm for a moment, but they also brought about a new worry.

If they couldn’t tell whether they were in an illusion or not, then didn’t that mean that their enemies could kill them outside the illusion at any moment?

This was a concern that was shared with Ezekiel, but he waved it off.

‘If our enemies were free from this maze, then they would’ve killed us already.’ These words were less reassuring due to their morbid nature, but not inaccurate. So, Shine focused on their original task.

Eventually, the pair ended up wandering for what felt like an hour before they finally came across something that they could focus on. A noise that was disturbingly familiar to them.

The sound of a large creature gnawing on flesh and bones.

Calmly approaching what seemed to be a corner, Ezekiel poked his head out, and the light that surrounded him gave way to a golden colored monstrosity. One that was somewhat humanoid, but ultimately not. It was far too beastly.

Facing away from them was a large feline abomination with eight limbs. Two legs, four arms, and two tails. It was roughly three times the size of a normal human adult, and was bent over the body of a man garbed in Imperial Guild armor and insignias. For a second, Ezekiel was too shocked to do anything other than stare. Then the Cult’s monster lifted their head and started sniffing the air.

He whipped his head back around the corner before immediately throwing up a [Shroud] to keep himself hidden. A sense of panic filled him, both his own and Shines’.

‘That’s one of the Cult’s [Blessed] ones! What the hell is that thing doing here? I thought it was safe to assume that the Cult hadn’t been given permission, either by the Empire, or the Kindled family, to deploy those things in Morathi!’ Shine was slowly beginning to freak out as the true extent of the danger for both them and Ezekiel began to sink in.

Ezekiel did his best to remain calm. But the thought of his friends and family having to face off against one of those things was terrifying. Yet it did give him a better idea of where they were.

‘We’re in an actualized [Domain]. Somehow, the Kindled family managed to warp the protective formations and turn them into something that created a domain. Much like the shadow world that The Shroud family uses as their home’s defensive barrier.’ Now that the idea was in his head, Ezekiel was having a hard time getting it out. ‘Since any contracts that would prevent the Cult from deploying their [Blessings] in Morathi would specify Morathi, by putting us into a separate space by wrapping us up in [Light] and defining a boundary in [Space], they can side-step the restrictions since we’re not, technically, in Morathi right now.’

Shine was speechless as Ezekiel presented the rest of their idea. They didn’t fully believe it, however, and voiced their doubts.

‘How can that be? Even if they used the power of two Exalts and one fallen Exalt, they shouldn’t be able to do anything that would prevent us from being able to sense the spatial fluctuations!’ Shine’s words became a rapid-fire salvo as became more and more panicked. ‘[Space] is literally our thing! [It’s one of the defining features of the [Void], how could we not sense this!’

‘... Because it’s not just two and a half Exalts whose [Will] we’re fighting.’ Ezekiel gestured to the corner, around which the sound of a body being consumed could still be heard. ‘It’s the combined [Will] of all the pseudo-Mythic monsters that are in here.’

He could feel the sense of awe that Shine was experiencing as they made the same connections as he had. The reason they couldn’t sense where they were wasn’t because [Space] had been warped beyond recognition or cut off from them in some form or another.

It was because the [Will] of the various beings that had created this place were restraining them.

‘How do we get out of this?’ Shine asked with a quiver in their voice. ‘How do we find the others? Especially with those things hunting everything alive?’

‘... I don’t know,’ was all Ezekiel could say. The sound of crunching bones then disappeared, and he could hear the soft padded footsteps of the abomination around the corner get closer.

He and Shine immediately fled as fast as they could without getting caught. Their [Shroud] was the only thing that kept them from being seen as they vacated the area before they could become that monster’s next prey.

----------



Elsewhere in the maze, two figures were currently gorging themselves on the mana that was all around them. They had open wounds all over their bodies, and oily red liquid flowed into their surroundings. Neither one seemed to be affected by the suppression of the maze.

“Lady Mara, should we not be searching for our wayward pawn? Or perhaps, a way to escape this place?” one of the figures asked the other with a quiet and almost stuttering voice.

She was currently on her knees and did not stop her act of feeding on the mana around her. Instead, she continued to suck out what she could from the lines of gold she was biting into.

For her part, Lady Mara was much more refined in her approach. Unlike her companion, the Legendary Cruor that had been spending time hypnotizing Howlend was standing as she gently nipped at the mana flowing around her.

“There is little point in doing so. Our pawn will be dead before this formation falls, as will we be.” Despite the grim words, Mara didn’t seem concerned. “Let us simply enjoy this delicious meal. Better to die on a full stomach after all.”

The two continued consuming mana, neither one noticing the slow changes happening to their bodies as their veins slowly began to turn gold. Their overall size also began to increase, and their forms slowly turned into their primal forms.

----------



Time seemed to fade away as the Void using duo continued walking through the blindingly bright corridors. The more they walked, the more it seemed like their awareness of the world around them was fading away.

They had run into three more of the Cult’s [Blessed] members. Each one was different from the others. Yet they hadn’t been eating a corpse at the time, so that left them with some hope.

‘We need to take a break... We won’t be able to keep up the [Shroud] for much longer,’ Shine said after they turned yet another invisible corner. ‘You need to meditate, and then we need to take a moment to figure out how to break this maze open. Wandering around like this, looking for the others, isn’t helping.’

Ezekiel let out a frustrated sigh but didn’t refute his partner’s words.

‘Wake me up if you sense anything strange. For all we know, I won’t even be able to meditate in this place.’ With that said, he sat down and entered a state of meditation.

However, the moment he reached out with his mind and soul to try and absorb mana, he was immediately sent a jolt of searing pain as his soul seemed to burn under the light of the Radiant magic around him.

Along with something else. A sense that something was here. Something that didn’t belong to the light.

He opened his eyes with a pained gasp, the shock spread through his bond with Shine, and he found himself trying to breathe, even as he felt something alien flicker at the edges of his senses. Something that didn’t belong to the strange maze of light that they were stuck in.

“I don’t know what that was... but I think I found something.” Ezekiel forced himself to stand up and began marching toward the direction he felt that strange itch in the back of his mind coming from.

‘Ezekiel... this doesn’t feel like something made of magic.’ Shine said as they observed whatever it was that Ezekiel had sensed. ‘It feels... tainted. Like something is leeching off the maze. Something that I can instinctively tell is even more well-hidden than the presence of the maze itself. How are we sensing it?’

Several thoughts passed through Ezekiel’s mind at a rapid rate. He didn’t share them with Shine, but he felt confident that he was right. Even if he didn’t want to be.

After all, if the Cruor were here as well, then things had likely gotten a lot more complicated.

Without another word, Ezekiel and Shine began their trek toward the source of the faint blip on their senses. It was surprisingly close, and while they couldn’t tell how much time had passed, it only felt like a few minutes, as opposed to the hours that they had seemingly experienced before.

Finally, the pair reached another corner. One where they could hear crunching, but more along the lines of shattered glass being stepped on. It was nothing like the sickening noise of a human body being consumed.

‘Ezekiel, I can sense something! It’s faint, but I’m certain that there are at least two figures around the corner, as well as something else.’ Shine’s words brought joy to Ezekiel’s heart, and he reached out more strongly with his own senses.

He could tell, much like Shine, that there were two figures around the invisible corner next to them. There was also a hole that seemed to appear out of nowhere.

‘No... not a hole... It’s like a sideways pillar.’ Ezekiel could now feel the distinct presence of something around the corner. Something that stood out in the blankness of the maze’s walls.

Steeling his nerves, and checking his depleted mana reserves, he readied himself to step around the corner. He had a feeling that retreat wouldn’t be an option this time.

‘You ready?’ he asked Shine.

‘Of course.’

Stepping around the corner, Ezekiel felt the urge to puke, even as his fight or flight instincts flared to life. Which was only to be expected, as two massive Cruor were right in front of him.

Neither one was of a Brood that he was familiar with, but he could tell that they were of the same Brood. If the generally matching figures were any indication.

Somewhat humanoid, they had two arms and two legs, with pale skin and pure white hair. For a moment, he thought that they might have been from the Blood Brood, who were known for such features. Especially the bright red lips that he could see on their faces.

But these creatures were not the image of daunting beauty that the records depicted the members of the Blood Brood to have.

Instead, they were bloated to an almost spherical degree, and they had dark gold veins running up along their bodies. For a second, it looked like they were about to burst, and it was only their continued consumption of the walls around them that allowed Ezekiel to realize that he wasn’t seeing things. Only the Cruor would eat mana like these things were, after all. The result of which was a black hole that stood out on the wall from where the Cruor were eating.

It was obvious that something went wrong for them, of course, but Ezekiel knew better than to turn away such a welcome gift. At least once he calmed his rapidly beating heart. After all, he could absorb their Ichor to replenish his mana.

Stepping forward a few more times, he was about to strike at the nearest one, when a ferocious roar filled the air behind him.

The gorging Cruor paused in their consumption. Their massive figures, nearly five times larger than the average human adult, turned toward the sound, looking directly at the [Shroud] covered Ezekiel at the same time.

Staring into the Cruors’ eyes, six on each one, nearly made Ezekiel turn to flee, but instead, he looked over his shoulder.

There were three of the Cult of Light’s abominations behind him, and they were charging toward the Cruor in front of him with enraged growls and snarls.

The last thing he managed to do before the fight began was to throw himself to the side, and pray to the Ancients that these things tired themselves out fighting each other before they went after him.
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                The world shook as the three [Blessed] monsters of the Cult launched themselves at the two, mana engorged, Cruor. The abominations had the features of a jackal, buffalo, and an alligator, individually. It was a match up that should’ve seen the Cruor dead in seconds. Three pseudo-Mythical beings were fighting them after all. Only a true Mythical being could stand a chance against them.

However, it seemed that the consumption of the maze’s mana had granted the Cruor an increase in power. At the cost of their bodies being pushed to their absolute limits. But it was clearly enough for them to hold their own. If he didn’t know that it was a hard limit imposed by the Broods, he almost would’ve thought that the two had become Broodlords.

Even now, Ezekiel could see Ichor as it sprayed freely from their wounds as the Radiant abominations tore into them. Only to get tossed away repeatedly. It was like a pack of wolves trying to fight a couple of bears.

The impact of every attack sent shockwaves through the area, and Ezekiel’s hold on his [Shroud] grew weaker as he made his way away from the battle. But even after he got around the corner, he still felt the force of the battle happening nearby.

‘I think we’ll need to stay out of that for as long as possible. This maze might be restricting most of the magic that’s being used inside it, but that’s still too big a fight for us to take part in.’ Shine urged Ezekiel to get further away before they were caught up in the fight. ‘You’d be lucky to escape one of those things. Let alone actually fight one. We should go. Now!’

A part of Ezekiel knew that Shine was right, but another part also knew that staying here was the only way they’d be able to regain their mana within a short enough time frame. They couldn’t absorb any mana from the environment, so their only choice was to take it from the ichor of the two Cruor around the corner.

Even now, he could feel his [Shroud] using up the last of his mana. He had a half an hour left at best before he’d have to drop it for good. So, he needed to take a risk.

‘Be ready to get us out of here if they see us,’ Ezekiel said as he pulled a couple of water containers from his Void Pouch. ‘We’re only gonna have one shot at this, then we need to leave.’

Shine didn’t argue. ‘Make it fast. We don’t know how far we’ll get before they notice something happening, and I’m pretty sure that both sides will consider you a priority target if you get caught.’

Mentally agreeing, Ezekiel dashed out from his cover. The battle had moved away from the section he had hidden in, and there were ample amounts of Ichor spilled on the ground. But mixed into it was a large amount of Radiant mana as well.

He hesitated for a moment. Uncertain as to whether this would make the Ichor easier or harder to absorb. But he didn’t have a choice. It was now or never.

So, using his [Telekinesis] Ezekiel gathered as much of the spilled Ichor into the containers as he possibly could. Fortunately, these containers were also larger on the inside, but could only hold liquids. This meant he could gather up almost all the Ichor that was nearby.

The viscous fluid was practically thrumming with power, as the combined might of multiple pseudo-Mythical beings filled every drop with energy.

‘That’s enough! We need to go!’ Shine mentally screamed at Ezekiel, who snapped out of the daze he had fallen into while gathering the ichor.

He had stumbled toward the battle, and the fact that the Ichor was moving had caught the attention of one of the Cult’s [Blessed]. To the point where it was staring at Ezekiel’s position for a moment. Utterly still as it tried to comprehend the fact that the Ichor was seemingly disappearing into thin air while it and the others were fighting.

Ezekiel could see its muscles tensing as it reared back, clearly getting ready to leap at Ezekiel’s position. For a moment, he thought about [Jumping] out of the way as the world seemed to slow down.

The pseudo-Mythic’s lips pulled back into a snarl, and its jackal-like face glinted with golden light as it snarled.

Only to let out a yelp of pain as one of the Cruor swung the alligator-like abomination by the tail, using it like a hammer to hit the jackal one.

To the side, the other Cruor had bound the buffalo beast with her hair and was sinking her fangs into it with vigor. Ripping and tearing into it as it struggled to fight back. Its mana was being drained too fast for it to regain its bearings.

Ezekiel watched in morbid fascination as the tides turned, and the three Radiant monstrosities were slowly demolished and consumed. The Ichor that had flowed from the Cruor slowed to a trickle as their wounds closed. The mana they were consuming was rapidly healing their injuries.

Yet, Ezekiel could see the cost at the same time. Their movements grew more frenzied, and their bodies further warped. Not once breaking through to Tier five but growing more and more bloated as the quantity of energy inside them grew.

Their swollen forms began to mutate, taking on features that resembled the creatures that they were eating. Horns grew, not just on their heads, but on their arms and legs. As did fangs and scales. New eyes appeared indifferent places, and the things could no longer be considered a part of the Blood Brood of Cruor.

Taking the chance for what it was, Ezekiel finished filling the containers he had with the rest of the Ichor. Filled to the brim as they were, he knew that he’d have enough energy within them to top himself up properly once he got away.

So, without any further delays, he turned around and fled as fast as he could. Only taking the time to keep track of this location as best he could. Just so he could avoid it in the future.

Though, the beacon that was the hole in the maze never left his mind as he fled, so he needn’t have worried.

Now he just had to find someplace that might be somewhat safe. At least relative to what he had just witnessed.

----------



Striding through the brightly lit halls of light, the Kindled Ancestor was flanked by two of the Cult’s monsters and an assortment of Followers of Radiance. The Cultists grumbled as they trailed behind but didn’t speak a word out of turn as they hunted down the enemies that were within the maze.

Something caught one of the [Blessed] creature’s attention. They both stopped and began sniffing the air with focus as they closed their eyes to take in whatever scent it was that they had caught.

Their lips peeled back into a horrifying snarl as their eyes began to glow. Grunts and growls of threat and warning echoed from their jaws.

“Go,” the Kindled Ancestor’s command was followed without hesitation, and the two abominations dashed forward, turning at an unseen corner, and attacking with viscous ferocity.

A pair of horrified screams filled the air as they tore into the unseen victims.

Catching up and turning the corner, the Ancestor frowned when he saw that it was a member of the Kindled family, and member of one of the vassal clans that were beneath his own.

“Disappointing. I was hoping that it would be another one of those Imperial wretches.” He scoffed and continued forward. The [Blessed] beings finished their meal quickly and continued to stand guard alongside the Ancestor.

“It’s a shame that things have come to this. But at least these beasts won’t be around for much longer.” His quiet mutterings were only barely heard by the Cultists that were behind him.

“... Should the [Blessed] members of our order not be focused on destroying the Lightning Exalt? If he survives the fall of the maze, then it will not be good for our remaining members.” One of the Cultists raised a point that the others had refused to address.

The Kindled Ancestor didn’t reply. Instead, he simply waved a hand in dismissal.

“That is not your concern. You are merely here to help me in ensuring that my family is brought back under heel, and that the Empire knows its place.” His casual disregard for the Follower’s concerts made a few of them clench their fists and grit their teeth. “It is already bad enough that we cannot find those worthless rats! I still find it pathetic that your maze sent them into a separate sealed space.”

“You were informed of the limitations of this Mythic Formation when it was given to you! While it could affect the entirety of the castle, any areas not directly enchanted would be put into a space of their own! The Runic engravings were necessary for ensuring that all areas were brought to the same space! It is not our fault that your family failed to find the hidden areas of the Flurent and Shroud families!”

The Cultist who spoke looked to be about middle-aged, and she wore a pair of glasses while carrying a heavy book that glowed with magic. She had no Spirit, so she couldn’t have been a Hunter, but she was still Legendary.

She was one of the few Cultists that had followed the guide of the Church of Ten when it came to breaking through to the Legendary Tier as a Mage, not a Hunter. This had actually brought her great merit amongst her peers, and she had found herself becoming one of their lead enchanters, heading the group that had aided the Kindled family in altering the formations on the Twin Peaks Fortress.

“A little girl should know not to speak to her superiors unless she is told to.” The Kindled Ancestor raised a hand, as if to strike the Cultist who had spoken, but two growls from the creatures beside him stopped his act of violence before it could begin.

Eyeing his two hunting dogs, the Ancestor sighed and lowered his hand.

“Let’s move on! It is bad enough that we are also suppressed in this place.” Stalking forward, the Ancestor focused on finding more prey to eliminate. “Keep up, or fall behind, I no longer care.”

A quick burst of mana and he began flying ahead with the two [Blessed] monsters beside him.

Only to stop as the sound of a bell being rung filled the air.

The woman who had nearly been slapped for speaking out held up her book. The Runes upon it flashed at a rapid and regular interval. Emitting a shrill sound that had everyone covering their ears.

“What is that!?” The Ancestor retreated to the group. “What is happening now?”

Flipping open the book, the Legendary Cultist read through the pages at a speed that others would find baffling. It was like she was reading multiple pages per second. Finally, she came to a stop on a page that had an intricately drawn list of names written on it.

Three of the names were a darkened black color, while all the rest shone brightly in gold.

“Three of our [Blessed] ones have perished. All within a few seconds of one another.” The woman looked up from her book, her face was twisted in confusion with wide eyes and panic painting her features. “They were not among the ones that were used to fight Harras. Those ones are still alive.”

The Kindled Ancestor bit his lip in fury but took no other action. He had just been reminded that there was nothing he could do against these people.

“Where did it happen?”

The woman took a moment to look through her book again.

“Near the area that was meant to be the... guest chambers...” She trailed off as she read something that clearly confused her. “There’s a section missing.”

The other Cultists looked startled, with a couple moving forward to take a look for themselves, only to rear back in shock at what they saw.

“What does that mean?” the Ancestor asked.

“... It means that part of the maze has been broken,” she quietly replied. “That can only be done by one of two things... The Anathema, who would’ve had to have reached Tier five, or a suitably powerful Cruor that was feasting on the mana in the formation. But only a specific Brood of Cruor could do such a thing. Worse yet, it would make things very bad for us if this continued.”

“How bad?” The Ancestor covered his eyes with a sigh, knowing that this wouldn’t be good.

“If they consume too much of the formation, then the entire thing will collapse with us inside it.” The Cultist flipped through her book once again, looking for more information. “Before you ask, no, we can’t drop the maze before that happens. The contracts we’re all under mean that doing so before the Anathema is confirmed dead will mean that we all die as well.”

“Then we only have one choice, we shall head to the guest chamber area, gathering as many of your Cult’s abominations as possible, to overwhelm whatever these things are with greater power and greater numbers. Do what you can to call them close to us so that we don’t have to waste time tracking them down. We can hunt the vermin in the fortress after we ensure that it won’t come crashing down on us.” The Ancestor quickly took control of the situation, giving order to the woman who held the book.

Whilst rude, the Cultists couldn’t deny that the Kindled Ancestor knew had to give proper commands to get things done. The group immediately increased their pace as the one with the book began writing in it with a glowing golden feather.

All throughout the maze, howls, growls, snarls, and other bestial roars created a cacophony of noise that shook all who heard it. Including a hidden Void Hunter who was desperately trying to find his sister and allies.

----------



A sea of blue flames filled the space around Riley and her group. She had been trying for hours to burn away at the walls around her. But the bright light of the formation keeping her group contained wasn’t wavering in the slightest.

“Ancients damn it all!” she screamed as the swung her spear at the wall.

The sheer amount of fire that filled the confined space would’ve turned her group to ashes if not for the fact that her [Will] was focusing entirely on the walls. As it was, other than a bit of sweat her fires weren’t having their usual destructive effects on anything at the moment.

“Captain! You can’t keep this up much longer. You need to rest!” One of the Hunters called out to her from where the rest were studying the walls.

Two Scholars were with them, and while they had only learned the Flurent formations recently, their background meant that they had at least some idea of what was going on.

They might not have managed to crack the formation and get out yet, but it was only thanks to them that the group had managed to find each other as quickly as they had.

With a great deal of reluctance, Riley stopped her futile assault against the formation. She leaned against her spear as she gasped for breath. Her mana was low, and her soul was feeling strained. Her [Understandings] had been pushed to the limit, and the backlash from the [Will] infused in the walls had caused her to feel a constant pressure for a while now.

“Captain! I think we’ve figured something out!” one of the Scholars called out from where he was examining a few of the faintly glowing golden lines on the wall.

“What did you find?” Riley asked while she made her way over.

“Unfortunately, it’s not good news.” The Scholar winced as he shook his hand. “From what I can tell, we and the Shroud family team are in separate spaces from the main fortress. That’s why we haven’t found anyone besides our group, even though we were separated. It’s also why the space we’re in is so small that we were able to map it out fairly quickly.”

Riley frowned, and she quickly blinked the tears of frustration and fear from her eyes. The Scholar had all but confirmed that she wasn’t going to be able to get to Ezekiel. He had been in the center of the fortress when this maze had popped up.

“Is there any good news?”

The other Scholar pulled his hand away from the wall as well. “We might be able to get out of our section of the formation. But we’re not sure what the risk will be if we do.”

The news was somewhat uplifting, but Riley didn’t show any signs of relief. She just waved for the Scholar to continue.

“This space was created by the hidden area that had the backdoor focus points for the defensive formation. Which means that, though scattered, the back door is still there. All we have to do is find it, and activate it, and it should destabilize the formation. The only problem is that it could destroy the space we’re trapped in as well. I’d say it’s the same for the Shroud family’s enclosed space, but they know more about [Domains] so they might have a work around that I’m not aware of.”

Riley closed her eyes and sighed. It wasn’t a risk she was willing to take at this point in time.

“Continue studying the formation. I want an idea of how likely that scenario is before we even try to attempt it.” Several of the others looked relieved to hear her words.

Many had been worried that she’d take any and all the risks available if it meant getting out of here.

“Yes, captain.” The Scholars touched the glowing lines once more. They flinched every now and then as they had to fight against the [Wills] that were infused in it, but they continued to fight on.

“Everyone else, rest and meditate. Don’t absorb the mana, obviously, but try to accelerate your own recovery. We need to be ready for a fight when the formation falls. Regardless of how it does.” Her words left no chance of the walls not falling.

Whether it be by the actions of those outside, or the actions of those within, the maze would not keep them trapped in here.

And may the Ancients help whoever stood in her way if she didn't find Ezekiel waiting for her when they got out.

----------



Ezekiel came to a stop with a gasp and slumped against the wall. Sliding to the floor, he continued to breathe heavily while sprawled out along the floor. He covered his eyes with his arm to block out the light that surrounded him.

‘Do you think that we’re far enough away?’

Shine didn’t reply, and Ezekiel paused, his focus extending across his bond with his Spirit.

‘Shine?’

The next second, the walls were filled with a cacophony of roars that shook Ezekiel to the bone.

Without even thinking about it, he covered himself in a [Shroud] just as a [Blessed] abomination ran around an invisible corner. It leapt over him without even knowing it and ran down the halls from which he had just come from.

‘I think that whoever made this maze knows about the Cruor. We need to hurry up and find Ellen and the others, or things are going to get bad.’ Shine sounded worried and uncertain. ‘I think that the hole that the Cruor are making might have consequences to the maze that we didn’t think of before.’

Ezekiel thought about it for a second and realized that Shine was right. Even now he could still tell where the hole was in the maze. It was like a black spot on a white canvas, and it was spreading.

‘What do you think the odds of the whole thing collapsing on us are if it gets too big?’

‘Way too high for me to not be worried. You need to get your mana back, and we need to stop playing around. I’ll keep up a [Barrier Shroud] while you absorb the Ichor. Don’t hold back. We need to get moving.’ Shine threw up several [Void Panes] to form a room around them and Ezekiel, while Ezekiel pulled out his containers filled with Ichor.

The soft golden iridescent glow worried him, since he knew that the mana in this Ichor was heavily Radiant in nature, and he wasn’t sure what the effects would be if he tried to absorb it. But he didn’t have a choice right now. He needed the mana.

With a sigh, he placed his hand over the opening of the container, flipping it over a second after and began to absorb the mana within it.

----------



He found himself inside his soul once more. His astral self floated inside a Void of stars, not unlike the normal case for him when he was messing with his soul.

Across from his was a figure, twisted and bloated, with golden lines running up and down its body. It had five faces, two multi-eyed women, a jackal, an alligator, and a buffalo. They were fighting each other, and the two women were winning.

But upon noticing Ezekiel, they turned as one, their fighting ceased, and the screamed.

“No,” Ezekiel’s voice cut through the space like an ax. It physically stopped the abomination in front of him from moving forward. “I have no time to deal with this. Die.”

The weight of a world fell onto his enemies, and there were crushed flat as Ezekiel’s Tier five [Will] pressed upon them.

They struggled under his might, and futilely tried to reach out to him. To kill or to beg, Ezekiel didn’t know. All he knew was that he didn’t have time for this.

With a wave of his hand, several flickering glass-like panes appeared before him.

“If you will not submit on your own, I will make you.” He flicked his wrist, and like spinning daggers, the [Void Panes] flew forward, and cut up the [Wills] that were failing to fight against him.

They faded into motes of light, mostly golden in color, and Ezekiel knew that that wasn’t the end of things. He needed to figure out how to turn the mana into something he could use. If it was just Ichor, then he’d be fine, but Radiant mana wasn’t compatible with him.

Enforcing his [Will] on the mana, he separated that which he could use and absorbed it directly, while keeping the Radiant mana tied down, not allowing it to run rampant within him.

“... I will make you...” he muttered as he looked at the mana that was still filling up. 

Since his physical body was still holding onto the Ichor within the container, he was still absorbing it for as long as he wished. The process was now much easier since the [Will] inside it was crushed and erased. Now, he had all the time in the world to figure out what to do.

Ideas ran through his head like a stampede as he looked at the mana in front of him. Mana that he couldn’t use. 

“But why not? Why can’t I use it? I can use Ichor, which is made from all types of other mana after digesting it, so what’s to stop me from using this?”

He was now glaring at the mana in front of him. It was as if it was the last piece of a puzzle he had yet to solve. Yet he couldn’t figure out how to put it where it belonged.

“... Make you... I make things... I make new techniques. I made the first Void Meditation method. I made the first true Void Spirit... If there’s no path to find, then I will make one.” Ezekiel slowly fell into a state of enlightenment as he continued to examine the Radiant mana that he so desperately wanted to absorb. “I’m not just a [Pathfinder]... I’m a [Trailblazer!]”

With those final words, something clicked within his soul. Like a key turning within a lock.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the world was bathed in a sea of starry night.

----------



Something shifted in the air. Even though no one could see it, everyone could feel it. A change in the atmosphere, experienced even in the separately confined spaces within the maze of light.

Outside the Twin Peaks Fortress, Endaria didn’t know what had happened, but a chill ran down her spine as she fought ever more desperately to kill Wolken. The Tempest Exalt in turn felt a rush of exhilaration as he unconsciously began to smile, even as he was further pressured by his opponent.

For the Kindled Ancestor and his current followers, it was like they had stepped out of a warm sunny day into the shade cast by a cloud, high in the sky and far out of reach. But as they, and their growing entourage of [Blessed] monsters approached their destination, they were forced to focus on the task at hand as the engorged and bloated Cruor they were hunting turned their attention toward them, and the battle was on.

Far from these battles, and far from Ezekiel, another event was happening. A young woman who had been guarded by several [Blessed] monsters found herself alone for the first time in almost a year. The beasts that were meant to protect her were gone now, but she stayed where she was, lost to the world as glowing bands of gold wrapped around her and the little owl she held in her arms.

Stepping around an unseen corner, Howlend and Meli Kindled stepped out, alongside several other Kindled family members. Each one with a special wristband that had allowed them to meet up properly. Howlend had a grin on his face that seemed to stretch just a bit too wide. Meli narrowed her eyes as she glanced around the room, watchful for any other enemies.

They had all felt the shift in the air but had mostly ignored it in favor of approaching their newest bargaining chip.

Utterly unaware of the fact that they had already lost.

            

    
        CH 251 (Book 6 Ch 26): Interruption

    
    
    
    
                The group of Kindled family members and Hounds stalked through the maze of light with little regard for caution and alertness. Howlend had explained that there was little to no need since it had been made clear that the only threats to their lives had already left. Something, or someone, had called them away, so there was no reason to worry.

Especially since they now had a bargaining chip that would allow them free reign in any negotiations with the Cult and the Empire.

“We need to slow down,” Meli said as they rounded another corner. Currently, while many of them were Radiant Mages or Hunters, there were a few auxiliary Hounds and family members that didn’t have the Radiant element. These Kindled members were lagging behind.

“If they cannot keep up then leave them. They will be fine once the maze comes down. So, it doesn’t really matter in the long run.” Howlend had no sympathy for those not of the Radiant element. Moreso since they were the only ones having problems, and therefore proved his opinion of Radiant users being the only Mages of worth in the world. “Our destination is only a few more minutes away anyway. So, they have more than enough time to catch up.”

Unseen to those not of the Radiant element, the golden lines that marked the outlines and formation enchantments on the maze were far more visible to those with the correct element. This allowed Howlend and Meli to easily navigate the maze, along with their Radiant family members.

Howlend more than the others, since this maze was semi-based off the formation enchantments in the elder’s meeting hall. A place that he was far more familiar with than anyone else in this group besides the elders who had thrown their lot in with him.

“You still haven’t explained where it is that we’re going to. I had assumed that we were going to find an exit, but since I doubt that that will be possible until the Ancestor or Void user are dead, we must be headed to one of those areas.” Meli’s concerns were valid, and many of the rushing Mages around her looked at Howlend with expectant gazes. “Have you somehow managed to track down the Void user?”

The unspoken message that Howlend and the rest of their group would be unable to kill the Kindled Ancestor made the fallen patriarch of the Kindled family grit his teeth, but he bit out a reply.

“In essence. That is, indeed, where we’re going. The Ancestor has made an even worse deal than I did, after all.” Howlend continued to paint the Kindled Ancestor in a bad light. It was a poor attempt to boost himself up in the eyes of his followers, but there were a few who brightened up at his words. “As it is, he will be too protected by the Cult for us to take him on by ourselves, and the Void Herald might have tricks that would make fighting him difficult. From what we’ve learned, he is very good at running away.”

“... Void Herald?” Meli sounded confused as she spoke. Several other Mages shared a look, silently asking if anyone else had heard Howlend speak like this before.

“... It’s just a name for this one’s brother.” Howlend pointed a thumb at Ellen, who was being carried on the back of his Radiant Wolf Spirit. “Given that there are now far more Void users than there used to be, it would be best to give him a name that keeps him apart from the riffraff. As much as it grates on me to do so. You cannot say it isn’t accurate.”

A few of the Kindled Mages and Hounds nodded along, but Meli looked concerned. Her gaze lingered on Howlend’s face. Specifically, his eyes, which were a darker hue than she knew most Radiant Mages had when they used their magic.

Howlend was also sweating, but not in excretion. It was as if he was sick, with a pallor complexion and heavy breathing being the most prominent signs. He had brushed it off when asked before, but his symptoms were growing worse the more they moved.

“Perhaps you could use a break yourself. You look like you’re about to pass out.” Meli’s words caused the group to slow down. “Did you get hit by anything before you managed to meet up with us? I know you brushed it off before, but I think whatever is happening to you is just getting worse.”

“I’m fine. We just need to get out of here, and I’ll be right as rain once I get a damned drink.” Howlend brushed off Meli’s concerns, and a Life Mage stepped forward.

“Lord Patriarch,” she said with a somewhat quivering voice, “perhaps me and the other healers could at least take a look at you? Just to make sure you’re fine.”

“I said I’m fine!” Howlend yelled and raised a hand to take a swing, but Meli pulled the girl back before Howlend’s strike could land. “... I’m fine... We’re too close to stop now. So, let’s keep moving. You can check me after we’re out of this damned maze!”

The group was silent as they began moving faster once more.

“... You still haven’t told us where we’re going.” Meli muttered after several seconds of silence.

Howlend smiled, and patted Ellen on the back, gesturing toward her as he spoke.

“Well, it’s quite simple, we’re going to get the strongest force in this maze and bring him to our side. That way, he’ll be forced to do exactly what we tell him to.” He put a hand under Ellen's chin and lifted her face, so she was looking at the rest with her dull, glazed over, eyes. “We have his soon to be Empress, with a special surprise I put on her when she first arrived. So, he’ll have to do whatever we want him to do, else he will be executed by the Empire for failing his mission, yet again.”

Howlend’s smile had far too many teeth as the grin threatened to split his face. The manic look in his eye was enough for some of the Mages to look away in fear, while Meli and the elders frowned in worry. The plan wasn’t the best, but it was enough for now. Turning down the chance to utilize the power of a Mythic Hunter was a foolish choice, after all.

The thing that really concerned them was the colors of their apparent leader’s eyes. Which were getting darker and darker by the minutes.

It had gotten to the point that they were closer to a bright orange than a bright gold. With the shade still shifting closer and closer to red.

For those in the group that saw and knew what the possible reasons for this could be were, it did not spell good things for the future of their coup.

Yet nobody said anything. Their loyalties and contracts forced them to comply with the highest ranking elder of the Kindled family. One that had proven to have the best interests of the family at heart.

The fact that the Kindled family Ancestor had already killed several of his descendants had removed him from the chain of command. Now, even disgraced, Howlend held control. At least until he died. Regardless of the circumstances.

----------



Lightning flashed as six humanoid figures flashed around the enclosed space where Harras was fighting. The remains of the formation focal point were long since destroyed, and it appeared that the Exalt was evenly matched in his current combative circumstances.

“It seems that you were ordered to fight me above all else... Should you not be headed toward whatever it was that called you all away?” Harras’s question remained unanswered, but that was to be expected. It was well known that these pseudo-Mythic monsters were incapable of true speech.

They were also well known for being short-lived but had lasted for several hours at this point. During which the balance of the battle hadn’t shifted even slightly.

“I had hoped I wouldn’t have to do this, but it seems like I will actually have to kill you myself,” Harras’ muttered as six cages formed out of the Lightning he was generating around him. “A shame. But I guess that the young man I had placed my hopes in fell short.”

The Cages flew off toward the [Blessed] abominations. A heavy pressure pushed down on them, and they immediately retreated. But no matter where they moved to, the cages simply followed them. Even around different corners and out of sight, only to fly back into the room as they moved to strike at Harras before they could get locked in.

Partially formed constructs of light were formed in an attempt by the pseudo-Mythics to deflect the cages that flew after them. But it didn’t matter, Harras’ domain had already taken form. Six small daggers had been thrown out when his opponents had attempted to flee.

“Close!” With that one command, the Artifacts he had thrown out lit up with a thunderous boom as a massive cage supported by six pillars of Lightning formed around not only his enemies, but also himself, to keep the monsters from getting too close.

“You’re trapped now. Such a shame. Perhaps, if we weren’t in such an enclosed space, you would’ve stood a greater chance.” Harras held his hands to the side, and slowly pulled them together.

The outer circle began to close in toward the inner one, with bolts of Lightning that flashed between the two. They struck the different creatures and slowly ripped them apart. But the hides of the Cult’s [Blessed] beasts were tougher in this maze than usual.

Fortunately, since their mobility was reduced, Harras was able to entrap them inside the cages he had sent out earlier. Now surrounded by nigh unbreakable cages of Lightning, the abominations could only howl in pain as they were slowly electrocuted to death. The energy in the plasma constantly burned and blasted their pseudo-flesh.

The assault grew stronger and stronger. It became more rapid as well, until the entire room was bathed in violet light from the constant stream of unending Lightning.

All the energy fed back into itself, becoming a self-sustaining spell that had little to no loss of mana. Something that Harras had been working on. A trick that he had developed after his fight with the Winged Broodlord. One that had allowed him to fight for several hours and not dip below two thirds of his mana. It was the sole thing that had kept him alive in this battle.

“It’s such a shame that I couldn’t have used this against Wolken. It would’ve been nice to truly see who the true Master Hunter of the Skies is.” Eventually, Harras’ barrage ended, and the blackened husks of his opponents fell to the ground, shattering into piles of charcoal dust the moment they did.

Throwing his hand out, the Lightning that still filled the air with static electricity condensed and was absorbed back into his body, filling him with a portion of the mana he had lost in that final attack.

He looked around for a moment, observing to see if anything else was coming his way. Seeing nothing but the light and golden lined walls, he nodded before a thin sphere of mana surrounded him.

It was a protective layer of electricity that would warn him when and where the walls were. This warning system would allow him to move at a more rapid pace without the risk of running into any walls. He tied the spell to his domain so that he could expand it, and it spread to cover the entirety of the area he was in, as well as several halls and corners that were out of his visual gaze.

The moment he did this, he stopped moving. Rather than head off into the direction he hoped that the Kindled Ancestor had gone off in, he moved to the center of the room-like area that he was in and waited. A few moments later, the sound of footsteps filled the air as a large group of people walked closer.

“Shut up!” his voice bounced off the walls and made the group flinch at the volume. He held up a hand, and every figure in front of him was surrounded by Lightning.

Howlend, in particular, was surrounded by several bands of Lightning when Harras focused his gaze on the fallen patriarch. Meli and the others all looked to Howlend in concern. Obviously, this wasn’t going as their group had planned and expected it to go.

Except for one young woman on the back of a Radiant Wolf Spirit. “If you thought that you had the capability to threaten me into working for you, then you are truly foolish, as well as utterly ignorant of the true power of a Mythic Hunter.”

A rattling sound filled the area, and all the metal that the group was carrying began to shift as Harras used electro-magnetism to control it. The movements were slow and sluggish. It was a spell that used concepts that he hadn’t truly understood. It was only a book he’d gotten from the Church of Ten, written by Ezekiel, that had allowed him to grasp this subtle spell, even as weakly as he had.

But it was enough to remove the weapons and armor of all the Kindled family’s group.

At the same time, several sheathed weapons created a platform that floated Ellen over to Harras’ position. Where he gently checked her over while keeping focused on the other newcomers.

“Why shouldn’t I kill you right here and now for this betrayal?” Harras wasn’t stupid. Asking this question was the right thing to do in a situation like this, because it was impossible to know what the Kindled family had hidden up their sleeve.

“Simply put, we didn’t do anything regarding this situation.” Howlend waved at the walls of the maze around them. “In fact, we wish to help you in going after the key to destroying this maze. One of them, anyway. That, and I don’t think your Emperor will be pleased to know that you killed us. Not when that pretty little necklace on your young ward is set to go off if I die.”

Only Meli didn’t look surprised. Harras, however, looked scared. He immediately pulled open the collar of Ellen’s dress, and beneath it was a necklace with a large gemstone covered in Runes embedded into a band that wrapped around her neck.

The Runes on the crystal were common ones. Ones that anybody with the slightest knowledge of Enchanting would know were explosive in nature.

“Now, we can’t go after the Void Herald, since I can’t find him in the maze, for some reason. But I can find my Ancestor. You’re going to help us kill him, keeping to your contract, since he struck first, and get us out of here.” Howlend grinned as Harras glared at him for several seconds in silence, only to eventually wave his hand. The Lightning surrounding the group flew back and he reabsorbed the mana.

“Where is he? The sooner we end this, the sooner I can leave this blasted hellhole. With the girl! Or all of you will die!”

Hearing Harras’ agreement, Howlend’s smile grew just the tiniest bit wider.

The fallen patriarch rubbed his hands together as he turned to walk away. A moment later, his group followed after, and reluctantly, so did Harras.

Unseen to all, in certain areas of the maze, the golden lines on the walls began to vibrate. Several of them broke apart, and thin black cracks began to spread where the mana flow in the formation was failing.

----------



Light flickered in and out of existence as black glass seemed to appear as the light filled walls shattered and broke under the might of several pseudo-Mythics. Two bloated and bleeding Cruor that had mutated beyond recognition fought tooth and nail against the force of several of the Cult’s [Blessed] monstrosities.

Yet, no matter how much the Cruor bled and broke, numerous mouths that were attached to tendrils and extra growths continued to chomp at the walls and bodies of the creatures of Light that they were fighting.

This seemingly endless battle had been going on for several minutes, and while the Cult’s [Blessed] weren’t dying in droves, the fact of the matter was that the battle was only delaying the inevitable.

What had once been a hole that was only a few meters wide when they had gotten there, was now a gaping maw that spanned dozens of meters wide and was continuing to grow.

“Kindled Ancestor! We cannot keep this up! I suggest sending a few of the [Blessed] ones to search for the Anathema. That way we can have a backup that will hopefully get us out of this before the maze collapses entirely.” The Cultist who spoke was the woman with the large book containing information regarding the status of the maze of light. “So long as those monsters have access to mana to consume, they will be able to continue growing, and we won’t be able to kill them. Not even the soul searing magic of the Radiant element is enough at this point!”

The Kindled Ancestor frowned as he watched the battle. He had been taking action from behind, providing support in the form of ranged attacks, both physical and mental, alongside the Cultists that were following him. Their efforts had done little, and it was only the fact that the Cruor was too swollen to be able to move at this point. Else they would’ve easily taken out the weaker Mages and Hunters.

‘Pull back for now. We’ll retreat to a better position to fortify ourselves while the rest of the [Blessed] creatures come to our position.” The Ancestor retreated with the others. He kept himself firmly in the middle of the group. This ensured that he did not look like a coward, but also made it so he wouldn’t be in the most dangerous position while fleeing. “How far away are the rest of the [Blessed]?”

The Cultist with the book flipped through it a few times. Several more names were no longer lit up. Sacrifices that had fallen to the Cruor that were causing so many problems for them.

“Over half are already here, with several fighting Harras that won’t-” she stopped mid-sentence and doublechecked one of the pages. “Shit! The [Blessed] that were fighting Harras have died.”

Her words drew the focus of everyone around her. The fact that Harras was no longer being held up meant that it was only a matter of time before he caught up to them. Worse yet, it was fully possible that he would wipe out the [Blessed] that were still on their way to this location. Which would spell even worse things for them, since they wouldn’t have the numbers needed to kill these seemingly immortal Cruor.

“Can you track his position? The maze should be able to tell you where sufficiently high levels of mana are congregating, shouldn’t it?” the Ancestor asked. It was one of the things he remembered he had contributed to the creation of the maze formation.

However, much to everyone’s dismay, the apparent Architect Cultist shook her head.

“The maze is falling apart. The drain on the mana holding it together is causing it to fail in different areas. The channels where the mana flows are just gone in certain areas, and in others... let’s just say that this isn’t the only hole that will need patching up if we can’t solve this problem now.”

Those grim words were nearly enough for the weaker members of the Cult to begin panicking. The Kindled Ancestor caught sight of this in the corner of his eyes, and the trembling Cultists found themselves pinned by a deathly glare filled with malice and light.

“Keep yourselves calm. How long do we have before the maze collapses at the current rate of decay?” The architect looked through her book.

“So long as there are no incredibly jarring blows to the formation’s structure, we should still have another hour or so. But we have at least three, if not four, variables that I can’t keep track of.”

Ezekiel, the Flurent family, the Shroud family, and potentially Harras. These were the variables that she couldn’t take into account, since she couldn’t tell what they were doing, or capable of doing.

The Kindled Ancestor opened his mouth to give another order, but a massive bolt of Lightning filled his vision as it flew overhead and struck the body of the closest Cruor. It shrieked in pain, forcing the humans to cover their ears from the noise. An explosive wave filled with viscera and Ichor filled the air.

It covered the [Blessed] abomination, draining their mana as all Ichor did to all Spirits and Hunters that were not aligned with the Void Element. The lingering electricity caused the flesh around the wound to spasm, and it failed to regenerate as quickly as usual due to the [Will] inside the magic fighting the [Will] inside the Cruor.

Behind the Cruor that was just struck, the other Cruor roared in rage. It sent several tendrils covered in fangs and teeth to strike at the group in front of it, but its reach was too short. Upon realizing this, it roared in anger once more, and struck out at the closest [Blessed] monsters that were near it.

While this was happening, the Kindled Ancestor turned to look at the group that was now approaching from behind them. Harras was at the front, with Meli and Howlend right behind him.

Ellen was mounted on a different Spirit, belonging to a Tier three Hunter that would’ve been useless in this fight. So, they were kept well away from any of the real action.

“... It looks like your death will have to wait,’ Harras’ voice filled the area, even though he had merely muttered the words beneath his breath. “It is apparent that your foolish betrayal was not the primary concern I thought it was. I guess I overestimated your abilities. Howlend, Meli, I leave this traitor to you.”

Meli clenched her fists and frowned. Her brow also scrunched up in concern, but it was Howlend that reacted the loudest.

“That wasn’t our deal! You said you’d kill the Ancestor and ensure that I became the true ruler of the Kindled family, as is my birthright!” Howlend’s commanding words sounded like the whining of a child. It was obvious that there were matters that were far more important than his desires, but it was apparent that his state was degrading even further. The others couldn’t help but look at him in disdain. His constant failures were finally taking a toll on their patience.

“We do not have time for your temper tantrum! If we do not stop those things from destroying the maze, then we will be destroyed alongside it.” Harras didn’t allow Howlend any time to argue. With a crack of thunder, he disappeared, and a massive blast of Lightning filled the area as he impacted against one of the Cruor. Their injuries had healed by this point, but Harras did his best to hurt them anyway.

It was apparent that their increased power was enough to make this far more difficult that Harras had hoped it would be.

“Old man!” Harras yelled back at the groups from his place in the battle. “Do what you will, but Howlend’s life is tied to Ellen’s. If he dies, she dies. You know what that means from the Empire’s perspective, do you not?”

The Kindled Ancestor, who was preparing to take out his descendants with the help of his Cultist supporters, paused and frowned. “Keep my worthless descendants alive. But kill the rest. It should be no problem for use, even without your [Blessed] beasts helping.”

Their orders given; the two groups were about to charge. Muscles tensed, weapons were readied, and spells were prepared.

Then everything stopped.

A shudder filled the world from two different places.

The edges of the gaping hole in the maze shattered, and rapidly spread as the mana in the walls went wild. Additional holes appeared in far off corners of the maze, and in the area near both groups, outside the range of the battle, but close enough to make them freeze in fear.

“The other groups... they’ve destroyed the secondary focal points for the formation...” The architect of the maze of light whispered with a visceral hatred lining her words.

Nothing else could be said, however, as the light of the maze grew brighter in an attempt to fight off the collapse. It grew to a blinding peak once more. The world shook as space began to distort and tear apart. A heavy pressure, physical in nature, not magical, threatened to crush everyone who felt it.

Then, everything stopped, and a new light filled the world.

This one was opalescent.

----------



The world twisted and shook. Stars filled the Void, and the blackness of empty nothingness brightened, ever so slightly. A constant thrum of energy filled space like the inverted image of ink spilling into water. Opalescent light spread through it all.

The boundaries of this space began to fill up quickly, and the strain of containing so much energy put pressure onto the walls that held it in.

“[CONDENSE]”

A voice rang out and the world began to spin. It twisted inward, tightly pressing together and pulling toward itself. [Gravity] kept it together while [Force], and other [Understandings] altered its properties.

Suddenly, the centrifugal motion warped, and rather than be condensed into a singular central point, the mana simultaneously contracted and expanded. The outside came inward, while the inside spread outward. A perfect circle spun inside of Ezekiel’s soul.

Darkness within, and darkness outside. But blindingly bright at the border between.

The space-between-spaces was filled.

A hand reached out into the darkness. Images, memories, filled the blank black canvas in front of him, while a Runic pen of white light carved out words in {Eldritch Script]. The meaning and [Understanding] infused in every letter tied together and formed a coherent whole.

A second circle formed inside the first. This one wasn’t simply a line of opalescent light. This was a summary of Ezekiel’s entire being. His life’s story, up until this point, was now carved into his soul.

Pulling back from the forming core within him, Ezekiel examined it one last time before reaching forward once more.

“[Trailblazer]”

That final word formed the center of his [Being]. It was now the central pillar of his soul, and the focal point around which he would condense his mana into a solid core inside himself.

A moment passed as he allowed himself to bask in the glory of fully taking a single step through to Tier five, all on his own, without having to have been pulled through by a Mythic Spirit.

Then the world shook, and Ezekiel was filled with a sense of danger. Not just for him, but for the souls that he could feel a connection to through the threads of fate, forged by his prior interactions with them.

Having stepped through the door, he now knew that he could teleport to anyone of the people who his soul felt powerful emotions toward. But not right now. It would be too dangerous to do that right now.

“Ezekiel! We have to go!” Shine’s voice roared through Ezekiel’s soul. It did nothing to disturb the Mythical structure that he had formed to serve as the foundation of his Ascension, but it was grating all the same.

“So close. I will have to finish this when I am done out there.”

With those words spoken into the ether of his soul, Ezekiel awoke to a world that was crumbling around him. Throwing his hands out to the side, the darkness of the Void that was replacing the maze of light ceased to be.

In its place, an opalescent [Domain] covered all.

            

    
        CH 252 (Book 6 Ch 27): Final Step

    
    
    
    
                Hidden in two separate dimensions, Riley’s group of Hunters had managed to lock down several key factors regarding the formation that was keeping them locked inside the miniature maze of light that they were stuck in. As had the Shroud family from within their own space.

By utilizing the remnants of the focal points that acted as the back doors of the Flurent and Shroud family aspects of the Twin Peaks Fortress’ formation, they had slowly managed to work out how to destabilize the maze.

On Riley’s side, there was a fair bit of argument regarding what the process should be.

A few of them wanted to wait until something happened. The Scholars that were with them had already figured out how to register the status of the formation, so it wouldn’t be too horrible to simply wait until something changed. Either they were let out, and the plan could go on like it was intended to before the maze sprung up, or something changed the status of the maze and they would be able to take advantage of the weakness that would eventually pop up, allowing them a window to escape.

These ideas were eventually shot down once Riley reminded them that their primary means of escape was Ezekiel, and their enemies wouldn’t be stupid enough to let the maze drop when Ezekiel was still alive. Which was why they needed to leave now; else they would lose their chance to escape even if the maze fell.

A similar argument was made on the Shroud family’s side. The primary difference was the fact that they were much more knowledgeable about the basis of this formation. Hence, they were able to determine a much safer means of breaking out than Riley’s group.

The only issue was the time it would take to do so safely. Something that Riley’s team had spent figuring out how to do with a fifty percent chance of failure.

Ultimately, both groups did decide on breaking out of the maze as soon as possible. It was just a coincidence that their attempts lined up.

Originally, when the maze was operating at full functionality, the dual pulses of energy would’ve combined with one another, and a large crack would’ve formed where the magical waves first met.

At this point, the two groups would’ve been able to walk out of the rift, exiting on opposite sides, but still in the same space. This would mean that the two groups would’ve instantly been able to join forces and make their way through the maze while covering each other.

The safety in numbers might have even been enough to face off against one of the Cult’s [Blessed] monsters. But only within the maze, where all magic was being suppressed.

However, since they were utterly unaware of the status of the maze outside their own little corners, the pulse of magic created a cascading effect that caused the hole that had already shaken and damaged the maze’s foundation.

The ultimate crumbling of the maze, and the total collapse of the space that it both existed in, and held inside it, was the only feasible result that could have occurred. The only result that did occur.

At least, that is what should have happened.

----------



The last thing Riley remembered was channeling her mana alongside the rest of her group to activate the key from the Flurent family. It was meant to resonate with the remnant focal point for the formation that they were trapped in.

The next thing she knew, the world shook, and suddenly the walls began crumbling down around her, casting herself and everyone else into a dark space where she felt as if her body was about to be ripped apart.

So, why was she still alive?

Opening her eyes, she nearly forced them closed once more as she was temporarily blinded by the brightness of the light that now surrounded her.

“What is this?” she muttered as she looked around the world that she suddenly found herself in.

It was a world with no ground nor walls or ceiling. Just an opalescent Void that stretched on forever. She could even see dozens of other people around her. All of them looked like they were just as confused as she was, with a few of them flailing about as they tried to move around.

A nudge in the back of her mind made her turn around using her flames as propulsors. Cinder was helping to direct her movements as best she could, but it was like space was warped, and her attempt to turn sideways made her spin vertically.

Now floating upside down, she gazed into the distance where two massive creatures that seemed to be covered in oily substances that emanated a chilling sensation that filled her with dread as she looked at it. She instinctively knew that these were Cruor, even warped and twisted as they were.

But they were stronger than any Cruor that she had ever faced before. They reminded her of the Cult’s abominations, only they gave off a sense of endlessness, rather than oppressiveness.

A crack of thunder filled the world, and for a moment, everything was bathed in violet light as a figure slammed into one of the Cruor.

“You all need to leave. I can’t afford to keep you safe, nor can I strike the rest of you down without harming everyone else,” Ezekiel’s words filled the world. “Today might not be the day our conflict ends, but it is still the day you bastards lost. Now, just wait until I come for your heads.”

Riley felt a tugging sensation in her gut, and a moment later she felt herself be squeezed through space and time. Lights flashed as she found herself alone, moving through a tunnel that hadn’t been there before.

She felt something slam into her chest, and she instinctively held onto it, wrapping her arms around whatever it was. Something else filled her empty hand, the one not holding her spear, and she held onto that for dear life as well.

Then, with a sudden jerk, she found her entire body coming to a halt. She blinked the spots out of her vision, only to see that her arms were filled with two small figures she immediately recognized.

“Ellen? Tina?”

The two were unresponsive, but looked to be fine, physically. Only a single injury marked them, a band around Ellen’s neck where something had been wrapped around her, and a similar band around one of Tina’s legs. Though that one was much smaller.

Not only that, but she noticed that in her hand was Shine. The opalescent blade brightly flickered as she held it tight. She couldn’t help but gape in awe, as she had rarely held Ezekiel’s partner like this. Her confusion was too much for her to do anything else.

“Riley! We need to move! Ezekiel sent me with you to get you all out of here. He and Harras will deal with the Cruor, but we need to go now!” Shine’s voice filled the area, and Riley realized that she was no longer floating in that strange space from before.

Instead, lines of Runic scripture denoting the enchantment formation around her filled her vision. She was back in the Twin Peaks Fortress with her and the Shroud family teams.

“Everybody gather up! We’re leaving now!” Shine yelled out an order, and the rest of the group quickly fell into line. Confusion was painted on their faces, but they knew better than to fall behind. Each of them held a Void Amulet in their hands or had it hanging from the neck.

“Someone ready a flare. When the first jump is made, you will set it off, then we’re gone for good. Understand!?” Three Scholars nodded and pulled flares out of their Void Pouches. “Good.”

A moment later, Riley felt the world shift around her in the familiar way it had whenever Ezekiel had moved them from base-to-base in the weeks prior to today.

Before they left, however, she caught a glimpse of several figures turning the corner down the hall from them. Kindled family members and Cultists, all with their faces twisted in rage as they tried to catch up. She couldn’t help but smirk in glee at the sight.

----------



Several minutes earlier, Ezekiel floated in the world he had created using the framework of the formation that had been used to trap him. While it had crumbled due to the effects of the Cruor eating most of the formation’s supports, the basic outline still remained, but by using his own mana he was able to take control thanks to his higher [Understanding] of spatial magic.

“I think that we’re in a bit of trouble right now,” he sighed as he looked around himself. There were dozens of people still alive within the space he had formed. They floated in a panic as they tried to move around, but nothing could be done.

Only Ezekiel could move freely in this world.

“That’s a bit of an understatement,” the figure next to Ezekiel said as he glared into the Void. “Do you intend to point out the obvious, or do you intend to help me deal with this issue?”

Ezekiel turned to look at his temporary companion. Exalt Harras gave him a flat look as he gestured to the two howling Cruor in the distance.

“I’m somewhat surprised that you’re not trying to kill me right now,” Ezekiel said while he swung his arm with Shine held tightly in his grasp. “But I guess your oaths have a sequence of priorities.”

“Indeed. Now, do you mind sending me over there? My primary duties are to destroy any and all Cruor that threaten the safety of the Empire. Those two certainly count.” Harras channeled his mana, readying a spell that would be devastating if it struck.

Ezekiel felt a twinge in his brow. An opposing [Will] just pushed against his own. He instantly realized that it was Harras exerting a spiritual force against him.

Rather than fight it himself, Ezekiel just shrugged, and let Harras move freely. “I hope you understand that I’ll be taking advantage of your absence.”

Harras just shrugged. “Do what you will. I care neither for the Cult, nor the Kindled.”

The lack of any mention of Ezekiel’s sister was noticed, but he knew that it was a problem that Harras would have to deal with later. Something that he felt grateful to the Exalt for.

With a crack of thunder, Harras turned into a flash of Lightning. A second later, a massive impact struck one of the Cruor. Its engorged body turned concave from the impact, but it had so much mana flowing through it that the physical wounds recovered swiftly.

“Let’s deal with this quickly.” Ezekiel disappeared from his spot in the Void, reappearing next to a smaller female figure with an owl in her arms.

Gently holding out his hands, Ezekiel took his sister into his arms. He glared at the collar and shackle on Ellen’s neck and Tina’s leg. Pinching the explosive Artifacts in his fingers, Ezekiel warped space around them in such a way that they slipped off as he threw them away.

A moment later, the two Artifacts exploded over fifty meters away, doing little to nothing to harm him or his sister and her Spirit.

Closing his eyes, Ezekiel sent a plan through his Bond with Shine. There was a sense of grumbling that came from his Spirit’s end, but they didn’t complain, and simply shook in acceptance.

“Keep them safe,” Ezekiel said as he pushed Shine, Ellen, and Tina away from him. They flew into the distance toward a red clad Legendary Hunter.

‘Keep yourself safe. You’re not Tier five yet.” Shine’s final words made Ezekiel smile.

Even now, he could feel his mana growing and condensing as he absorbed everything that he could from the world around him. Even with the mana he had taken in from the Ichor he had stolen earlier, even though he had filled himself up enough to meet and break his previous peak, he was hungry for more.

Luckily for him, there were two massive meals right in front of him. Ripe and bursting with sustenance for his growing powers.

Before that, however, he had to say a few words to those that would be sent away.

A part of him wished that he could simply kill the Cultists and Kindled family members that were within this world, but doing so would use up more mana than he could afford to right now. Especially with the Cruor still acting out. The best he could do was banish everything from this space, and deal with the problems as they came up later.

“You all need to leave. I can’t afford to keep you safe, nor can I strike the rest of you down without harming everyone else,” Ezekiel’s words filled the world. “Today might not be the day our conflict ends, but it is still the day you bastards lost. Now, just wait until I come for your heads.”

Then, with a clap of his hands, space and time twisted and every one that was within the Void was sent out. Except for Harras and the Cruor. Those still had to be dealt with, and Ezekiel would be a fool to take them on by himself.

A twist of mana later, and a transparent pane of Void magic cut deep into the Cruor that wasn’t being attacked by Harras.

Sparing the Lightning Exalt a glance, Ezekiel received a look of acknowledgement before Harras wrapped his opponent in a cage of Lightning.

This would not be a battle of might, but a battle of attrition.

Fortunately for Ezekiel, fuel for his magic was right in front of him.

-----------



The once lush and green forest that covered the mountains around the Twin Peaks Fortress had been transformed into a barren, windswept, desert that was filled with nothing but bramble thorns and massive roses.

“How much longer can you keep this up, Heretic!? Why even bother fighting when your side must have already lost!” Endaria screamed and the sky was filled with scarlet petals cut through the wind toward their target.

But the massive gray titan of twisting wind shrugged off the wave of lethal petals with a slow wave of its hand. Petals turned to mulch and dried up powder as air sucked out the essence that was held within.

“I can fight for however long I need to. My side hasn’t lost yet. Not until the formation fades and Harras comes to aid you.” Wolken formed a spiraling javelin of wind and pulled back to toss it. “I wonder how much longer you can last. You’re running out of resources, after all.”

He let loose the javelin and it tore through the sky. The space it tore through was shredded in an instant, and Endaria remained directly in its path.

A series of thorny vines grew out of the ground and wrapped around her before receding back into the ground. The Javelin passed over her position without hurting her.

For a moment, there was a lull in the conflict as Endaria and Wolken prepared for their next exchange. The former rose from the ground with a forest of vines as thick as a cartwheel surrounding her and reaching into the sky.

Wolken formed dozens of whipping tendrils that swung downward.

Then, in the distance, a trio of flares lit up the sky. Both Exalts spared a glance at the sight, but Wolken immediately retreated, flying at top speed back to the Alliance’s battle lines.

Endaria spared a glance at the Twin Peaks Fortress, and while the formation still formed a dome around it, it was no longer filled with golden light. Instead, from what she could see, there were the dead and decaying bodies of multiple [Blessed] Hunters that were used to do battle within the maze of light.

After taking a moment to process and realize just what she was seeing, Endaria let out a scream of rage that echoed through the region.

----------



Far from the battle, well beyond Endaria’s reach and behind the Alliance’s battle lines, Wolken set foot on the ground as he looked for the group that had been trapped inside the Twin Peaks’ formation. Given their movement speed, they had likely arrived a bit faster than he had, since he still needed to fly, while the others could just [Jump] through space.

“Exalt Wolken!” one of the Alliance’s Hunters called out to him. “The group is waiting for you in the medical tent.”

A gust of wind later, and he was in front of the tent.

“What happened!?” was the first thing he asked when he saw Thadeus standing outside the tent.

“I’m not certain, Exalt, I just know that Ezekiel isn’t with us.” Thadeus bowed his head as he spoke. An act of deference that Wolken knew was a means of begging for his life.

“He’s what!?” Wolken stopped his march into the tent to address Thadeus directly.

“Only Riley could tell you what happened. She had Ezekiel’s Spirit with her now.” Thadeus held out a hand to point at the tent.

“Dammit all!” Wolken threw open the tent flaps but paused when he saw two nearly identical girls sitting next to one another.

One was Wendy, while the other could only have been Ellen. The difference in hair and eye color were the only defining features that set them apart. That, and the fact that Wendy was crying, while Ellen was unresponsive to any and all stimuli.

“Legend Riley!” he barked out to draw the attention of the Hunter who was holding onto the crying Wendy. He idly noticed the opalescent blade that floated off to the side. A small humanoid figure floating beside it, watching the events that were currently ongoing.

“Exalt Wolken... I guess we need to talk...” Riley gave Wendy one more tight squeeze before backing away. “I’m sorry to say that I don’t know what happened with Ezekiel. Something happened, and we were ultimately separated and unable to meet up before we were forced to flee.”

Wolken let out a frustrated sigh that rumbled through the camp.

“What about you? What can you tell me?” Wolken addressed the one figure that he knew would have the answers he was looking for. The Void Spirit that was idly bouncing in the air. Not unlike how a person might tap their foot impatiently.

“... Fine. I’ll tell you what happened. It would be better than just sitting around anxiously.” Shine drifted over to a small corner table. “Get some chairs. This will take a while, and hopefully, Ezekiel will be back by the time we’re done.”

Riley went to get some chairs for herself and Wolken. Only once they were seated did Shine begin to speak.

----------



The sound of glass shattering filled the Void. Ezekiel flickered in and out of existence as he moved in and out of melee range as he struck out at the pseudo-Mythic Cruor in front of him. Tendrils of flesh and hair whipped back and forth, and bestial jaws and claw attempted to dig into him to tear hi apart.

Ichor sprayed like fountain water from every cut and gouge that appeared on its body.

“It’s like hitting a puddle of water in the rain. Everything that splashes out just gets refilled.”

A sudden shriek made him flinch, and he almost failed to dodge out of the way of another attack in time. There was a crunch as the barrier he’d formed cracked, but it didn’t break as he was sent flying instead.

A series of [Void Pane] constructs took form. They spun in place like buzz saws before he launched them at his target.

Once more the Ichor from the Cruor filled the air. A veritable ocean filled the Void as it continued to spill forth. The Cruor’s movements were finally slowing down. It seemed like he was finally making progress.

“Now... Do I risk it right now, or get rid of him first?” Ezekiel asked himself as he took a moment to stare at Harras’ position not far away. “I’m running low on mana, and this space won’t remain for long. Once the foundation it’s currently built on breaks, the whole thing will come toppling down.”

He grits his teeth in frustration as he felt the edges of this micro world beginning to fray. Right now, it was being held together mostly by hopes and prayers. He had maybe half an hour before he’d have to leave. But that would get him stuck with Endaria outside. It wasn’t time for him to fight a true Mythic just yet. He still needed to finish his breakthrough. Something that was being held up due to his constant use of mana. A core was all he needed, but at the moment he didn’t have the fuel.

If he didn’t finish soon, there would also be a backlash depending on how drained he was when the effects finally hit him.

He held up a shaking arm. “Looks like I’ll need to take a risk. Harras will just have to witness the full extent of the Ichor I can consume.”

This was on a different scale compared to the tests they ran in Harkem, so it was obvious that he was somewhat apprehensive. He’d be showing the Empire one of his trump cards, but he was out of time.

Glaring at the Cruor he had been fighting, he [Slung] himself toward it, covering himself in [[Void Panes] as he did. He directly dug into its body, sinking well below the surface of its flesh.

He allowed the Ichor to flood out and over him, opening himself up to the [Will] of the Cruor.

The weight of its [Will] was great, but it also wasn’t as bad as the constant barrage from when he fought the Rot in the Archipelago. There was some strain, but nothing compared to having his Spirit Paths shattered back in Harkem.

With a flex of his own [Will] and a burst of mana, the Cruor screamed in pain and began flailing about, but it failed to do anything to him. Its power was being absorbed into his body, and for every mote of mana he expended, several more replaced it.

His [Nothingness] had risen to new heights, to the point that it could now act like a vacuum, while also breaking down and tearing out the essence of the mana within the Ichor. The Radiant infused mana was returned to a neutral state once the [Light] inside it was removed.

The amount of mana that it provided was barely half that of what it was when filled with Radiance. It was also only due to the unique [Space] that Ezekiel had formed inside himself that kept a closed system to prevent the partially formed motes from fading away.

But it was enough, and by the time he had drained the mana from the Cruor’s Ichor away, and consumed the Ichor that had been spilt earlier, his mana reserves had more than refilled.

“What have you done to yourself?” Harras’ quiet question was like a gong ringing in Ezekiel’s ears.

Even as the dissolving corpse of the Cruor fell apart around him, Ezekiel was well aware of what was happening in his [Void]. He turned to look at Harras, and although his face was covered in his Spirit Armor, he could tell from the man’s posture, bent over, weapon held tightly, and mana perfectly prepared to strike, all indicated that the Exalt was ready to strike Ezekiel down.

“I have simply reached your level. Nothing more.” Ezekiel’s words and demeanor were calm, and he waved at hand at Harras, who reflexively released the attack he was building up.

Only for himself and the Lightning he’d been charging up to disappear as space warped and he was ejected from the [Void under Ezekiel’s control.

“Now then... Let’s finish this.”

One [Jump] later, and he was digging into the Ichor of the injured and broken Cruor that still remained. It flailed for a few moments but fell silent and still as if failed to expel Ezekiel from its body.

While its corpse fell apart like its companion moments prior, the light inside Ezekiel’s Void shifted. It circled around Ezekiel and created an opalescent cocoon around him.

Everything else faded to darkness, with only the barest twinkle of starlight in the distance.

----------



The Twin Peaks Fortress shook as a blast of Lightning shattered the ceiling and surrounding rooms where Harras found himself reappearing in. The defensive formations were no match under his might, but that was only to be expected when they were as damaged as they were.

At their peak, they might have been able to withstand a strike or two from within, but with the enchantments being mostly shattered remains, only dust and molten slag remained from where Harras’ attack struck stone.

“Harras!” Endaria called out from the air where she was descending into the fortress.

With the defenses down, there was nothing to keep her out anymore. Doubly so since Wolken had long since left the area.

“What happened? Where’s the Anathema?” She showed no regard for the destroyed fortress.

For a moment, Harras didn’t say anything. He just breathed slowly and heavily to keep himself calm, and deal with the backlash of his oaths and contracts flaring up against his soul and [Will].

“He’s breaking through.” Harras proclaimed. “I tried to strike him down, but he banished me from whatever strange space he managed to create from the remains of the maze of light. Which We will be speaking of later on, in detail.” Harras glared at Endaria, who glared back in silence. “For now, we need to retreat. There is no reason for us to stay here, and I need to report to the Emperor about the loss of his bride.”

“You’re not going anywhere! If the Anathema has broken through, I need you here to help me kill him before he can escape!” Endaria placed an iron grip on Harras’ shoulder.

He zapped it off with a bolt of Lightning as wide as his arm. The Cult’s Life Exalt could only reel back in pain.

“Had you informed me of the plan to alter the defensive formation, I could’ve acted freely and done what was needed to ensure that the Emperor’s bride remained safe, while also striking against our enemies. But instead, you kept things from me, and even allowed that damned Kindled family Ancestor try to kill me, using your Cult’s wretched abominations.” Harras formed a cage around himself and Endaria. “At this moment, I have the right to kill you due to the actions you and yours have taken against me. But I won’t, because if the Empire is to survive the coming wars, it will need all the help it can get. For now. So, you had best prove your usefulness, or else the next time we meet I’ll be taking your head.”

Harras’ eyes shone with violet light. He was more than ready to fight again, and he could sense that he had more mana than Endaria by a lot, so it wouldn’t even be fair if they began throwing spells at each other.

He knew that the Cult had more than a few tricks to get him in more trouble at home, however, so he held himself back.

When Endaria didn’t do anything other than glare and grit her teeth, Harras reached out to any surviving Imperial Hunters and Mages. Taking the few that were still alive into the air, he flew away at his top speed. Completely ignoring the earth-shattering noise of space and time breaking behind him.

----------



Within the cocoon of mana that surrounded him, Ezekiel felt his body become saturated with an abundant amount of mana. Even as his soul was filled to the brim with mana, the excess was used to further reinforce and condense into a core that would be suitable for his breakthrough.

As the core began to form, he could feel his [Truth] and [Understanding] flowing through his body and into the core that was slowly solidifying. 

In order to create this core, he had studied and spoken with Wolken about numerous things that revolved around the state of a Mythic being’s existence.

Among the ideas that he had come up with, there was the thought of turning one of his organs into a crystalized core that would still operate as needed to ensure that his body functioned while still containing the hyper condensed Tier five mana.

This idea was quickly shot down, since vital organs were too important to take such a risk with altering. His bones, however, were a different story.

Thus, the mana that flowed through his body seeped into his bones, condensing more and more as they filled every cell in his skeleton to the point that the mana solidified. 

No physical changes occurred regarding the state of his bones, but he knew that, should he be cut open, and his bones exposed to the world, they would be the same color of his mana, with a crystalline sheer to them.

He could also tell that there was a change in his blood, which brought forth ideas and concerns connected to the Cruor that he knew would be troublesome in the future. But he would be able to deal with that later.

For now, with his mana fully condensed, and his core completely formed in conjunction with his skeleton, he knew that he was ready. Things settled down as the entirety of his existence seemed to calm down. But at the same time, he could feel several invisible chains that were wrapped around him.

The restrictions imposed on him by his oath to save Eldramir, and the reminder that he was, and always would be, an outsider that could not remain.

Opening his eyes, he threw his limbs out, shattering the shell of mana that had formed around him. Fragments flew out and tore open rifts in space, only to be dragged back toward him and absorbed to refill the mana that had been used to condense his core.

He brought his hands together, clawing the air to grab onto a door that wasn’t there.

With a hard pull and a twist of his [Will], a massive rupture appeared that left a gaping maw of darkness hanging in the air. 

Stepping through the gap, Ezekiel saw the fleeing figures of the Kindled and Cult forces.

At the same time, floating in the air in front of him was Endaria. Ready for battle and casting her spells, intent on killing him as soon as possible.

With a small smile forming on his face, he disappeared with a quiet [Jump].
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                Spinning around in a flash, the Cultist Exalt threw her hands up and protected herself from a [Void Pierce] sent at her from behind. Ezekiel’s [Jump] had taken him to a few dozen meters away, and he now floated in the air under his own power, with just as much ease as if he was wearing his Spirit Armor.

Endaria’s face twisted into a vicious snarl as she glared at Ezekiel. But he just smirked in amusement. While he would usually be on the back foot in a fight with an Exalted Hunter, because he was fighting alone, the fact that she was so drained from her battle with Wolken meant his mana was currently greater than hers.

“This is gonna be fun!” he said with a smile stretched wide across his face.

“Anathe-”

Before she could finish, Ezekiel threw a punch, and an invisible force shattered the protective constructs that surrounded the Cultist Exalt. She went flying backward so fast that for those at a lower Tier, it seemed like she went from flying in one moment, to being embedded in a mountain the next.

Taking a moment to bask in the sensation of reaching a new level of power, Ezekiel’s face settled into a calm and neutral expression. His body felt loose as he shook himself out. The touch of the wind and the presence of the various elements of the world filled him with joy.

A higher level of awareness meant that he was keeping track of everything around him, and his [Reinforcement] meant that his mind was running far faster than the norm.

Reaching out with his new perception, he sought out the location of the Kindled family members that had caused him so many problems in the maze.

For a brief moment, he could feel a blip at the edge of his [Domain]; nearly ten times larger than before. It was a flash of Radiant mana from several sources. One of which was a broken mess of a Hunter that was bleeding mana like a faucet.

“It looks like I’ll have to deal with them later,” he muttered as the rapidly fleeing Kindled family members escaped his sensory range.

Even with his enhanced perception, they were moving fast enough that he would have trouble if they were Exalts. But at the moment, the high of having so much power at his fingertips was too much for him to feel humble. The thought of crushing his enemies by simply putting pressure on them with his mana crossed his mind a few times.

An explosion of wood and stone grabbed his attention.

Clad in verdant Spirit Armor, Endaria now wielded two large glaives. Each one shone brightly from the mana she was channeling through them. The air seemed to vibrate as Ezekiel watched the Cultist Exalt ready her attack.

For a moment, he remained relaxed. His confidence brimming as he considered Endaria’s mana.

Then he recalled his fight with Wolken, and a moment before his danger sense warned him, he [Jumped] out of the way as two leaf-like wings sprouted from the Life Exalt’s back. A moment later, she was flying through the space that Ezekiel had just vacated.

His own body began to shine with opalescent light as he flooded it with mana. That attack had been faster than he could perceive. It was clear to him that Endaria’s current armaments were far more lethal than he had been prepared to face. Though it did bring a question to his mind.

Why hadn’t she used this against Wolken?

“You seem surprised,” Endaria called out. “Be glad you get to see this. I couldn’t risk it when Wolken was here. His ability to manipulate the battlefield and read airflows as a Tempest Hunter mean that he can predict my offensive faster than even you can. But since he’s not here, I can truly do my best.”

Two [Domains] now actively clashed as Endaria practically burned her mana to push against Ezekiel. He tensed up in preparation but found himself throwing his body out of the way once more. This time, there was no reprieve once he had moved. A second [Jump] was followed by a third, then a forth, then a fifth. He continually forced himself to [Jump] out of the way as Endaria moved faster than anything he had seen that wasn’t a Tempest, Radiant, or Lightning Hunter.

“What the hell!?” Ezekiel tried to [Reinforce] his body, but even then, all that did was give him a little bit more breathing room. He was so focused on staying out of Endaria’s reach, that he wasn’t even able to take shots at the fleeing Cultists.

This was truly confusing, but at the same time, Ezekiel found himself becoming more and more clear headed. The high from his breakthrough had faded in the face of this new life and death situation.

Thoughts raced through his head at a rapid pace. He watched as Endaria moved, catching whatever glimpses he could in order to analyze her movements, and hopefully figure something out.

‘That’s it!’ he looked at the glowing flower emblazoned on her chest. ‘She’s not the one focusing on the spells. It’s her Spirit. Even if she’s got less mana than me, she’s got more spells, since her Spirit can multiply her control of her magic.’

Ezekiel threw up a barrier around himself that cracked as Endaria slammed her two glaives’ into it with enough force to crack open a mountain. For a moment, everything froze, and Ezekiel got a better look at Endaria’s form while she was still.

The wings sprouting from her back were clearly constructs that were being manipulated by her Spirit. However, there were also thin roots and floral tendrils that completely covered her body in a mesh-like weave. They faintly glowed with Runic patterns.

“Self-Enchantment!” his exclamation was met with a bark of laughter from his opponent. “And your current spells are using far less mana than your bigger ones... Just how many secrets have you been keeping!?”

“Not as many as you, or any other Exalt in this world! Now, shut up and die!” Endaria screamed as she seemed to explode with verdant light.

At that moment, Ezekiel knew that he would be lucky to get a tie out of this battle. His enemy was more than willing to throw away her life to kill him. At the same time, however, even though he wanted to kill the crazy Cultist, he also knew that getting out of this alive was more important.

“Dammit!” He channeled as much mana as he could into his barrier, closing up the cracks that formed as Endaria tried to crush him in roots and vines.

He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and then let himself slip backward, between the cracks in [Space]. His body disappeared from the material world, and he lost his ability to breathe.

Everything around him took on a monochrome color, and a sense of danger and panic set in within seconds. Every bit of self-preservation he had told him that he needed to leave this place. That it was wrong, and that he didn’t belong here. The fact he felt like he was being pulled apart while his blood was boiling made things even worse. But his enhanced physique kept him together, for now.

Yet, as the barrier that he had been maintaining was crushed out of existence, the roots and vines that tried to grab him failed to do so. They simply passed through his body like he wasn’t there.

He focused himself and [Jumped] as far away as he could. All while squashing down the ever-growing sense of terror in his veins. Even when his [Jump] didn’t take him where he wanted to go, with space twisting, warping, and throwing him around without direction, Ezekiel didn’t stop until he was far away from Endaria. Only then, heedless of his current location, just knowing that there was no one else around for hundreds of kilometers, did he finally flee the space between spaces that he had escaped into.

The drain on his mana was instant, and he nearly collapsed from fatigue. His body shook with painful tremors as the damage from the vacuum he had been surrounded by was finally allowed to affect him. It took everything he had not to scream and give away his position.

But he stayed silent. Not a sound escaped his lips as slowly channeled his mana in order to recover. When he could finally move without clenching his jaw to keep from yelling, he crawled over to the shade of a tree, and allowed himself to enter a state of meditation.

He still needed to recover, but he would be safe enough for now. When he refilled his mana, he would figure out where he was, and get back to his camp as fast as he could.

As far as he was concerned, he’d had enough excitement for today.

----------



Endaria was still as she slowly breathed in and out while looking at the broken remains of the Twin Peaks Fortress.

Upon finding out that Ezekiel had managed to escape her grasp, she had allowed her rage to take control of her mana. Her outburst had caused the flora that still remained to grow out of control. A sea of thorny roses that came in a myriad of colors filled the region.

“Damn him... Damn him and damn the Ancient Void who blessed him.” She reared back, taking in a deep breath in order to scream. “Why did you bless them with your power! You, whose power exists only to destroy, and leave nothing behind!”

Her words spread across the sky, but by this point she was the only one around for dozens, if not hundreds, of kilometers. With all three forces having successfully fled.

Standing on her shoulder, a small flower shaped Spirit with several limbs reached up to caress her face. The tears of rage and hate that streamed down her face were wiped away.

“You’re right... At this point, it no longer matters... So long as the Empire is safely in our hands, we will retain control over at least half the world. That will be enough. At least for now.” She sighed, and dropped to the ground where a carriage and several floral beasts took shape.

Her hands shook for a second, and a few pained gasps escaped her before she managed to calm down. The side effects of performing such high-level magic were finally taking a toll on her. “For now, let’s get back to our territory. There is nothing left here for us, and my fellow Lights need to be informed of what has happened.”

Her spirit leapt off her shoulder as she climbed into the carriage. Her movements were stiff and mechanical. As if every step was painful. The little floral Spirit grew to the size of a human and took the position of the carriage driver.

It took off like a rocket, leaving the desolate remains of the Twin Peaks Fortress.

Hours later, once all the Hunters were confirmed to be gone, Spirits and beasts slowly made their way back into the area. Cautious and scared, the land would remain altered for years to come.

----------



When the forces of the Guild and Alliance families had originally set out for the Twin Peaks Fortress it had been early in the morning. Now, several hours later, those that had been trapped in the maze of light had gathered around the fire, eating and drinking in silence as they awaited the man who had led them through the fortress, and saved them when they were about to die.

Only three people who had been at the fortress weren’t there right now. But considering the circumstances behind their absence, no one was going to begrudge them for it.

At the moment it was quiet, and those that hadn’t taken part wisely remained a fair distance away as they kept watch of their surroundings. While they had dealt a harsh blow to the allied Kindled, Cult, and Imperial forces, that didn’t mean they could let their guard down.

“So... does anybody know what happened to the girl?” one of the Hunters quietly asked the Shroud family member sitting next to him. A woman with blue hair that had the emblem of her family emblazoned on her back.

“I don’t know for certain... but from what I could tell, whatever was done to her was practically soul breaking,” the Shroud family member replied in an equally quiet voice. “But to think that they would do such a thing to a main branch with their favored element... Not even the worst of those still in the Alliance would treat their family members that way. Sure, those without their family’s primary element are relegated to lesser roles in a given family, but treatment like that is just too much.”

The reminder of the Morathi families’ treatment to other elements was disturbing for some of the Guild members, but no one said anything. Just the venom in her voice when she spoke of Ellen’s state was enough to send chills down their spines.

All of them made sure to drop the subject. They had succeeded in their mission, and their enemies had suffered a bloody nose, if nothing else. So, for now it could be counted as a win.

Before anyone else could say something, a quiet bell rang across the wind. The hidden proximity alarm that was lined along the border of the camp. Specifically, it was created to alert those within it of any powerful force coming from the Kindled forces’ territory.

As one, the Hunters in the camp prepared themselves, and a gentle breeze passed through the camp. Wolken appeared in the dead center, just above the bonfire where the others had gathered.

“Calm down... It’s just our missing Void Hunter,” he said to the wary Hunters.

They all relaxed upon hearing his words, and a few seconds later, a figure floated down from the sky. His clothing was tattered, and he looked worse for wear, but he stood tall and proud. An aura of might and majesty, belonging only to Exalts that decided to show off emanated from his figure.

“Hey... sorry I’m late. That Cult bitch had a few tricks she wasn’t willing to show you.” Ezekiel idly scratched the back of his head in embarrassment.

Wolken just sighed, even as the Hunters all clamored to find out what had happened.

It wasn’t for another hour before he managed to get away. His first stop was the medical tent.

----------



When Ezekiel had first entered the tent, Wendy and Riley both turned to him, while Shine floated over from where they were leaning against a support pole. While he wanted to see Ellen as soon as possible, the healers were still running through a few final checks, so he was stuck in a small waiting area that was separated by several privacy screens.

He was given a brief rundown regarding what had happened since he’d sent them off beforehand. In turn, he summarized what he had been through when fighting Endaria.

Wolken grunted in frustration when he had heard that Endaria was holding back.

“It’s not unexpected. I also hold back, for the most part, when fighting. Even in more life and death situations... The cost is too large when depending so much on our Spirit’s support.”

Ezekiel looked at him with a raised brow, as did Riley. The Exalt just sighed.

“Let me put it this way; while her fighting prowess clearly increased, her soul would’ve been burnt out within a few more minutes, if that. You said it yourself; her Spirit was the one casting those more advanced spells. It’s like spraying oil on a wood fire. It makes the flames bigger, but it also burns the wood up faster. No Exalt before you had ever broken through without their Spirit dragging them up, after all.”

The reminder that there were consequences regarding the use of higher magic than ones’ Tier was surprising, as Ezekiel hadn’t had these issues before.

“Is it like when a Mage advances to a Step too high for their soul?” Shine asked from where they now rested on Ezekiel’s hip.

“It is close. It’s more that, since Exalted Hunters, prior to Ezekiel, don’t have their own [Core] they don’t have the physical support to perform at such high levels for long. That’s why most of us stick to larger area spells that effect greater areas. When fighting those at lower Tiers, this is a fine way to fight. When fighting other Exalts, however, it becomes a drawn-out slog where things could go either way.”

Ezekiel thought about it, and when he thought about his escape into the Space-Between-Spaces, he realized that, even though Void Mages already have significantly stronger bodies in general, if he hadn’t become even stronger when he’d broken through then his body would have exploded in an instant.

“I guess that explains the only reason why I managed to survive, even with a superior amount of mana.” He had thought that it was simply a matter of experience, though, the fact that she had seemingly held back so many times in the past had bothered him. Now that he knew it was a matter of necessity, rather than a personal choice, things made a lot more sense.

“Pardon me, Exalts, but we are finished with the girl now.” A healer stepped out from behind the nearest privacy screen. She was slouched over, and clearly exhausted from whatever she had been doing. Ezekiel immediately grew concerned when he saw this.

“What’s wrong with her?” he asked.

Wendy and Riley had begun rushing forward but stopped when Ezekiel spoke. They looked at the healer and waited for her answer.

The healer sighed but answered all the same. “Your sister’s soul is nearly on the brink of collapse. There is some sort of foreign essence that has dug in deep. It reacted the moment we tried to do a deep dive in order to scan her condition. As it is, we’re not sure how she’s even managed to hold together this long. It’s even spread through the bond she has with her Spirit.”

Upon finishing her explanation, Ezekiel instantly knew what was happening. He turned to Riley, whose face had gone pale. It was the exact same thing that had happened to her, when she had been forcefully [Blessed], though not mutated, years ago in Tarquessa.

“... Gather all the Death and Life Mages that are good at soul healing. I know what’s going on, and I know how to remove that... thing, but I’ll need help putting back all the pieces.” Ezekiel gave Wolken a narrowed glance, stopping the Exalt from speaking up.

The Tempest Exalt stepped back and let Ezekiel proceed without issue. The healer nearly moved to hold him back, but a quick glare made her stop.

“That was an order, not a request.”

He strode forward, his eyes softened their gaze when he laid his sight on his Radiant sister. Clad in a simple hospital gown, she looked so much smaller than Wendy. As did Tina, who was lying flat on Ellen’s chest. It was obvious that the Kindled family had been treating them poorly.

‘All the more reason to make them pay.’ He took a deep breath in order to squash the feelings of rage, hate, and regret that were beginning to boil over. “Riley, you know what I’m about to do. Explain it to them and get them ready to step in at a moment’s notice.”

Without waiting for a reply, Ezekiel placed his hands on Ellen and Tina's heads.

‘Are you sure this will work? She seems to be far worse off than Riley was.’ Shine cautioned Ezekiel before he could take that final plunge.

‘... At this point, I don’t think anything else has the possibility of working. Not even another Radiant Hunter would be able to do this safely... They’d just run the risk of being corrupted.’ Ezekiel felt the question Shine was about to ask before they could say it, and simply reached out with his mana and soul. Reaching out to his sister and coming into contact with the corruption infecting her.

----------



Ezekiel looked around at the sea of golden light that surrounded him. Memories of the only other time he’d done something like this filled his mind. The only difference was that there was no red to indicate the divide between the native and foreign mana.

Everything was gold, and he didn’t know where Ellen began, or where the Radiant Lord ended.

‘I don’t think we can do this... It’s too different from when we helped Riley.” Shine’s doubts echoed through their connection with Ezekiel, but he didn’t let those worries stop him.

Instead, he focused on a small twinkle that floated near the edge of his senses. Holding out a hand, he reached out as if to grasp something that wasn’t there. Only for a string of white outlined in black to appear in his hand.

Flecks of gold lined it like small suns floating in the depths of space. The stars of Radiance that only he could see at this time.

‘What is that?” Shine asked with a gasp. Ezekiel could feel the awe in their soul as they barely managed to comprehend what they were witnessing.

‘This is the connection between me and Ellen. You see, this is something I came to [Understand] when I broke through. No matter how far apart two things may be, so long as they have interacted with each other before, they will forever be affected by that interaction. That connection born from the influence that one thing had on the other.’

Shine could barely comprehend what Ezekiel was saying, and he made sure not to simply dump the information, the [Understanding] through the bond between them. It was something he had logically known, even before achieving Tier five. Yet, to truly incorporate such a concept into his soul, to the point that it could influence his magic, was something that even his Tier five soul was barely able to contain.

Of course, while he was explaining this to Shine, the world of light around them began to tremble. The essence of the Radiant Lord was now aware that Ezekiel had the means of taking another one of the people it had [blessed] with its power away from it.

Ezekiel could tell that the Radiant Lord would rather kill his sister, than let him leave with her alive. However, the newly risen Exalt was not about to let that come to pass. 

‘That’s not enough,” he muttered into the golden light. ‘If you were truly capable of stopping the Void from taking from you, then you would’ve broken free a long time ago.’

Tendrils of gold seemed to solidify, and an avatar of the Radiant Lord formed in front of Ezekiel. It partially resembled Ellen, but not enough for him to mistake it for his sister.

‘No.’ Ezekiel tightened his grip on the connection between himself and Ellen. He reached even further and connected to Tina through his sister’s bond at the same time. ‘One day we will fight for real. One day, I will save this world from your plans. But that day is not today. This avatar of yours is too weak to be a threat to me as I am.’

The string in his hand glowed brighter, and the portions of the world around him that belonged to Ellen flickered with opalescent outlines. A definite divide between Ellen and the Radiant Lord.

‘For now, disappear, and prepare yourself. This war is far from over.’

Perhaps his words were arrogant. He knew full well the difference in power between himself and the true form of the Radiant Lord. But for now, Ezekiel felt like a bit of pride in protecting his family was well warranted. 

Now that he had surrounded his sister and Tina’s souls with his mana, he released the full might of his [Nothingness] backed by his [Will], upon the corruption in his Ellen’s soul.

An ear-piercing wail of pain and anger filled his mind, but he and Shine ignored it. Just a few seconds later, the mana that was not native to his sister’s soul was erased. For a little while, Ezekiel and Shine just floated there, in the strange, shared space where his and Ellen’s souls were connected. But now there was another problem to be had.

‘What about the cracks?’ Shine asked.

Examining his surroundings, Ezekiel could tell that his sister would die the moment he stopped holding her soul together. There was almost less of her left than there was the essence of the Radiant Lord. But he had still seen worse. His own soul from years ago was a good example.

So, rather than remove his mana, he created a barrier with countless seals that kept her soul in place. The cracks would not mend at this moment, but he knew a place where that could be done safely.

Doing it himself ran the risk of stretching her soul to the point that it snapped under the strain.

The Void was not entirely kind to those that were not granted its favor.

To finish things off Ezekiel waved his hand in an attempt at something new. Countless Runes took form and fused with the barrier he made. They would dictate what affected his sister’s soul. 

‘That is the best that I can do right now. Any more would require me to reach the same level as the Ancients. As it is, this is already my absolute limit.’ His figure slumped in exhaustion.

Even though his voice was just a projection of his thoughts, his words came out in a tired rasp. His mana was almost drained, and the Runes he had drawn for that enchantment were more difficult than he had expected. Disregarding the fact that he wasn’t certain it would work until after he had started.

For their part, Shine just simmered in the back of Ezekiel’s mind. Questions and more were ready to burst from their soul, but they held back. They knew that Ezekiel needed his focus, and now his rest.

With a flicker of light, Ezekiel’s soul disappeared from the cracked, yet stabilized, soul of his sister. The space once more empty of any signs of life.

Ellen’s full recovery was still a way away from being achieved.
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                Howlend wailed in agony as he and his Spirit were bound by enchanted ribbons that seared their flesh while keeping their mana contained. Meli was also chained up, but her mouth was sealed, and she was forced to watch as Howlend suffered. Her own bindings did not enforce any pain upon her, but the same could not be said for the elders that were nearby.

It was a day after the failure to kill Ezekiel at the Twin Peaks Fortress, and all who had chosen to side With Howlend were restricted and punished. Not because of their failure, but because of the revelation of Howlend’s betrayal.

The fact that none of them had known that Howlend’s whore’s were Cruor was the only saving grace they had, even though the Kindled Ancestor wanted nothing more than to kill them all, due to his own dealings, made to ensure that he retained control over his clan, he was unable to execute them by order of the Cult, whom he now acted in the interests of.

“I still do not understand what the point in keeping these traitorous fools alive is. The girl especially, since she was the little bastard’s right-hand woman.” The Ancestor sat in a throne-like chair as he watched over the fallen Legendaries of his family.

“It is necessary to have fodder when fighting a war, is it not?” Endaria idly spoke from the side of the hall. The formations on the walls, similar to the ones broken by Exalt Harras, flickered briefly, but failed to do anything else.

Much like her Lightning-using counterpart, Endaria had broken these formations as well. Said Lightning Hunter was not present for this meeting, since he had been called to report directly to the Emperor when knowledge of what had happened had been sent via their Com-Slates.

“Besides, we need a girl to replace the one you lost. This one is older, but stronger, and will do as a replacement. It’s not like the Emperor even got a chance to look at his original fiancé, after all.”

Meli’s eyes widened as she strained against her shackles. Noises escaped her as she tried to scream, but a gag that was wrapped around her face prevented any actual words from being heard.

“We also expended a large number of our own members when they received the Radiant Lord’s [Blessing]. It is only right that those numbers be refilled.” Endaria’s words made the suffering Kindled Elders and Hunters struggle even harder. “Why are you struggling? It is a great honor to receive my lord’s [Blessing]. Of course, not all of you will be able to receive it after all. Much like me...”

Endaria frowned at the reminder that she wouldn’t be able to successfully receive her lord’s [Blessing]. As a true and devout fanatic, she wanted nothing more than to bask in the light of her lord. But it was too much for her to handle.

“You sound genuinely displeased at being unable to transform into one of those monsters-” the Ancestor became silent, as a razor-sharp thorn pointed at his neck. His body was perfectly still, and the faintest drop of blood trickled down his neck.

“The [Blessed] of my lord are not monsters; do not think I am unaware of how you treated them like pets when you were within the maze. Your behavior towards your fellow Followers will need to be addressed. But that shall happen later.” Endaria retracted the vine she had whipped at the Kindled Ancestor. “For now, tell me how our forces are doing.”

“Don’t you already know that? You are the strongest member of the Cult in my territory, are you not?” The Ancestor ran a glowing hand over his neck, sealing the wound without a trace.

Endaria turned to address the Ancestor directly. “I’m speaking of the Kindled family, of course. Do not forget that, in exchange for raising you back up to the Mythic Tier, you promised to dedicate your family fully to our cause. Even over the deals made to the Empire.”

Behind her, the imprisoned Kindled family members all widened their eyes in shock. They knew for a fact that several contracts had been signed with the Emperor. So, it shouldn’t have been possible for their allegiances to have been shifted so easily.

“I am surprised that the deal is still in place, given that you failed to kill the Anathema you people rage on about.” The Ancestor didn’t have time to react as a much thicker vine slapped him across the face and sent him flying out of his chair.

“Do not speak of that thing to me! You also failed, when you had the easiest job possible! If it were not for you and your family’s incompetence, then the Anathema would’ve died before he reached Tier five, and this war would be over due to the balance of power shifting fully to our side!” Spittle flew through the air as Endaria screamed at the Ancestor. “Now, tell me how the state of the war is going on the other fronts, or I don’t care if we lose your direct support. We’ll just find an elder to replace you.”

The Ancestor slowly climbed to his feet, blood trickled down his face, and he sat back down in his throne as he channeled his magic to heal himself once more.

“The other fronts are holding fine. There was a push by the Shroud and Flurent families when the news of the plan to kill the Anathema was leaked. Since there would be no exalts to defend our territory. Other than that, we lost a few hundred kilometers on the coast due to the interference from one of the Spirit Rulers in that territory. It appears that the Flurent family finally managed to come up with an appropriate payment to get that damned whale’s support.”

Endaria glared at nothing at the mention of one of the oceanic Wild Spirits. For the most part, the Exalted Spirits of the world stayed out of human affairs, unless humans involved them through their own actions. Such endeavors were always costly, however, and often resulted in more dead humans than anything else.

“How was the territory claimed? Do the Imperial Artifacts that mark official boundaries not count for anything over there?” Endaria asked, since she knew that even if the Artifacts were removed, the Exalts of the Empire should’ve retained the authority to enforce defensive measures due to their oaths.

“It wasn’t so much claimed, rather than flooded,” the Ancestor said with a grimace. “It seems like the Flurent family, rather than let us retain control over their previous homeland, decided to pay to have one of the Ocean Rulers bring its entire territory together to perform one massive magical endeavor. A tsunami that was utterly enormous in size was created, and ultimately wiped out all presence in that area. Since the maps of the coast will have to be redrawn, it’s impossible to identify what is, and isn’t ours or the ocean’s territory. I don’t think I need to explain to you how bad an idea it would be to go to war with the oceanic Spirits, do I?”

Endaria’s face twisted into an angry snarl at the thought. The ocean Spirits had always been neutral, for the most part, and not even this act could be considered as them taking a side.

Since the territory had been conquered, but no new treaty had been made between their forces and the Mythical Whale that ruled the coastal waters in this part of the world, as far as the Spirits were concerned, the only ones they had to appeal to were the original owners of the territory. The Flurent family, who had not only given permission, but had apparently paid for the Ocean Spirits to flood their old territory. Now that that territory was underwater, it would mean going to war with the ocean if they tried to take it back. The best they could do at this point was to come up with a new treaty.

“I’ll get my assistant to form a delegation to ensure that the Mythic Whale won’t interfere again. It’ll take some time, but I’m sure your clan can afford whatever cost will be required to keep the Ocean Spirits from sticking their noses where they don’t belong.”

The Ancestor grit his teeth at the command from Endaria, but due to his new allegiance, it was impossible for him to say now. Something that everyone in the room was aware of.

“Stop looking so sour.” Endaria reached into her Void Pouch and removed a brightly glowing golden orb. “Here. As promised. This is a specially made [Blessing] forged by the Radiant Speaker himself. Pure mana from the fifth Tier, mixed with a unique blend of Radiant soul magic meant to heal the features left behind by your Spirit’s passing.”

Like an addict looking for their next hit, the Ancestor lunged out from his seat in an attempt to grab the orb, but Endaria pulled it out of his reach. Instead of giving it to him right away, she held out a hand with a small book in it.

“Read this first, else you cause your soul to collapse under the strain of your re-Ascension. Apparently, some new discoveries have been made, and you’ll need to [Understand] a few things if you don’t want to explode from absorbing this thing.” Endaria carelessly tossed the book toward the frantic Ancestor. “I’ll give you the [Blessing] once I’m done meeting my fellow lights. Until then, read this book, and consider yourself lucky you are a Radiant Mage. It’s impossible for such a treasure to exist for any other element, after all.”

Endaria visibly pouted at the mention of the Ancestor’s luck at being a Radiant Mage. She then stalked out of the room in silence but paused when the Ancestor called out one last time.

“Why are you so... calm? Given what has happened, I would’ve thought that many more people would’ve died after the failure of the plan?” the Ancestor asked with a cautious voice after restraining his eagerness to Ascend once more.

The Cult’s Life Exalt turned her head, just a little bit too far to be natural, and smiled a little bit too widely to be just happy.

“I’m furious! But I’ve been given orders by the Speaker not to kill anyone, and to restrain myself until our other plan comes to fruition. A plan to hurt the Anathema in a way that simply killing him won’t do. It’s a plan that I was unaware of, however, it apparently involves whatever it was that you traded with the Speaker in exchange for your eventual Ascension.”

With that said, Endaria continued out the door, leaving the Ancestor with his family members as they continued to struggle in pain.

“... A plan involving the trade I made?” he quietly muttered to himself as he thought about what could be going on. Nothing he had traded had value to him, and only one thing came to mind that could possibly hurt the Void Hunter that had been ruining their plans. “Oh! That’s brilliant! The Void Hunter, the Cult’s Anathema, won’t know what hit him! That will be just what he deserves! Hah!”

The Ancestor laughed loud and long as he bent over at the waist in malicious glee. He had made several trades with the Cult in exchange for assurances that he would retain his power over the whole of the Kindled family, but he hadn’t thought that they would amount to anything. Clearly, things had changed.

All the while, his fallen and broken family members watched in horror. Meli, in particular, glared hatefully at the man who had now held the Kindled family in his grasp.

But there was nothing they could do. They chose their side and lost. Now it was time to face the consequences. For all parties.

----------



Deep within the depths of the Kindled family’s central compound, Endaria sat, surrounded by five other figures, while she finished her report on the events that had occurred.

While she had spoken to the Speaker privately before this, she was still apprehensive about reporting her failure to the rest of her supposed peers. It was bad enough that she had to confess her failure to the only person she truly respected among the Followers of Radiance. To be judged by those of a lower Tier and loyalty than herself was just humiliating.

For the moment, the room was silent as she waited for someone to speak up.

“If I may?” The Lights all turned to Typhos, the least aggressive of them all. The one that Endaria had least been wanting to listen to. “While Endaria has, indeed, failed in her mission, it cannot be said that she held back in her attempt. While yes, she could’ve performed an immediate suicide attack that would have increased the chances of Anathema dying, it still would not have been guaranteed. Especially since it had proven, time and time again, that its ability to run away has only grown stronger as it has risen in Tier. Not only that, but someone had to keep Exalt Wolken away, and we all know that Exalt Harras wouldn’t have been willing, or able, to do so in this instance.”

The fact that one of her lessers was trying to support her failure was grating on Endaria’s nerves, but she remained quiet, since Typhos words were in a similar train of thought as what the Speaker had said to her previously.

“My biggest concern, at this point, is what do we do now? Without the Emperor’s intended bride, we can no longer follow our side of the bargain, nor ensure that the Empire’s heir is directed in the proper direction.” The Lights all shifted in their seats, except for Endaria and the Speaker, at that uncomfortable statement. “We are running out of time. We need the Emperor to sire an heir before the year is up, or his condition will deteriorate to the point that it will be impossible for him to have a child.”

At this, Endaria couldn’t help but smile. The thought of the girl from the Kindled family who had tried to kill her Ancestor being married to that dying Emperor of the Willowbrush Empire was amusing. Especially so, since the girl had never shown any loyalty to the Radiant Lord.

The thought of any Radiant magic user not worshiping her lord was a thought she couldn’t stomach for long. It was only the fact that she knew, in her soul, that they were mostly misguided fools that had been tricked by the Church of Ten that helped her keep faith in the Radiants that weren’t Followers, yet.

“There is no need to worry about the Emperor’s bride,” the Speaker declared. “A suitable replacement has been chosen, and after she has been properly educated regarding her duties, she will be sent to you post-haste. Given that she is much stronger than the previous one, her training will be much faster. Especially since our people will be taking over. The Kindled family has proven to be too useless to be given authority in this situation.”

All the Lights nodded in approval and agreement. Endaria could tell that those that had previous reservations about using the much younger candidate were no longer concerned. Not that she had cared much in the first place. The only thing that mattered to her was the progression of the Radiant Lord’s plan.

“Harras will likely be an issue. We will need our supporters to explain our view of the situation properly. Though, with the kidnapping of the original bride, we will be able to sow more hatred for the Void in the Empire.” Erkan held a hand to his chin in thought. “It’ll be hard for us, but even more so for the Anathema. He really stabbed himself in the foot this time. His current actions are enough that, technically, we can argue for an offensive attack on him with the Exalts, for indirectly attacking the Empire.”

Endaria smiled at the thought. Though, it was the hopes of everyone in the room that the Anathema would be struck down by one of the Empire’s Exalts. That way, they would be able to focus more on the Radiant Lord’s plans.

However, the Speaker's next words were nearly heart stopping in their intent.

“For the moment, we will have to hold off on continuing our attacks on the Anathema.” Endaria’s jaw dropped in shock, and she could tell that the sentiment was felt by the rest of the Lights. But the Speaker continued before anyone else could say anything.

“The Broodlords have decided to launch a planned attack against humanity once more. East, West, and seaward. All of humanity will be at war with the Broods and their Cruor once more. Given that we still need to consolidate our control over the Willowbrush Empire’s territory, we cannot afford to divide our forces right now.” The Speaker’s words sent shivers up and down Endaria’s spine.

She wasn’t old enough to have experienced the Age of Despair, but she knew the stories. Everyone in the world knew the stories.

“Is this... a prophecy from the Lord?” It was Amelia who asked this, but the thought was on everyone’s mind.

“It is,” the Speaker said in a solemn voice. “For that reason, even the Anathema will be called away, and be forced to direct his attention elsewhere. The rest of Morathi is a small matter in comparison. The Empire is actually on the border of the Desolate Lands. Our attention will need to be focused there.”

Though she hated it, Endaria couldn’t help but agree. The Anathema was a threat on the level of the Broodlords, especially now that it was a Mythical being. But it was a threat that would kill the Cruor, just as the Followers of Radiance did.

In the face of total war, it was better to set one’s enemies against one another.

“For the moment, we still have a few weeks before the initial attack from the Broods occurs in full. So, we shall focus on solidifying our control over the Kindled family and ensure that the plan stays on track in the Empire. The Emperor won’t have any issues with his new bride when he sees what else is being given to him.” The Speaker’s words caused the others to look around in confusion.

Endaria simply smiled. They hadn’t been told about the other gift that would be used to gain control of the Empire. The gift that would strike deep into the heart of the Anathema.

Even though she could feel the other Light’s fear and worry, she couldn’t help but laugh. She dearly wished she could see the Anathema’s face when it heard the news.

----------



For Harras, today was not a good day. He had returned to the Empire over a week ago, after helping the Imperial forces recuperate from their failed attempt at killing Ezekiel. Of course, the first thing he had done was report to the Emperor, only to be rebuffed by the man’s guard detail and told that he would be summoned when the Emperor saw fit to speak with him.

“If the old Emperor was still alive, he would’ve killed that little brat himself by now!” Harras said while nursing a drink in his private quarters within the palace of the Emperor. Rotted on a perch built into the table was his Spirit, who was drinking from its own glass filled with wine.

Beside him was a woman dressed in bright green robes and an emerald snake coiled around her shoulders. Exalt Talia, who had been slated to head to Morathi soon, was sitting with her fellow Imperial Exalt as he spoke of his experience and concerns.

“Of that, there is no doubt. But do not speak such words aloud within the palace. The walls have ears, after all.” While she glanced around the room they were currently situated in, Harras looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m surprised that that is all you have to say to me. Given your own noble roots.” Harras threw back the rest of his drinks, before his eyes lit up to burn away the effects of the alcohol.

Talia wrinkled her nose and gave a dismissive sniff. “The nobles of my day were actually deserving of their titles. Now, they are merely slaves to their desires. Willing to throw away anything and everything to get what they want. Uncaring of the duties they are meant to have, as leaders of the people. Besides, given what has been learned about the Empire’s ‘supporters’ in recent years, I have no reason beyond my oaths to maintain my loyalty.”

This time, Harass’ eyes nearly burst from his head with how wide they went.

Talia was the most loyal of the three Imperial Exalts. As well as the oldest, even though she looked like the youngest. However, given that she was a Life Hunter, that was only to be expected. Their vitality was the strongest amongst all magic users, after all.

“Don't look at me like that. I have been displeased with the Emperor ever since it was revealed that it was that damned Cult that was backing the most ambitious nobles.” This time it was Talia that threw back her drink, and immediately refilled it with even more of the crimson nectar.

“... At least you will get to leave soon enough. I am to be held in the capital until it is proven that my loyalties are true.” Harras’ face scrunched up in disgust. “Those damned Inquisitors are getting far too uppity for my liking. They have no place giving an Exalt orders. Neither does the Emperor, for that matter, but with how the Empire is operating right now, it is impossible to deny their instructions, as it could lead to the collapse of the very nation we are meant to protect.”

This time, both Exalts finished their drinks as one, and slammed their cups on the table.

Harras leaned back, letting the burn of the alcohol flow through him. His Spirit let out a gentle trill that helped him to relax. His soul seemingly freed from its current stresses.

“Given how our Emperor lost his Empress to be under my watch, however, it makes sense that they would want to at least put me somewhere else I can be useful.” Harras moved forward to look at his empty cup. “Perhaps I will be sent to the eastern front line again. It would be nice to just let loose, rather than play tag with a bunch of cheaters.”

“Cheaters?” Talia asked with a confused tone. “How so?”

Harras gave a brief rundown of exactly what Ezekiel did to make things difficult for him and Endaria. Not that either one of them cared for the Cultist Exalt, but it was somewhat amusing to hear of her complaints and daily cries of rage and hatred.

“That sounds awful. Hopefully the situation changes once I get there, and I can leave getting destroyed by the Void Hunter to the Cult. It’s not like we have any personal vendetta against him.” Talia let out a quiet laugh at the thought. But the mood turned more somber at her next question. “Has the Emperor decided when he will meet with you?”

Harras scoffed, “Of course not. Some nonsense about having been made aware of my failure, and how the Kindled family had already taken steps to find a replacement. As well as an extra gift, since the failure was partially on them. When in reality, it was entirely their fault, since their damned Ancestor tried to kill me, and sold out his entire family to the cult!”

Sparks filled the air as Harras allowed his anger to flood out of him. Talia watched with concern for her junior and peer but was otherwise unworried. This level of magic might kill an Adept, and injure a Legend, but Myths like them had nothing to fear from this.

“Apologies. I should not be letting my temper get the better of me.” Harrs took a deep breath to calm himself. “Currently, even if the Emperor deigns to speak with me, it will not be until his next address. Apparently, his ‘backers’ have developed something new based on the Com-Slates. Stolen from the Church or the Void Hunter, no doubt. Worse yet, this announcement is being sent out all over the world.”

Talia leaned in with interest in her eyes. “I didn’t hear about this. What do you think the Emperor is going to speak about?”

A haunted look fell over Harras’ face. “I’m not sure, but I know the Cult is involved. I also know that it will involve something that will make more enemies for the Empire. I just don’t have any proof!”

Talia slumped in her seat while Harras threw his arms up into the air.

The room fell into silence as the two contemplated what could be going on. But both of them knew that, even if things were going bad for them in Morathi, things were about to get a lot worse if Harras was correct in his assumptions.
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                Things had been going as planned with the Guild and Alliance families in Morathi. Due to Ezekiel’s advancement, he was more capable of attacking the Kindled families’ bases, giving them almost no ground to stand on. Especially since it was revealed that Harras had been recalled to the Empire after Ezekiel’s success at the Twin Peaks Fortress.

They had actually managed to regain and hold several territories for a long enough time that the Empire’s claims were undone. It took a mixture of maneuvering several altered Artifacts, and aid from the Scholars, a few of which exiles from the Empire, but with Wolken and Ezekiel’s help, they were able to use numerous Artifacts to reshape the landscape enough that the edges of the borders were altered all together, thereby ensuring that the Empire could no longer tell where the territory they controlled was.

Such environmental alterations were an incredibly long and arduous process. They would’ve been impossible to perform if they were suffering attacks from the Empire. Worse, they could’ve just placed down new markers, though that was becoming more difficult for the Empire as well.

The fact that almost all the Empire’s regional marker Artifacts had been used up and destroyed also meant that they wouldn’t be able to re-expand the range that their Exalts could battle in.

As it was, things had been looking up for the Alliance members for a few days now. It was only the fact that Ellen still had yet to regain her awareness of the world that kept Ezekiel from properly celebrating with the others after every successful push.

That, and one other thing that had been bothering him for a while now.

“Hey handsome! What ya thinking about?” Riley skipped over to where Ezekiel was sitting on a bench a little way away from the partying group of Hunters. She had a great big smile on her face.

They had successfully managed to reclaim another area for the Alliance. It indicated that they had managed to push the Kindled forces back to the halfway point between their furthest conquered border, and their original territorial border. The one from before the war.

Seeing his girlfriend coming towards him, he couldn’t help but smirk in amusement, and let his body relax a little bit.

“Nothing much, hot stuff, how about you?” the pair paused for a moment before bursting out into laughter at their out of character greetings.

It was something that Riley had started a few days ago after gossiping with a few of the ladies from the Guilds. Ezekiel knew that she was aware of how little their advice would work on him, but he’d found it amusing to play along.

The phony flirting was also something that took his mind off the current situation with his sisters. Something that he was incredibly grateful for.

Now that their little joke was done, however, Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh as he looked up into the sky. Riley took a seat next to him, while Celia curled up on the ground, and began emitting a small fire from her back. A comfortable warmth during a relatively cool night in the mountains.

“What’s wrong?” Riley leaned into Ezekiel’s side.

“... Something is coming,” he whispered as his eyes lost their focus.

The stars in the sky seemed to shimmer in his vision, and a vast network of strings tying everything together appeared before him. It wasn’t spread out with small openings here and there, like a spider web. Instead, it was more like stretched out cotton balls.

There were several lines that were more prominent than the rest, but all of them stretched outward from him. The rest were the random connections that were tied between all the different beings in the world. The vast majority of which he could not touch.

But of all the strings that he could see, there were two that stood out more than the rest.

Not because they were brighter and more obvious than the rest, but because they were directly connected to him, yet they were frayed to the point of almost being broken.

“... Is it your danger sense acting up again?”

Ezekiel shook his head. His danger sense hadn’t acted up in days. Which was something he felt was just as great a warning as having it blaring in his soul.

Given their current conflict, there was no reason for things to be safe and easy for him right now.

‘It could just be you pessimism kicking in,’ Shine said after checking on his thoughts. ‘You know that, ever since you got Ellen back, you haven’t been nearly as cheerful as before.’

Ezekiel tensed for a moment, before taking a deep breath to calm himself down. He knew that Shine was just trying to get reactions out of him, rather than let him stew in his own bad mood.

Ellen had been a sore spot for him for weeks now. He had been putting in the effort to return to the back lines as often as possible to ensure that she was being taken care of properly.

There had been a lot of shock when he had revealed that he could erase the corruption from the Cult. But there was even more surprise at just how badly it had spread. To the point that the Life and Death Mages that worked on Ellen had to be restrained when they all started questioning Ezekiel on what he had done.

After explaining things, he asked if there was any way to encourage her soul to recover, so as to fill in the gaps that were left behind when the corruption was removed. They informed his that they didn’t know, but that it seemed that she was stable, and slowly regaining spiritual strength. However, it would be weeks, possibly months, before they figured she would even be able to awaken from her coma.

After hearing this, he knew that he needed to finish up here as soon as possible, so that he could take his sisters to the Fjorya before returning to the Archipelago.

“I’ve been paying attention to the different situations in the bases that we’ve been hitting,” Ezekiel explained so as to get his mind off the subject of his sister. “Not only has Endaria seemingly disappeared, but the actual forces that we’ve been facing are minimal. All of them retreat the moment we reveal ourselves. The only reason we haven’t regained more ground at this point is because we’re stuck alternating the landscape to force the maps to be redrawn. Which is the only way to make sure the Empire’s Exalts don’t just come in and massacre all our weaker troops. I just want to know what happened to make them change their stance on taking us... me, out of the fight for good.”

Riley winced at his mention of dying to the Empire’s Exalts, but it was a simple matter of fact that he was a target, and if the Empire decided to take the chance to get rid of him, there would be little he could do if the three Imperial Exalts ambushed him.

At best, he would be able to run away at a severe cost to himself. At worst, the three would combine their [Domains] to suppress his own, and he’d be bound up and executed before he could escape. The world itself would work against him as it bent to his opponents’ [Will], and overpowered his.

“Let’s not worry about that. With the lessened numbers in the Kindled territory, it means that the Shroud and Flurent families will be able to maintain a presence more easily in these territories.” Riley wrapped her arms around Ezekiel and held him tightly. “While it is certainly possible that the Empire will push back harder than ever, it is just as likely that they’ll be busy with other things. Especially since the ocean Spirits have stepped in. Nobody wants to deal with having those beings as their enemy. Not if they have a border on the water, at least. If we keep up like we are, I’m certain that the Empire will capitulate, and sign a treaty preventing the expansion of the Kindled family.”

Ezekiel just sighed and allowed himself to relax into Riley’s embrace. He didn’t know how much longer they would be in this territory. There was also the fact that Riley was right, and his worries regarding the Empire didn’t have any substantial evidence to support them.

He also hoped that she was right, since the Empire giving in and making a treaty was the only reasonable means of keeping them out of the Alliance territories. That, or the Alliance would have to gain an Exalt or two of their own.

Even so, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Worse yet, he knew what it was. He just didn’t want to admit it until now.

“... I’m also worried about my dad...”

Riley tensed up in response to Ezekiel’s words.

“I can’t ask Ellen what happened, and even if she recovers, I don’t think that I will. But there’s been no word about what might’ve happened to him.” He held out his hand, and a flickering strand of light appeared in his grasp. “The only thing I know for certain, is that he’s on his last legs, and currently in the Empire.”

This time Riley didn’t do anything. Ezekiel couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but he figured it was something along the lines of wondering what he would do.

The whole reason he had come here was to save his sister and father, after all.

Yet it seemed more and more like only one of those goals would be achieved.

“Exalt Ezekiel!” a voice called out from the side.

Ezekiel and Riley both turned to the newcomer. A Mage from the Alliance was standing with a hand over his heart in salute while addressing Ezekiel.

“Exalt Wolken has requested your presence. He said that something has arrived... from the Empire.” The man had barely finished speaking when Ezekiel and Riley stood up.

Their faces were set in stone as they made their way through the encampment.

At this point, any message from the Empire, official or otherwise, was a top priority, as it could mean a major change in the war was about to occur.

For Ezekiel, all he could think about was how he hated being right once more.

----------



All around the world, messengers from the Willowbrush Empire came bearing flags of truce, if temporary, so that a specific Artifact could be delivered. For many, it was nothing more than an intricately designed Com-Slate. Though, it was one that imbued several elements beyond that of the Void.

Every single city state in the Archipelago, and every city on the continent, regardless of the nation, received one of these Com-Slates. It was a delivery on a scale that was unheard of in history. Which made it all the more important to the various factions receiving them.

The amount of effort that must’ve gone into creating these new Slates was enough that no one was willing to ignore whatever it was the Empire had to say.

In Quintessa, the Scholars in the Grand Cathedral, built atop the last remaining Void Temple in human hands, sat anxiously as they waited for the moment that the message would be sent. Several more were spread throughout the city at different areas, after determining that there were no offensive enchantments on it, so as to show a message to the other citizens.

In Tarquessa, every city, village, and town were gathered together by the command of the Followers of Light that commanded them. A message from the Empire was being treated like a message from one of the Cult’s Lights. In part, due to the effect it would have on the Cult itself.

In the Fjorya, the messengers were not given guest rights or welcome, and were chased off after passing on the specially made Artifacts and instructions on how to use them. Invera had ordered it to happen, since they needed more news from their enemy before they could make any substantial progress with their efforts to maintain their freedom from both the north and south.

In Morathi, a similar method of treating the messengers was employed. Since it would be in bad taste to be the aggressors under the flag of truce. No matter how much the Empire would’ve deserved to have their messengers killed. Though, none of the citizens, or guest Guild members were happy.

In the Archipelago, the callers and criers from the Empire were watched with scrutiny as they were permitted access to the central gathering points. Though their mana was restricted, Legendary Hunters kept watch to ensure that the upcoming event was kept peaceful.

Although, on one island in particular, while they were nearly ready to kill any Imperial force that approached, they were willing to hear the message, within the confines of the Cathedral.

It was determined that, after the attack all those months ago, displaying a message from the Empire in public would be a bad idea.

A separate Slate was brought to an underground holding cell, where a patient watched while under guard. Mostly to protect herself, in the event she couldn’t handle what was to be shown.

However, as the timer that was displayed on the Slates counted down, all who were watching observed with bated breath. While many were simply curious, due to the strange nature of the new Artifacts, others were wary.

These were the people who instinctively understood that with the changes occurring around the world, the announcement from the Empire would create another massive change. One with consequences that no one could expect.

----------



The whole of the encampment that Ezekiel was a part of waited quietly while the numbers counted down. At this point, there were only a few seconds left, and besides the few that were watching for the sake of patrolling and keeping watch, everyone was locked in on the announcement that was about to be made.

Three...

Two...

One...

At zero, the new Com-Slates around the world lit up, and an image appeared in the air.

Gold in color, a three-dimensional depiction of the Willowbrush emperor appeared in the air, along with the stage that he was standing on.

For several kilometers, this sight could be seen, due to just how huge it was when viewed in an open area. Elsewhere, when displayed inside, it was depicted at the largest possible size that allowed the entirety of the image to be seen.

The Majority of those that saw this were shocked. This was a very advanced application of Radiant magic. Which could usually only create a still depiction of an image, not a moving and talking one like what was being seen right now.

There was also sound, which meant that they were mixing in Tempest magic. Something that the Church had been trying to do for a while now.

Not only that, but those that knew about the Com-Slates’ inner workings would realize that this was live imagery. Not a premade illusion. The things that they were seeing were occurring in real-time.

For Ezekiel, while this was an impressive application of magic, he had already figured out the specifics behind how it worked, and he knew that the Church of Ten would be able to recreate it, without any of the Cult’s hidden booby traps, sometime soon.

“Citizens of Eldramir!” The Emperor smiled widely as he addressed the world. “It is with great pleasure that I announce to you all that the glory of our righteous nation shall continue! For those of you who know your proper loyalties, rejoice! For I, after several years, have found a suitable bride to carry on the Willowbrush lineage!”

A woman that was familiar to Ezekiel stepped out from the side. She approached the emperor and took a knee. It was Meli, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but smirk, even as he clenched his hand in anger at the sight of the woman who helped take his father away.

“Couldn’t have happened to a luckier woman...” he muttered so softly that only Riley, who was right next to him, and Wolken, who was listening with the wind, could hear him.

The corners of their lips flickered upward in amusement, but they focused on the announcement.

“This is Meli Kindled, soon to be Willowbrush! She is an honored daughter of the Kindled family of Morathi! With this announcement of our union, the Empire grows greater, as the Kindled family has declared their lands to be directly a part of our Empire, from this day forward. From now on, the Kindled family, and their territories, will be considered a Royal seat, directly under the purview, and protection, of the Imperial house of Willowbrush!”

Applause could be heard from the projection, echoing from whatever audience was hearing this in person. But for the Guilds and Alliance families, this was basically a death sentence.

“Wolken-”

“I know! We leave tomorrow!”

Ezekiel was cut off before he could speak any further, and the Tempest Exalt’s order was met with a few confused glances, but for those that were politically inclined, it was clear as to why he had given such a command.

“Up until this point, the Kindled family was only allied with the Empire. As such, attacks on their territory were not officially attacks against the Empire proper.” Ezekiel explained to those that were looking his way. “They still needed the Imperial territory markers to let their Exalts take action, since it was confirmation that they were operating in land that their allies controlled...”

At that moment, Ezekiel stopped and thought. If things went the way he was now expecting them to, there was a chance that it wouldn’t even matter if the Empire used their markers or not.

Before Ezekiel could voice his thoughts, however, Wolken took over the explanation, having seen the panicked looks on his Guild member’s faces. “But that was mostly due to the restrictions placed on them, rather than the Empire being in a state of war. Now that the Kindled territories have, as of this moment, become a part of the Empire proper, any attack against those lands, and its inhabitants, will be considered an attack against the Empire as a hole, and the Exalts will be given free rein to retaliate against the aggressor in their own lands.”

Eyes widened as Wolken finished. The applause from the Com-Slate died down, and Ezekiel found himself listening to more, rather than voicing his concerns.

Riley gave him a worried look, but he waved her off.

‘Later,’ he silently mouthed towards her before gesturing to the screen.

“I thank you for the applause, but this announcement is not all I have for you, my current and future citizens! For you see, along with the expansion and growth of our nation, we have also grown in power! In might!” The Emperor threw a fist in the air as he shouted his declaration. “Not one, but two new Exalted Hunters have joined our ranks! One, a Life Hunter, whose battle prowess matches the healing abilities of our own Exalt Talia!”

Applause once more drowned out all other noise.

From a different corner of the stage, Endaria strode forward, taking a place next to the still kneeling Meli. Her smile was thin, and it looked forced as she tried to look proud at the Emperor’s words.

But Ezekiel could tell that she was putting on a show. A bad one at that.

However, the fact that Endaria was now an Exalt of the Empire made his heart clench up. It was looking like his suspicions were even more likely to be true.

“Wolken... how much do you want to bet on this... Puppet Emperor not holding the new Exalts to the same oaths as the old ones?” Even as he said them, Ezekiel could feel the air begin to vibrate as Wolken realized the full implications of the Emperor gaining two new Exalts.

If they weren’t bound by the same oaths and restrictions as the old ones, then the Alliance was doomed. Ezekiel wasn’t a full Hunter. If they came under attack by two full-fledged Mythic Hunters, they wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Indeed! I am as happy as you are, to see our Empire grow stronger!” the Emperor continued before Wolken could say anything. “However, I said there were two new Exalts! So, with great pleasure, allow me to introduce to you a grand gift from the newest Royal house! An Exalt from the Kindled family! A Radiant Expert whose strength knows no bounds!”

All who heard this new Exalt’s introduction could tell that there was an incredible amount of bias towards whoever this was supposed to be. The difference in behavior that the Emperor was displaying to a Radiant Exalt compared to Life Exalt was staggering.

Of course, all the higher ups around the world understood it was the Cult’s doing. Their backing was now more obvious than ever.

For Ezekiel, he had a feeling he knew who the new Exalt was. Something he decided to voice for the rest of the Guilds, so they could begin making preparations. “I guess they figured out how to grant a fallen Mythic a new Spirit. This must be what the Kindled Ancestor traded for-”

“Warren Kindled!”

Everyone who knew the significance of that name turned to Ezekiel, even as another figure stepped out to the center of the stage. His face was older, with stress lines and scarring, but there was a noticeable resemblance to Ezekiel.

It didn’t take long for the rest of the group, those that didn’t know that name, to turn toward Ezekiel with wide eyes and open mouths. Their shock was painted on their faces. Yet nothing was said.

The moment the Emperor spoke the name of their new Radiant Exalt, the world around the Guild and Alliance’s base seemed to freeze. After the words were processed, the world fell silent.

It took several seconds for Ezekiel to reaize what he was seeing and hearing.

Then, everyone in the camp was brought to their knees. The power of the Void pressed down on all of them, and the air was sucked out of their lungs as the world slowly turned into a vacuum.

With eyes glowing with an ever changing starlight, Ezekiel’s entire being was lit up as his mana didn’t just effect his Element and the environment. It became a tangible light that filled the world.

“That fu-!”

Before he could finish, a fist covered in solid air and pushed by a whirling cyclone impacted into Ezekiel’s jaw. With his mouth wide open to scream at the image before him, it was a weak point he couldn’t cover. He found himself thrown through the air, impacting harshly on a mountain, bursting through it and rolling to a stop on the other side.

Even with his mana passively reinforcing his body, Ezekiel’s head snapped to the side. He felt the pain of his jaw dislocating, his body flying through a small mountain, and his mana falling to more manageable levels as the world went dark, and he passed out.

----------



Back at the camp, Wolken cradled his arm as he waited for the hundreds of Hunters around him to recover themselves. He ignored the rumble that spread through the ground, and passively kept the stone and dust from the collapsing mountain from affecting their base.

However, his focus was mainly on the health and safety of his followers. The moment he saw a Life Hunter climb back to his feet, he immediately started barking orders.

“Life Hunters! Death Hunters! Check over everyone who’s unconscious, and make sure that they can still wake up! Everyone else, gather yourselves and help the Life and Death Hunters with anything they need!” Wolken’s orders were received with a muffled ‘Yes Sir,’ as the Hunters tried to recover.

“We need a healer over here as well!” Riley called out from where she had been standing next to Ezekiel. She had made her way over to Wolken and was one of the least affected by Ezekiel’s outburst. Both because she was among the strongest Hunters here, and because she was used to Ezekiel’s magic.

Upon hearing her words, one of the Life Hunters stumbled over. Riley pulled a simple recovery elixir out of her Void Pouch, which the healer downed in seconds. He took a few deep breaths but seemed to have recovered a moment later.

“Arm. Now.” His no nonsense tone was likely the only thing that kept Wolken from refusing.

“I’m surprised that you’re not going for my head right now.” For a moment, it appeared as though he was addressing Riley. But then they looked at where Wolken was staring.

An opalescent sword, halfway unsheathed, was hovering in the air. Beside it was a humanoid figure with few discernible features. But from their posture and the direction they were facing, it was clear that they were observing Wolken with an intense focus.

“Shine...” Riley moved toward the Void Spirit, but they shook their head.

“It’s... not fine, but I know that Ezekiel isn’t dead, just really injured. While I do not like what you had to do, I understand it. If Ezekiel’s mana was permitted to truly run rampant, those below the Legendary Tier could’ve died. Their souls crushed under the might of a true Mythical being.” Shine’s tone was flat and sent shivers down the spines of anyone who heard them speak. “I also know that, even with a fractured hand and arm, you could destroy me with ease. So, if you’ll excuse me, I need to recover my partner from the other side of that mountain.”

With a flicker of mana, they disappeared from the area. Riley moved to follow, but the noise from the still playing Slate Artifact drew her attention, and the attention of the other Hunters that were on their feet.

“I am pleased to see that you, my subjects, do not begrudge these Exalts for their origins. It is hard for those outside the Empire to reach such great heights, after all.” The Emperor’s visage smiled as he insulted every other nation in the world. “However, I am afraid that I have bad news, to go with the good. For it appears that our grand Empire now finds itself at war!”

Across the world, those that were watching tensed in preparation. Though there was one island that was currently dealing with a shadowy outbreak in the basement of their Cathedral.

Yet, the target of the Empire’s war surprised them all.

“According to our illustrious investigators, and the Hunters who have sworn their allegiance to the Empire, rather than that rabble of foreign bandits clans known as the Guilds,” every Guild Hunter that heard this clenched their jaw at these words, but continued to listen, “we have discovered a daunting piece of information. The Cruor have increased their numbers. Now that every Brood has a Lord of their own once more, they have consolidated their forces, and an all-out attack is imminent.”

The clenched jaws of the angry Guild members around the world went slack at what they had heard. An all-out war with the Cruor was unthinkable. It hadn’t happened since the Age of Despair, and certainly not since the existence of Mythical Hunters was revealed.

Though, the fact that the Cruor had nine Broodlords once more was a bad sign for all of them.

It was such a bold claim that none of the higher ups in any of the national factions dared to doubt the Emperor’s words. The fact that there was already proof of the presence of Cruor in Morathi, and the Rot’s attacks on the Archipelago’s islands, was more than enough to make those with eyes see the possibilities.

So many had died during the first Age of despair, that humanity’s numbers hadn’t reached half of what they once were. The Desolate Lands had only mostly been pushed back, and barely a third of the Archipelago even had a human presence on it at this time. At its peak, it was believed that over eighty percent of the islands at least had a human presence, if not control.

For another total war to occur at this time would mean a massive loss of life. Especially since the Cruor had only grown more dangerous as time passed. All while humanity was more divided than ever.

“Worry not, my dear subjects! For, while there is evidence that the Cruor has grown stronger, so too have we grown, in both power and ingenuity!” Several racks of Artifacts were rolled onto the stage behind the Emperor. “New developments within our new faith, the Followers of Radiance, have brought about changes; weaponry and defense mechanisms, that will greatly aid in destroying the Cruor, and removing all trace of their existence from the Empire!”

A deafening applause reverberated through the area as the ones watching in person cheered for the Emperor. His smile seemed almost manic at this point, and he threw his arms outward with a final declaration.

“With this in mind, I am also announcing the creation of the Army of Light! With our new land in what was once Morathi, and our allies to the south, in Tarquessa, we welcome all who seek to destroy the Cruor, and free this world from their blight! Let the Great Radiant Crusade begin!”

The applause continued for a little longer, before the projection on the Artifact cut out, and the Artifact itself cracked in half as the enchantments destroyed it from the inside out.

But as the world fell into a natural silence, with only the sound of the wilderness and the wind to be heard, no one knew what to think. All around the world, those that had seen the announcement from the Empire stood or sat in shock at what had been said. Some more than others, but it was felt all around all the same.

The world was officially entering a new Age once more, and not a single person outside the Empire was happy about it.
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                The first thing Ezekiel noticed when he woke up was a pain that spread through the entire right side of his face. A few seconds later, he realized that he could feel the road moving beneath him. Finally, he noticed that he was fully bound in mana restraining manacles.

It took him several seconds of confusion and wonder to figure out what had happened, and why he was shackled to the inside of a wagon that was in the midst of travel. Then he heard Shine’s voice echoing in his mind.

‘You’re awake! Good. It’s been a couple of days, and the healers were beginning to worry as to whether or not you’d need more healing, or if they had left you well enough to recover on your own.’ Shine’s words confused him even more, but a sudden flare up from the bruises and broken jaw kept him from moving. ‘I wouldn’t do that right now. Wolken told the healers to leave you injured enough to not cause any problems when you woke up.’

Ezekiel didn’t bother moving. He just focused on listening to Shine. As well as trying to remember what hit him, and why.

‘I objected, as did Riley and Wendy, the latter of whom joined us after we retreated to Alliance territory, but given you nearly killed several of the supporters from our side in your outburst, we ended up being outvoted. That’s also why you’re currently restrained.’ Shine sent a sense of apology and regret through their bond. ‘Although, no one mentioned that mana restraints don’t work on you. Wolken might be suspicious, but nobody else seemed to realize the connection between the Void magic in the shackles and the Void magic in you. But he’s the one who did this, so screw him.’

Ezekiel’s eyes snapped open, but he still didn’t move. Instead, he ignored the pain in his face, and simply fumed as the memory of what had happened before he got knocked out flowed through his mind. For several seconds, he remained still, barely even breathing as he tried to suppress his emotion.

‘Nope! Can’t do it!’ he mentally screamed before pulsing his mana and [Jumping] as high into the sky as he could go.

Then he [Jumped] again, and again, and again. Until he reached the invisible boundary that marked the barrier that the Ancient Void had placed around the world.

He was so high up that the atmosphere was nearly nonexistent. Had any other Mythic reached this height they would be burning mana at such speeds that they would run out in minutes. Simply from how much they would have to expend to not have their body ripped apart.

For Ezekiel, there was a large amount of strain, and his injuries flared up even more, but he held on, and would be able to last for quite a bit longer, even without his mana to reinforce him.

It was only moments after he reached the peak of his ascent, with Shine still attached to his hip, that he let out an enraged cry that lit up the sky. Space seemed to shake and warp, while opalescent light filled the sky like a small star, while also absorbing the light around him like a black hole.

From the ground, it looked like rings of black and white with flickers of color throughout had taken form in the sky. The pressure that Ezekiel released was enough to stop Shine from saying anything as their soul seemed to become petrified under the immense strain. Yet no harm was done. Their bond with Ezekiel protected them as his mana flowed into the Void Spirit to support them.

However, had there been any Adepts or lower within Ezekiel’s [Domain] their souls might’ve crumbled within a couple of seconds, unless their souls were stronger than their Tier, like Ezekiel’s and a few others had been in the past.

This went on for several minutes, with Ezekiel shrieking and yelling and crying.

He could not remember the last time he had felt such despair. The image of his father being presented as one of the Empire’s new Exalts, on behalf of the Kindled family and the Cult, could only mean one thing.

His father had been [Blessed]. Warren was living on borrowed time now, and it was almost certain that the next time they met, he would try to kill Ezekiel with everything he had. All care and love for his son would be gone. The only thing that remained would be a zealous loyalty to the Radiant Lord.

Given Warren’s new power, and the strength of the corruption that would be inside a Mythical being, Ezekiel wasn’t certain that he’d be able to purge it from his father’s soul, or if there was even enough of his soul left to survive such a purge.

“It’s not fair! Time after time after time!” Ezekiel cried as he stopped moving. His tears froze from the temperature. The pressure and warping of time and space ceased as he floated aimlessly with Shine’s support. “All this effort, all this progress, but it seems like the world just isn’t willing to let me have a win without even more loss!”

He let out a pained chuckle as he thought about it. Now that he was getting closer than ever to the level of the Ancient Spirits, he was fully aware of the chains that bound him. The contract he had made with the world, and the consequences of breaking it.

“You owe me for this!” he shouted at nothing, but directed his attention and soul toward the contract that bound him. “This is far beyond anything you’ve given me! When I reach your level, when I save your world, you will give me answers! You will pay me back and ensure that this never happens to my family again!”

Upon finishing his declaration, a pulse of energy rippled through the barrier left behind by the Ancient Void. As if the long-gone Ancient Spirit had heard him.

If they had, then it seemed like they were not pleased.

A bolt of Lightning flashed out of nowhere, but Ezekiel didn’t flinch. Even as it flew past his slowly healing face and flew into the distance. He knew that no one was near him and had felt the buildup of energy from within the boundary that surrounded the world. It was a warning shot, to make sure he knew his place in the pecking order.

“Once I reach Tier six, we will speak again. At that time, it will be a proper conversation.” He turned away from the endless expanse of stars that shone in the distance void beyond the sky. Mentally nudging Shine to stop holding them up, he allowed himself and Shine to fall toward the ground.

They fell for several minutes, only using mana to ensure they fell toward the same place they had left. A figure donned in gray Spirit Armor with winged snake motifs awaited him. His arms were crossed, and he tapped his foot in the air. A solid platform of gas had formed beneath him.

No words were exchanged as Ezekiel, eyes now dry from the tears he had shed, slowed his descent and joined his fellow Exalt in returning to their convoy.

Questions and answers could wait for now. It wasn’t until later in the evening that he learned of the rest of the Emperor’s announcement. From Riley and Wendy, after they finished fussing about his condition, and confirmed that Ellen’s health had not changed.

Hearing the news, all he did was stay quiet. Silently contemplating just what he was going to do next.

----------



It took a few days for Ezekiel and the convoy he was a part of returned to the Shroud family’s headquarters. The mood was solemn, and it was unlikely that anything would be able to lift the various Hunter’s spirits.

While they had achieved a great victory in pushing back the Kindled family’s forces, the ultimate change in the official boundaries meant that the Alliance ultimately lost ground that would not be recovered anytime soon.

Not so long as a state of war against the Cruor was in place. There were too many concerns to be addressed for them to fight with the Empire at this time.

“Exalts,” a messenger stood and approached Ezekiel and Wolken, who were once more leading the Guild forces from the front, “the Ancestor and family elders would like to speak with you. A runner has already gone to alert out family members who were a part of your forces.”

Ezekiel, who was leaning back in his seat atop his carriage glanced at the messenger before turning to Riley, who was seated next to him. “Keep an eye on the girls for me. If anyone tries to take them, kill everybody.”

The solemn tone of his words could be felt by everyone who heard him.

He had essentially declared that he would wipe out the Shroud family if they dared to repeat their previous behavior toward his family.

A few people likely thought that he was joking, but Wolken’s eyes narrowed. He was one of the few that knew that Ezekiel was dead serious.

For her part, Riley also knew he wasn’t joking, and simply nodded in understanding.

Given what they had been through, and what the Empire had declared, the time for playing nice was over. The world was already divided. If others were going to act against them, then they would not be allowed to exist.

Stepping off his carriage, Ezekiel joined Wolken, who was already moving ahead.

They were both brought to a central meeting chamber within the Shroud family compound, and it wasn’t long before they met with each of the higher ups among the Shroud family. This included Thadeus and Samuel, who had met up with Ezekiel and Wolken on the way here.

Without being prompted, both Exalts took a seat, their Spirits moved to sit comfortably in an easily accessible spot, while also acting in a threatening manner to set the mood in their partners’ favor.

“I thank you for being willing to speak with us in our home, even after what happened the last time you were here.” The apparent leader of the Shroud family stood and bowed toward Ezekiel and Wolken.

Merlin Shroud, the Ancestor of the Shroud family, usually wouldn’t have submitted in such a manner. Something that Ezekiel knew from his talks with Wolken regarding what was likely to happen when they returned.

“I can kill you all, so I’m not worried.” Ezekiel decided to be blunt, and let the others know his opinion of the current events.

The elders all swallowed nervously but didn’t reel back just yet. Instead, they looked at Wolken with trembling eyes. But the Tempest Exalt stayed silent.

“... Regardless, we have a favor to ask of you. Nothing that would keep you here. We know that you will be moving to your respective battlefronts with the Cruor.” Merlin took a folder out of his Void pouch and slid it over to the Exalts. “Instead, we would like you to take a large number of our family members with you. Along with several Flurent family groups, and members of our allied families as well.”

The folder was a breakdown of all the members of the various Alliance families that they were asking Ezekiel and Wolken to take with them. The list wasn’t small, but it also explained that there would be additional ships provided by the Alliance in order to aid in this evacuation.

“... This is quite a smart move. But who will go where?” Wolken leaned forward with his hands clasped together as he stared down at Merlind. “My fellow Exalt will be going to the Archipelago, which is dealing with its own issues at this time. While I will be returning to Quintessa, to take up my duties as one of the Prime Guild’s Leaders once more.”

Ezekiel said nothing as he looked through the folder. He recognized a few of the names that were listed. From what he could tell, it was likely that they would do well in the Archipelago. He actually knew of several islands that were slated for development but lacked the manpower to do so.

“I am assuming that this is being done as a precaution, so as to keep your family lines going if the Empire decides to attack in force, rather than keep the Desolate Lands from expanding.” Ezekiel didn’t look up when he finally spoke. “A smart plan, but you are assuming that your and the others’ families will be able to retain their autonomy. It takes a lot of resources to establish an organization. Even a familial one. I can’t say that either of our factions are going to agree to support you. The Archipelago especially, since it’s so disconnected between islands.”

‘For now, at least,’ Shine finally chimed in, with plans for teleportation arrays that would connect islands together flowing between their and Ezekiel’s mind. ‘Once we get back, besides taking the time to fight, we need to take the time to consolidate our assets and power. Along with reinforcing our protections and methods of staying independent of the Empire.’

Ezekiel mentally nodded in agreement. Given the lack of support that many islands faced, there was no way that things could remain as they were if they wanted to stand a chance against the Cruor. Not with how divided the world currently was.

“I will also not be accompanying them on the initial journey, if this comes to pass. There’s something I need to do before returning to the Archipelago. Now that we’ve more or less returned safely, I actually intend to set out as soon as possible.” Ezekiel’s thoughts went to the Fjorya, where the only method he knew of that could repair his sister’s soul was waiting for him. “If this is going to happen, they will need to make their way to Sanafalls, where I will send a letter explaining what’s happening. It’s not the best situation, but it’s the best you’re going to get.”

The Shroud family members looked displeased, but Ezekiel could tell that they weren’t willing to argue with him when he had agreed to help them. Regardless of the difficulties that they would have to face.

“Even so,” Merlin replied, “we would still ask that you provide what you can for our families. If you do, you will find no lack of allies when the Empire pushes south once more.”

The certainty in the Shroud Ancestor’s voice sent a chill down Ezekiel’s spine. There could be no doubt in his mind that the Empire would indeed try to fight the Archipelago once more. If only to get to him on behalf of the Cult.

“I’ll be taking steps to make sure it doesn’t come to that. But I suppose you are right. Allies are always good to have.” Ezekiel closed the folder and placed it on the table in front of him. “I’m willing to take in the Shroud family and their allied families. There is a small chain of islands that currently has no settlements on them. So long as at least some of them are willing to fight the Cruor, I can probably get the Church to agree to send enough supplies for a year. At least while they set up their own infrastructure.”

The looks of relief on the Shroud elder’s faces almost made him feel bad for what he was about to say next.

“However,” the others looked worried now, “my family will be granted open access to all the records, techniques, and spells that your family will bring with us.”

Several elder’s scrunched up their faces in outrage, but Merlind remained calm. “I assume that when you ask for access, you do not intend to make copies?”

Ezekiel shook his head, “No. There’s no point in that.”

While the elders calmed down, Wolken sighed and spoke up as well.

“Seeing as my fellow Guild Leader had spoken of his support, I will provide my own as well. I will take in the Flurent family and their supporting allies. It will likely be easier to have them settled somewhere in Quintessa than it would the Archipelago, but there’s simply not enough space, or order, within either of our nations to properly support all of you.”

Hearing Wolken’s title for him, Ezekiel gave the older Exalt a look out of the side of his eye but didn’t speak out. If he could get the resources of the Prime Guild, then it would be worth the increased responsibilities. At least for now.

“Then we are in agreement. Shall we sign the contracts and get this migration started?” Merlin clapped his hands together, and several contracts were brought out.

Representatives of the other families would sign their own once the Guilds reached the coast once more, but for now, this would do.

Of course, the contracts weren’t ready to go right away. The finer details had to be hammered out, and Ezekiel found himself verbally wrestling with Wolken and the Shroud family for a few more hours before finally leaving.

‘That was more exhausting than fighting that crazy plant bitch from the Cult!’ Shine complained in the back of Ezekiel’s head.

He did not reply, and merely made his way to the place where the Guilds were resting for the night. The moment he saw Riley in their tent, he fell onto his bed roll to go to sleep.

He’d deal with the rest and tell her what had happened in the morning. With everything that had been going on recently, he just wanted to get as much sleep as possible.

----------



Further to the south, on the island of Sanafalls, several Radiant Legendary and Obscure Mages and Hunters gathered together outside of a holding cell within the Cathedral’s most secure vault.

The protective enchantments were broken, and healers of the Life and Death elements were garbed in the most powerful defensive armors that the Church could provide.

All told, there were over a dozen members of the Church and Guild members standing guard and working on a patient as she rested in silence. A small black cat lurked in the shadows that flickered on the walls, unwilling to leave her partner’s side.

“How is she?” Scarlett asked as she approached from the stairs that led up into the Cathedral proper. “I’m assuming that she’s calmed down, what with the fact that the shadows aren’t trying to kill everybody. Unless you’re holding her back?”

She focused on the Obscure Mages that were standing around. They nodded toward her, and some of the tension in her body was released.

“Currently she is unconscious, but she was awake a few minutes ago. Her mood has stabilized, but it’s obvious that she’s still emotionally distraught at the announcement.” A woman in green stepped out of the cell before anyone else could speak. “As it is, I think we can move her to the new cell. That way, the enchantments will be able to support her, and we won’t need to keep watch in full.”

Across from Evelyn’s current cell, and two units over, another vault had been converted to have the altered enchantments that were used to protect and contain their current ward.

“Good. Given the changes that have been happening, being able to put our people back to work elsewhere will be a boon. We’ve gotten word from our friends in Quintessa. It seems like the war truly had begun, and it will only be a matter of time before the Cruor push further in the Archipelago as well.” Scarlet’s face was settled into a grim frown as she addressed the guards that were standing around. “Apparently, a truce has been called, with agreements to maintain the current boundary lines in Morathi. Though, how likely those lines will be kept is unknown. All we can confirm is that the five Imperial Exalts are currently stationed at the border of the Desolate Lands in the Willowbrush Empire.”

Left unsaid was that the current agreements did not cover the actions of the two newest Exalts.

It hadn’t been confirmed, but the original three Exalts had given notice to the world pertaining to their restrictions. No such word had been given regarding Endaria and Warren. So, the various factions around the world had determined that it was likely that they had no limitations regarding their actions.

“Does that mean that Ezekiel will be returning to us, or going to fight in Quintessa?” It was one of the Radiant guards that asked this. “Right now, Quintessa has two guaranteed Exalts that will fight for them, but we don’t have any, and the ocean Rulers aren’t truly allied to the various islands.”

Given the relative lack of seaworthy Cruor, it was possible to maintain a human presence in the Archipelago, even during the worst of the Age of Despair. But it was apparent that the Cruor were no longer acting purely as individual Broods.

The fact that the Rot had teamed up with the Deep to deliver spores to all the islands closest to the Desolate Seas was proof of this. Such cooperation was unheard of in the past.

“... There is the Death Exalt, and the ocean’s Flame Ruler would likely be willing to at least provide some aid. So long as it didn’t involve crossing territories with the Glacial Rulers.” Scarlet muttered but refused to meet the eyes of any of the Legends around her.

“Getting their aid would require getting into contact with them, which will be hard enough on its own. The Death Exalt only communicates with letters and rebuffs the physical presence of anyone who approaches his island,” a new voice called out. “One that none of us have the ability to do. So, we will be requesting aid from the Void Exalt when he returns. We have his mother here, after all.”

Clad in violet Grand Scholar robes, Linette stepped into view as the guards all saluted her.

While they were all technically of the same Tier, seniority had its place, and Linette was the senior most Scholar in Sanafalls.

“Relax... That was not a threat,” she addressed the shadows that began to waver outside of Evelyn’s cell. “I’m simply staging facts. His mother is here, so he won’t be going anywhere else without at least checking in. He also has to drop off his sisters. I know he already hated having to bring his sister, but had little choice, if he didn’t want to break the poor girl’s heart.”

Reya slunk back into Evelyn’s room. It appeared that they were ready to move the recovering Obscure Hunter. The Obscure Spirit leapt onto the bed as it was pulled out.

“It’s truly a shame that her condition isn’t recovering any further. I thought that the healers had predicted she would’ve been able to leave her cell a while ago.” Linette turned to Scarlet as the healers put Evelyn into her new room.

“Soul mutations have little records. It doesn’t surprise me that something unexpected happened.” Scarlet and Linette began walking toward the exit. The healers, once they were finished, activated the alarm enchantments, and the majority of the guards moved to leave as well.

“Hopefully she is calm enough to at least go on walks again when she wakes up. The Void Exalt would probably like that, would he not?” The Elder Scholar’s question wasn’t answered.

Everyone knew that Sanafalls’ favor in Ezekiel’s eyes was dependent on how well they could take care of his family. Only by proving that they were safe would they be able to keep him around.

----------



All around the world, different people reacted in different ways to the announcement from the Willowbrush Emperor. Some denied the possibility that the Emperor could be that insane, and others solemnly accepted his words as facts.

Regardless, every nation prepared for the state of war that the world was now embroiled in.

For Quintessa, it was a simple matter to push the majority of their forces to the Desolate border, while still maintaining an oceanic force that would protect their ships and coastal regions.

In Tarquessa, much like Morathi, the defenses they had were mostly tied to their coasts, though they were in a far more perilous position due to their proximity to the Desolate Lands. The Desolate Sea in particular was something they would need to watch out for.

The preparations in Morathi had already been made, with their forces split to act as support for the Archipelago, and to defend against the Empire if they decided to attack once more.

Islands in the Archipelago were already under siege by Deep and Rot Cruor combined, but preparations were made in case any of the other Broods took part as well.

It was only the Fjorya that was stuck with their preparations. Due to their position between two hostile nations, they could only do what little they could to muster defenses with the help of the Church along the small coastal areas they had.

They made the decision to ensure that all contact on land between the Empire and Tarquessa was cut, however, since they knew they couldn’t trust either nation, due to the fact that they refused to sweat oaths of ceasefire for the duration of the war with the Cruor.

When the attack by the Cruor finally occurred, it was a strike that no one was expecting.

All at once, all over the world, it was not the armies of Cruor that had struck first.

Instead, it was the Broodlords that attacked. Directly in the heart of the regions where there were no Exalts to defend. With them, they brought massive bone-like structures that were hurled into the earth.

They burst upon impact, and within hours of the opening offensive, the Desolate Land had expanded its borders by hundreds of kilometers in all directions. An Ichor mist filled the areas, consuming the mana all around.

This shocked everyone, and the combined focus of the Broodlords fighting as one meant that the relatively lower number of Exalts were forced to retreat. All the while, towns and cities that thought they were safe, being a fair distance away from the Desolate borders originally, were devoured when the armies of the Cruor finally moved in.

Regardless of the preparations, regardless of the warnings, the opening strike was won by the Cruor, and humanity found itself on the back foot as they tried to recover.

As this was happening, two Exalts were not at the front lines.

One was moving as fast as he could to reach his home, with additional forces in tow, while the other was headed to a snowy mountain region with his family. All in the hopes of curing his sister.

            

    
        CH 257 (Book 6 Ch 32): Complications

    
    
    
    
                The final days in Morathi were a rapid-fire series of discussions and preparations for the ships that would be setting out for the Archipelago and Quintessa. The former would be heading south and staying in the island chains. While the Quintessa group would be headed straight west, across the open ocean that wrapped around the other half of the world.

A tribute had been provided and prepared so that they could receive the aid of the Glacial Ocean Spirits whose territories they would be passing through.

It was costly, but it would get them back faster than circumventing the territories and hopping from island to island in the Archipelago.

For Ezekiel, he didn’t have to worry too much once everything was prepared. He organized who would be leading, and after the ships left, he gathered alongside Riley, Wendy, and Ellen. He and his family would be heading east, flying non-stop for the most part, while they headed to Fjorya to speak with the Invera and the Feathered Peaks tribe.

“Are we ready?” Ezekiel asked his group. He received confirmation from everyone. “Alright then, let’s get going. I want to be there before the end of the week if possible.”

Along with his family were three Scholars. George, Fiana, and Marc. The former two, having broken through to the Legendary Tier as Mages, were an incredible boon, even if they didn’t have Spirits that could provide additional support.

The all climbed atop Celia’s back, and Ezekiel spread out his [Domain] to encompass the whole group. A moment later, they disappeared in an instant. No trace was left behind.

----------



Several figures were gathered around a pool of murky iridescent liquid. They took on different shapes but were otherwise made of the same substance as what was in the pool between them.

“This is not good news,” the voice of the figure with claws and fangs said after a moment of silence. “It seems like we’ll need to attack early. Too much preparation will ensure that only opening shots will fail to meet their mark. Even with the new weapons that have finally finished growing.”

The fanged Broodlord’s command was met with approval all around. But one of them couldn’t contain their curiosity regarding how things had changed.

“Where is the leak, if I might ask?” Derrick, the Winged Broodlord, asked after the changes in their plan were made. “Up until recently, everything was going according to plan, but now we’re being forced to attack early because the Empire found out. How did this happen?”

Though it was considered rude for one of the newest Broodlords to speak up against one of the originals, his question was legitimate, even in the Fanged Lord’s eyes.

“It seems like the Herald of the Void’s existence revealed the existence of our dear Kereena’s agents in Morathi. Although it was to be expected, they apparently raised enough of a fuss with the Empire’s Exalt that it warranted some digging. Their allies, the Cult of Light, had skilled enough agents on the border that, when prompted, were able to find evidence of our increased activities. Other than that, we haven’t been able to find out anything else. Unless there’s been an update?” The Fanged Lord turned to the amorphous figure in not to him, along with the rest a moment after.

The amorphous blob shifted to something vaguely resembling a face before turning from side to side. It hadn’t seen or heard anything yet.

“The Herald of the Void...” Derrick’s voice was like a scratchy growl as he thought of the man he had failed to kill several years ago. “Please let me kill him! He is still weak! I can take him out properly now! He won’t always have the protection of an Exalt! I can--”

“He’s Ascended.” Kereena cut Derrick off before he could descend into begging for permission. All the others looked at her in confusion. “One of the last things I managed to get from my agents in Morathi, before the Cult and Kindled forces wiped them out, was that he had broken through to Tier five. Not his Spirit, him. Meaning that he is not limited by his physique like all other Exalts.”

Her words caused all the other Broodlords to stop and think. They knew that the only advantage they had over the massive amounts of mana that a Hunter-Spirit team had was the fact that they didn’t have to reinforce their bodies to be granted greater combat power.

For Tier five Hunters, the full extent of the spells they could bring to bear were always dependent on how much force their bodies could withstand. It was why they often went for bigger and flashier spells that didn’t affect their own bodies that much.

“If that is true, then it is possible that his body could match any one of ours. At least in our humanoid forms. I doubt he could match Primal forms. The size difference alone grants us greater power.” The towering figure of the Bone Broodlord spoke with a deep rumbling tenor that shook the pool of Ichor in front of him. “Though I hate to say it, perhaps Derrick is right. We should remove the Herald before his Spirit can rise to his level, and he has the chance to rise to a higher Step.”

The Fanged Broodlord paused to think. The younger Broodlords nodded in agreement with the Bone Lord’s, but the Wyrm, Swarm, and Chaos Broodlords were more apprehensive.

“... Do we know where he is headed? If he is going to the Archipelago, then we might be able to cut him off. Derrick can fly over, and Christopher can provide aid.” The Fanged Lord’s words were met with excitement and a shake of the head.

“I’m sorry, Lord Rafael, but while the two Glacial ocean Spirits have moved away from the borders, it would be too obvious a move on my part. Especially if I am to finish preparing the Spines for coastal deployment.” Derrick’s joy was pushed down at the Deep Broodlord’s explanation.

“That’s fine. Apparently, it is not the Archipelago that he is headed for.” Kereena spoke again. “I can’t be certain, but it seems like his sister’s soul was damaged, even more so than when you dipped him in the Primordial Ichor. That means that he’s likely headed to wherever it was that his soul was healed.”

“The Fjorya,” Derrick growled out the word like it was a curse.

Out of all the territories that they were planning to attack, the Fjorya wasn’t a dedicated target. With the spread of the Desolate Lands, and the Ichor mists, the Fjorya would be at least partially covered no matter what.

“I’m literally the only one that can make it there in time to fight him. Please! Without an Exalted Spirit, he won’t be my match.” Derrick was desperate to get permission to face off against Ezekiel.

Rafael scratched his chin with one of his massive claws. Before he could answer, a cacophony of whispers echoed from the Chaos Broodlord. The others all winced at whatever it was that the Chaos Lord had said to them, but it seemed like a decision was made, as Rafael seemed to slump over in resignation.

“... If you’re certain. We will enact the plan to spread the Desolate Lands first. It will still take at least a couple of weeks for the Herald to reach Fjorya from Morathi. By then, our territory will actually cover some of the mountains. The rest of us will be too far away to assist you, so you will need to be careful. There’s at least two Mythics you’ll need to be wary of, after all.”

Derrick nodded, “I understand. There’s the Herald, the Lightning bird, and the possibility of one more Mythic Spirit. But there’s no evidence that the hidden Mythic of the Fjorya actually exists.”

Rumors and hearsay once told of a Mythical Spirit that resided deep beneath the Fjorya, but no proof of that had ever appeared. Though, given the current state of war, it would be good for them to see if the rumors were true or not.

“So long as you are careful. You are not allowed to die out there. I don’t think I need to tell you what will happen to your soul if you perish against the Herald.” Rafael’s words brought shivers to all the Broodlords. Their masters’ had explained to them quite clearly what would happen to them if they died before a certain portion of their plans were achieved.

Derrick simply nodded his head once more. This time he was too terrified to speak, but not willing to back down. He resolved to run, even if it meant he couldn’t kill the Herald, but only if it looked like he was going to lose.

“With that said, I think it is time we adjourn this meeting. We need to finish our preparations and begin our assault in a few days.” The Lords all nodded, and one by one they disappeared. The Ichor that held their form collapsed and splashed back into the pool.

All but the oldest of them. Four figures remained. The Fanged, Wyrm, Swarm, and Chaos Lords stayed to speak with each other a little more.

“... Are you sure that this plan will work?” the hissing voice of the Wyrm Lord was a whisper on the wind. “Far be it from me to question the [Will] of the Broods, but this seems like an incredibly risky endeavor. The Cult seeks our annihilation. I fail to see why any word from them should be trusted.”

“It should not be. But to use one’s enemies to wipe out other enemies is never a bad idea,” the buzzing voice of the Swarm Lord filled the area, but no one else was there to hear her.

The blob form of the Chaos Lord shook, and silent words and thoughts were conveyed to its fellow Lords. After a moment of thought, they all sighed as one.

“Tryskan, Jillian.” Rafael, the Fanged Lord, and second in command of the Broodlords, addressed his oldest companions. “There is no longer any room for error. This will be it. The Broods have said as much, through Drake, and through our dreams.”

The Wyrm and Swarm Lords remained silent for a moment.

“Understood,” Tryskan mumbled before he disappeared. His serpentine form falling into the pool like the others before him.

“... Don’t die...” Jillian reached out to Rafael for a moment before pulling back. Her form also fell into the pool.

“Drake,” Rafael was still facing where Jillian had been just a moment before, “you are my oldest friend, and the man who led us to greatness. As terrible as our fates may be, it is better than the dregs of society that we once were.”

Fang met Chaos as Rafael turned to the man who had led him and several others through the Desolate Lands several centuries ago.

“But if this is just some convoluted scheme to bring yourself to a new height at our expense, I will kill you myself. I will rip you apart as many times as is needed, to ensure that you can never reform. Never take shape. Never think or feel, anything else, ever again.”

With those parting words, Rafael’s form fell into the pool in front of him.

Now, only Drake Cross, the Chaos Broodlord, remained. It took a few seconds, but the silently brooding Lord finally reacted to the Fanged Lord’s words. But it was not a fearful or angry response.

Instead, his shapeless figure shook from where it stretched out from the pool.

It was like he was silently laughing.

----------



For the most part, the time it took to travel from Morathi to the Fjorya was filled with no issues. With no targets to hit, and enemies to face, Ezekiel was able to simply [Jump] as many times as necessary to get them as far as possible. After the first day, Riley realized that she could pitch in to speed up the travel, by having Celia carry them while Ezekiel rested up before having them [Jump] again.

“It looks like we’re finally getting close,” Ezekiel said as they set up camp for the night.

In the distance, the Fjorya could be seen stretching into the sky. The vast mountain range was spread across the horizon, and though it was faint, lights from a city were just barely visible.

‘We should finish setting up the formation. We wouldn’t want any Imperial patrols finding us.’ Shine mentally nudged Ezekiel forward to finish the task that they were working on.

‘Right.’ Ezekiel stepped forward, dragging Shine through the ground to carve out several Runic enchantments into the ground. After a few minutes, they were activated, and the area within seemed to disappear. ‘I think this will be good enough for the night. Unless you think another layer would be a good idea?’

Shine mentally shrugged, and Ezekiel figured that this was enough. Of course, given the state of the world right now, he didn’t think that he and his group would be a priority for the Empire.

Any opportunity to kill them would certainly be taken, but he doubted that, with the war being declared, he’d be actively hunted. So as long as they were kept hidden, they should be safe.

After heading to bed, and morning came for them, he found that he was right, and that an additional layer of defenses wasn’t needed. But the pillar of smoke in the distance, coming from the city they had seen the night before, meant that something had happened.

“Are those Cruor?” Ezekiel muttered as he focused on enhancing his vision to observe what was happening. “How... Even if the war has already begun, the Cruor shouldn’t have been able to get this far already.”

Ezekiel’s shock was felt in the others in his group. To the point where they were contemplating stopping at the city to see what was happening.

“It would allow us to resupply and obtain information,” Marc argued after they finished packing up. “We’d also be able to help whoever might still be there. You’re an Exalt! You can’t tell me that you’re not willing to fight the Cruor.”

Ezekiel sighed, “It’s not that I’m unwilling to fight the Cruor. It’s that I don’t trust an Imperial city to not attack me if the Cruor get a lucky shot.”

Their group had no idea whether or not the Cult had focus in the city, and while Riley and Wendy were content to keep going, ignoring the city in its entirety, it was obvious that Even George and Fiana were apprehensive of abandoning the city to the Cruor.

Especially since there was the possibility of finding out what was happening in the world.

Before Marc could say something that would likely have riled him up, Ezekiel saw Fiana step forward and place a hand on her fellow Scholar’s shoulder.

“It wouldn’t hurt to at least pass over the city. Given your power, you can likely do something that would help, right?”

Ezekiel had nothing to say in dispute of Fiana’s accusation. He did have a few tricks that would shift the tide of battle if he went all out. But he wasn’t sure if he wanted to risk it. Especially if the Cruor were attacking the Tribes in the Fjorya.

“... We’ll pass overhead and take out what we can while passing over. But if we’re going to make my presence obvious, then we’re not staying for long. If the Cult knows my allies are here, they’ll use you against me.” This was Ezekiel’s bottom line.

“That’s fine. We should be able to get more information from some of the Tribes anyway. I’m certain that they’re also under attack. So, we can get some answers from them.” George stepped up to act as a middleman. “But we should make it quick, or else the city might not be there when we get there.”

Sighing in exasperation, Ezekiel climbed on top of Celia alongside the rest of his group. A shimmer appeared around them for a moment as Ezekiel covered them in his [Domain] and hid them with a [Shroud]. It took a few minutes to fly over, and when they did, it was a scene straight out of a nightmare.

Bodies were strewn about the land being consumed by Umbral Beasts that climbed over broken walls and shattered buildings. Cruor of different types, thought mostly Bone, Fang, and Winged, commanded hordes of beasts and Cruor alike to swarm the area.

There were a few flashes of light that denoted elemental magic being used, but nothing substantial enough to turn the tide. Worse yet, upon reaching the city, it was obvious as to how they had managed to get so far past the border of the Desolate Land.

A massive hole in the ground, dug by an enormous Umbral Beast of the Wyrm brood was open next to the city. It was only a couple hundred meters away from the walls. If done properly, with the Cruors’ ability to nullify mana, getting past the sensory abilities of Cavern Spirits and Mages was theoretically possible. However, no one had ever expected such endeavors to be feasible with the resources that the Cruor actually had.

“The Broods must’ve bled themselves close to dry in order to grow those things...” Ezekiel couldn’t help but whisper as he watched the carnage below wrap up. “... I hope that the higher number of Wild Spirits in the Fjorya means that they were able to defend themselves more easily.”

No one else said anything. While Ezekiel could certainly take action at this point and take out the vast majority of the Cruor below, there would be little point at this time. There was nobody to save, so they’d just be throwing their secrecy away.

Instead, Ezekiel channeled his mana once more, and the group disappeared in a silent [Jump] further into the Fjorya, and well away from the destroyed Imperial city.

----------



Upon entering the Fjorya, the group were quick to find one of the many tribes on the western mountain ranges that were under attack. The numbers were far smaller than the number that had struck the Empire’s cities but given that there was no hole in the ground to denote a massive army passing underground, it made sense.

Without even a word from his companions, Ezekiel leapt off Celia’s back and struck the Winged Cruor that were still in the air. He knew that with his departure, Celia would be visible to their enemies. He figured it would be best to take out the ones that could attack her while she was in the air with their group on her back.

A series of [Void Piercers], and [Void Slashes] went flying with Ezekiel’s [Will] infused into each attack. The Cruor quickly fell in droves, with anything below Legendary dying in an instant. While the Legendary Winged Cruor were struck down by him directly. It took only a few seconds to do so.

‘Can you sense any more of them?’ Ezekiel asked Shine. He didn’t need to, since his senses were far greater due to his higher Tier, but he wanted a second opinion. Just to keep himself grounded.

‘No. But it seems like the ground forces have begun a retreat. It looks like there’s some sort of massive figure over there that was hidden before.’ Shine directed Ezekiel’s attention to a span of the forest below that he hadn’t paid attention to.

At first, he had thought that it was just a cleared area of the mountain, but now that he was focusing on the Cruor that were fleeing on the ground, he could tell that they were converging in the area he had ignored.

Holding out his hand, he greatly increased the gravity in that area. Suddenly, the Adepts and below were flattened into a past, while the Legendary ones began to stumble and mostly fell over. All while something rippled on the ground.

As the thing on the ground changed color, like a chameleon or a cuttlefish, Ezekiel could see that there was something similar in size to the massive Wyrm Beast that he had seen at the Imperial city. Only this one looked more like a deflated hot air balloon.

From what he could now sense for its flailing figure, it was at the peak of Legendary in strength, but from its appearance, it had no combat capabilities.

‘That must be what they used to transport so many Cruor without a direct route. Who knows how many more of these they have.’ Ezekiel raised Shine into the air. ‘Brace yourself. This might cause you some strain.’

He could feel Shine mentally prepare themself, and as Ezekiel swung down, the land below was split in half, with a shockwave filled with [Will] that only attacked Cruor.

A massive gash now split part of the mountain in half, while all the Cruor that were too close to the new cut in the land were killed from the excessive force.

Only a few Legendary Cruor were left, and Ezekiel quickly made work of them.

Seeing the lack of effort that it took for him to take out the Cruor below, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder what he had become. If not for the fact that he had nearly died to Endaria back in Morathi, he felt as though he might’ve believed he was a god, or at least something close to it.

‘We should go and get some answers. Then we should head straight to the Feathered Peaks.’ Shine’s words snapped him out of his wandering thoughts. ‘Let’s go. I think we’re done here, for now.’

Ezekiel moved back to his group, which was now speaking to a representative of the Tribe that they had rescued. Riley had her Badge of Friendship out, and he took his own out as well.

It didn’t take long for the Tribe to tell them what had happened, and the moment they did, Ezekiel knew that they had to move quickly if they wanted any chance of Ellen recovering to still exist within the next few days.

They quickly [Jumped] east as Ezekiel burned his mana to move as fast as possible, with Celia taking over every now and then to make sure that Ezekiel didn’t run too low on mana. But as they got closer and closer to the Feathered Peaks, the news they had previously been given was confirmed.

The Desolate Lands had spread and were within sight just barely beyond their destination.

----------



When Ezekiel and the rest touched down at the entrance to the Feathered Peaks, he was happy to see that the cleanup of Cruor corpses was ongoing. To the point that it seemed like the Cruor had previously coated the region from how many had died.

“Ezekiel!” Elder Welt limped up to then after a messenger had run off to alert the tribe that they were there. “It is good to see you, but I am afraid that this isn’t the best time. We’re not going to be able to give you a proper welcome.”

For a moment, Ezekiel didn’t say anything. All he could do was stare at the stump that remained where the Elder’s left arm had been. Something that Welt noticed right away.

“Things have been rough for us the past few days. The fact that the Desolate Lands spread so far so soon meant that we were unprepared for their attack. Even with the preparation.” Welt shrugged his shoulders. “If not for Invera, we likely would’ve fallen under the combined forces. We only lost a few Hunters in the most recent attack.”

“... I see... I don’t suppose we’d be able to see Invera at this time?” Ezekiel asked.

“I’m sorry, but with how things are going right now, she can’t afford to take a moment off from recovering.” Welt shook his head as he led the group through the tribe’s city. “As our only Tier five, she needs to be ready at all times to ensure that the city is as safe as it can be.”

“What if you had someone else taking over for her to watch over the city?” Ezekiel subtly flexed his power, causing everyone who was near enough to see him turned with wide eyes as they felt the familiar presence of a Mythical being.

“... If it’s truly important, then yes. I assume that Legend Riley can speak in your stead?”

Ezekiel nodded, and Welt gave him instructions regarding where he could go to take over for Invera’s patrols. So, while he and Shine went off to help the tribe, Riley and the rest went with Welt.

While his friends and family headed off, Ezekiel could hear them telling Welt what had happened and why they were here.

In the meantime, Ezekiel took to the sky. All the while preparing for whatever his danger sense told him was coming for him.

----------



It was only thirty minutes after Ezekiel had split from their group that saw Riley explaining their request to Invera. While Welt had been given some of the story on their way here, the Legendary Flame Hunter gave the full story to Invera. Her experiences with Ezekiel told her that keeping anything hidden would be of no use. It would also be disrespectful, given the amount of help the Mythical Spirit had provided in the past.

At the moment, it was only Invera and a few of the Elders that had gathered. Something that Riley was thankful for, since she didn’t think that Callrond would react well to what had happened to his daughter. Even if Spirits weren’t known to be as closely knit and emotional as humans.

“... It is possible that Ezekiel’s sister can be healed if she bathes in the Ancient Glacial Water. However, it is just as likely that her soul will collapse, given how weak it currently is.” Invera had been quite fast in her return to the peak when she had heard what was happening. To hear that things were worse than anyone could’ve expected made it clear that her hurried demeanor was warranted. “I’m sorry, but I'm not certain that letting her do this would be a good idea.”

The group stayed silent as they heard Invera’s words. They hadn’t thought that the damage was that severe. Not after considering what had happened to Ezekiel. But in a way it did make sense. Ezekiel’s soul had been strong enough to at least hold itself together under its own power.

Right now, the only thing keeping Ellen’s soul together was the fact that Ezekiel’s magic was bracing it. If his magic disappeared, it was estimated that she’d have a few seconds before her soul dissipated into nothingness.

“What if she had another soul supporting her?” Everyone’s’ heads turned to Wendy, who was trembling under the attention, but she pushed on. “My brother told me that a connection was forged between me and my sister. One that was empowered by a ritual that the Kindled family performed on her. The Ancient Glacial Water enhances the strength of the soul of those that are accepted by it. At least, that’s what Ezekiel said. So, If I’m there with her, would my soul be able to help her? At least until the Ancient Glacial Water does its work?”

The group looked back at Invera, who had closed her eyes in thought. All around the room, the elders watched in silence. The Guardian Spirit had the final say, so they would wait until she had spoken.

“... It’s possible, if this connection truly exists between you. I would not dare to test it, in case I damage the magic your brother had woven into your sister. But are you certain you wish to take this risk?” Invera opened her eyes. Her gaze seemed to pierce through Wendy’s soul from how intensely she was focused on the young girl.

“I am certain. My brother has already done so much for me and my sister. I need to do whatever I can to help when he’s not around.” Wendy stared Invera down without looking away, but her hands trembled from the might of the being before her.

Invera’s eyes wrinkled in the way that indicated she was smiling. “Good. Then I will let you enter the pool with your sister.”

Spreading her wings wide open, Invera sent the elders, and everyone besides Wendy and Ellen, back and away from the center of the room. A pulse of mana later saw the floor opening up, as the twins and their Spirits remained on a small platform above it.

“Enter the pool and focus on your bond. It is likely the only thing that will help you.” Invera watched as Wendy took a moment to settle herself before lifting her sister and stepping into the pool. Kare and Tina were laid out on Ellen’s body, so as to also be submerged.

Behind them, Riley tried to move forward to stop them. Insisting that they wait for Ezekiel before doing something like this when it wasn’t guaranteed to work. But a violet barrier that was far too powerful for her to overcome stood in her way.

“They are the sisters of your mate, are they not? Trust them, for they are cut from the same cloth as the one you’ve pledged your heart and soul to.” Invera’s words were barely a whisper as they flowed through the room for only Riley to hear.

A moment later, the Legendary Flame Hunter let out a curse and slumped to the ground, just as Wendy and Ellen were fully submerged.

The pool began to glow with a bright blue light, but unlike with Ezekiel, it didn’t remain the same color. It flickered between brighter and darker shades.

Muttering between the Elders told the group that it meant that Wendy and Ellen’s souls weren’t as pure as Ezekiel’s, which they didn’t understand, but they realized they didn’t need to. So long as Wendy and Ellen weren’t being harmed, then it likely meant that things were going well.

Finally, after nearly a minute of flickering, the light from the pool stopped changing.

“It seems like the Ancient Glacial Water has accepted them, and young Ellen’s soul has not collapsed. It shall be quite some time before her soul heals, but they should be fine at this point.” Invera leaned toward the pool to more closely examine what was happening within. Something no one else could see. “For now, I should go speak with Ezekiel. He is likely--”

A sudden shudder flowed through the room. It nearly sent a few of the Elders to the ground, and the water in the pool rippled from the force. Invera turned to the sky, her eyes widened as her pupils shrank to pin pricks.

Everyone in the room felt the Mythical Spirit release her mana in full. Before anyone could ask what was wrong, she whispered a word that made all their hearts clench.

“Broodlord.”

With a flap of her wings, she took to the sky, and in a bolt of Lightning she disappeared.

A moment later, a worried Riley and Celia rushed out as well, but stalled in the air above the city.

Several massive balloon-like things were headed toward the city, and over the ground, she could see numerous Cruor headed toward them.

The next battle for the Feathered Peaks was about to begin, and neither of the Mythical beings nearby would be able to help them.
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                Ezekiel had been wandering around the area that the Feathered Peaks tribe members had directed him to. During this time, his danger sense continued to blare a warning in his soul, but rather than run, he continued onward.

It wasn’t a matter of confidence. In fact, given the situation, he had an inkling of what he was likely to be facing. Among the Mythics of the world, the only things that could be a threat were other Mythics, and Broodlords.

Given that the Empire was dealing with its own issues, and the Desolate Lands had spread this far after the Cruor’s first attack, Ezekiel was confident that it was the latter that was coming for him.

‘We could just leave... There’s no guarantee that the Ancient Glacial Pool can even help,’ Shine voiced their thoughts on the matter as Ezekiel came to a stop.

‘It’s still the best choice we have. Not only that, but it’s likely that the Broodlord we’ll be facing is one that we’re familiar with. One that only came here because of us.’ Ezekiel couldn’t agree with Shine. He knew that, if they ran away at this time, the Feathered Peaks would come under attack by the Broodlord, and the entire region would collapse.

Not only would that be a danger for his friends and family, but it would also leave him filled with regret for running away from the people that had helped him in one of his greatest times of need.

‘The Feathered Peaks better pay us back for this,’ Shine grumbled, but prepared themself as they and Ezekiel fell into sync. There was a bit of strain on their soul as they manifested themself as Ezekiel’s Spirit Armor, but it wasn’t so bad that they wouldn’t be able to fight.

‘Let me know if the pressure becomes too much.’ Ezekiel took a moment to settle himself as Shine was held loosely in one hand. He then pulled a second blade from his Void Pouch.

This was a much larger weapon. Not a hand-and-a-half sword like Shine’s current form, but a massive claymore that was glowing with enchanted Runes. Basic in nature, Ezekiel had upgraded what he could, but it was, ultimately, not a weapon that was appropriate for a Mythical being to wield.

Not if he wanted to bring about his full power with it.

‘I’ll be fine. The pressure your soul is putting on mine is helping it grow. If we keep going into the battlefield, I’ll probably be ready to advance within a couple of years.’ Shine reassured Ezekiel of their state, but the Hunter could tell that Shine was not at their peak right now.

To be safe, Ezekiel also put several layers of armor over top of his Spirit Armor. Much to Shine and his discomfort, but it was better than letting a mere Legendary Being take direct hits from a Mythical one. Combined with the armor beneath his Spirit Armor, Ezekiel felt marginally more prepared.

Suddenly, a shift in the wind drew their attention.

‘Here he comes...’ Ezekiel thought as he turned his head upward.

Descending from the clouds above, a familiar Broodlord stared down at Ezekiel. His face was twisted into an angry snarl, and it looked like he was on the verge of turning into his Primal form. Something that Ezekiel hoped they would be able to avoid for as long as possible.

Especially since the pressure emanated by Derrick Driftmark’s body was slightly higher than the one that was released by Ezekiel’s mana. This meant that there was a difference in power level between them. So, it was likely that Derrick had managed to reach Step two of Tier five.

This was something that hadn’t been put into the records, but with Hunters being stuck at Step one, it was assumed that the Broodlords, and their forceful elevation, were also stuck at the equivalent of Step one for their Mythics.

Ezekiel couldn’t help but sigh, as he once again proved that the Cruor were trickier than the past hundreds of years had implied they were.

‘Do you think he’s willing to talk things out?’ Shine sarcastically asked.

Rather than answer with words, Ezekiel tightened his grip on Shine and his other weapon. Both lit up with a bright light that spread over the land. It dispelled part of the mist that was covering the area.

With a shrill cry, Derrick ordered his attack, and a swarm of Winged Cruor descended from behind him, while an army flowed across the land below. All of them were headed straight for the Feathered Peaks.

But Ezekiel didn’t move to stop them. He knew that any distractions at this time would mean his death. He was fighting a being that had already proved he was stronger, or close to as strong as, an experienced Exalt.

The two stared at one another for a few moments. Something crashed in the distance, and the building pressure that formed between Ezekiel and Derrick manifested as a storm that began to shake the world.

With a blink, both figures disappeared. Too fast to be seen by anyone, that wasn’t at least at the peak of Legendary, these titans clashed several times per second.

All while making their way further and further away from the Feathered Peaks.

----------



It had only been a few minutes, but Ezekiel had already moved far enough away from the Feathered Peaks to not be able to see it in the distance.

“Is this it? I thought that the Herald of the Void would put up more of a challenge!” Derrick had been silent at the beginning of the battle, but as things had progressed, and the difference in power was made known, the Broodlord began talking down to Ezekiel out of disdain.

“Says that failure who couldn’t kill a mere Adept that you once held in your grasp!” Ezekiel deflected a swing from the Broodlord’s clawed hands but was pushed back from the force.

“You got lucky! Nothing more!” Derrick growled out as he flew at Ezekiel, who barely dodged out of the way. A swing from his sword tore through the Broodlord’s side, but that sound of metal being warped could be heard from where it hit.

The Broodlord healed moments later. Ezekiel was so focused on surviving, and taking what shots he could, that he wasn’t able to focus his [Will] on anything other than enhancing himself to match Derrick’s abilities. Otherwise, he might’ve infused his [Will] into mana that would restrain the Broodlord’s healing.

‘Ezekiel-’

‘I know!’

Time seemed to slow for a moment as Ezekiel’s heart raced. Ripples filled the air from where he swung his sword. The clash of steel and talon sent him flying once more.

His mana was being maintained for the most part, since he had mostly focused on dodging. Something he hadn’t known to do when he had first fought Endaria.

“You who have brought nothing but misery and suffering to this world, do not deserve this power!” Derrick’s voice was hoarse from his screaming, and this time Ezekiel didn’t reply.

Considering that Ezekiel killed the Broodlord’s son, he knew that the man turned monster must be hurt in his own way. Not to say that he thought the Broodlord was right in his actions, but Ezekiel knew this wasn’t an argument he would win.

“This power is something that I earned! It is my right to use it as I see fit!” Ezekiel called out as the sky filled with cracks that Derrick had to maneuver carefully to dodge. “It is not my fault that that stupid Cult of Light wants me dead, nor is it my fault that you and the Void Mages of the past could not blaze the trail that I had made for the future!”

Derrick screamed in fury, but tumbled through the air as a solid bar of mana blocked his head. The rest of his body twisted around it, and the cylindrical [Void Pane] was broken. But that was not the only thing Derrick had to worry about.

Several layers of spells had been set up, causing the Broodlord to be slowed down from the number of smaller effects that were being used to cause him problems.

An invisible mine here and there, with a series of [Void Panes] to make him flinch as he crashed through them, as well as several [Void Slashes] and [Void Piercers] that covered the Broodlord in cuts that were healed in an instant.

Howling with fury, Derrick curled his wings inward, tightly clenching his form in an almost cocoon-like manner. He then spread his wings so fast that it sounded like a massive bolt of lightning had torn through the area. The air could not move fast enough, and a miniature vacuum formed around Derrick’s body. The resulting force blasted away the carefully laid traps that Ezekiel had placed.

“Enough tricks! Where is the vaunted power of the Void that my seniors were o so wary of? Are minor inconveniences all that you can do?”

Ezekiel ignored the Broodlord’s taunting, and instead prepared himself for a proper attack. One that would have a bit more of an impact than what his blades had been doing so far.

‘[Jump] back in a moment!’ Ezekiel commanded his partner while throwing them away. Much to the latter’s shock and shame.

Massive wings flapped once, and the face of the Broodlord was right in front of him. This time, Ezekiel didn’t move to dodge. Instead, he braced himself.

With his now hand free, he dispelled the armor around his now empty fist, and threw a punch with as much [Reinforcement] as he could handle directly into Derrick’s face.

The Broodlord recoiled in shock as the air cracked from the force of the blow. Almost as much as when Derrick had spread his wings moments ago. The crunch of bones that were not just in Ezekiel’s hand brought a smile to his face, even as his broken fingers flared in pain.

Two massive wings clapped together in front of the Broodlord but missed their target as Ezekiel [Jumped] out of the way. Shine was now in his hand once more, and his broken fingers were healing only slightly slower than Derrick’s face.

“How was that for a challenge?!” Ezekiel called out over the howling storm that had formed around them.

Derrick didn’t reply, but Ezekiel knew he had struck a nerve. He could tell from the churning in his gut that things were about to get more difficult.

By reflex, he brought his Enchanted sword up to defend, while supercharging it with his mana. The blade glowed brightly and was filled with cracks as it nearly burst from the mana inside it.

[Empowering] his perception, Ezekiel saw Derrick fly at him at a slower pace than before, but considering his mind was now processing information so fast that the rain that had begun falling a few minutes ago was now staying still, it meant that Derrick was moving far faster than he was.

What was worse was the form that Derrick had taken on. His previously human hands and arms were no longer such. They were much larger, and the small talons that extended from his fingers were now massive scythe’s that created ripples as they cut through the air.

The same had happened to his legs, and his face had twisted ever so slightly to a far less human visage. It was not a true Primal form, but it was getting close.

Letting go of his nearly broken enchanted blade, Ezekiel sent it flying forward, where it exploded right in front of the Broodlord’s face.

The resulting explosion was enough to clear the clouds within a kilometer’s radius of where the blade had been. But Ezekiel could tell that, other than making the monster flinch, it hadn’t done anything permanent.

‘We can’t do that again! It took far too much mana to charge that explosion!’ Shine screamed through their bond with Ezekiel, who merely grunted in agreement before drawing another blade.

This time, rather than [Jump] backward, he had [Jumped] upward, and was now looking down on a tattered but healing Broodlord.

‘This fight isn’t going anywhere. We can’t do enough damage to actually make anything stick.’ Ezekiel observed as he noticed that the wounds on Derrick had already closed. ‘Any ideas as to what we should do?’

Shine gave the mental equivalent of a shrug, and Ezekiel threw himself out of the way as Derrick flew up at them. This time he used a [Sling] and fired off several attacks as he moved out of the way. His target turned on a dime, however, and it was clear that Derrick was no longer interested in crossing weapons with Ezekiel.

“Can you just die already!” The desperation in Derrick’s voice nearly made Ezekiel pause, but instead he merely [Redirected] the [Force] of Derrick’s attack.

He nearly failed to do so, since the [Force] was barely within the threshold he could control.

‘Grk!’ The sudden movement as he shot off into the distance while his second enchanted weapon broke was enough to blow the wind out of his lungs.

As he spiraled through the air, Ezekiel [Jumped] out of reflex. This ensured that he only lost a few locks of hair, rather than his entire head.

Now with one hand on Shine and one hand empty, Ezekiel formed several [Void Panes] that were shaped into a blade. Not as strong as a material weapon that had been enchanted, but enough to aid in his offense.

‘This might hurt a bit!’ Ezekiel gave Shine as much warning as he could before Derrick was on them once again.

The Broodlord had torn out two of his pinions and was swinging them like swords. Every movement was like a typhoon. Ezekiel was barely able to partially deflect while he retreated. His body burned from how hard he was pushing it to match Derrick’s speed.

He was forced to reform his [Void Sword] several times, and Shine let out small whimpers of pain every time their blade was struck. Chips of metal flew off with each exchange.

Then, with one attack, Derrick snapped Shine’s blade in half. The damage had been too much, even with Ezekiel and Shine’s tandem [Reinforcement].

He tried to make another [Void Sword] before Derick could make use of the opening he now had, the Broodlord was too fast. A massive feather that had been sharpened and chipped into a wicked and serrated claymore was headed right for this head.

Caught between [Jumping] away and attempting to deflect the weapon aimed at his head, Ezekiel tried to retreat, knowing that he would barely make it regardless of which option he picked.

“This is the end!” Derrick’s pinion blades seemed to slow down as Ezkiel enhanced his perception, but he was still too slow to react, even as he finally locked onto a position to [Jump] to.

Of course, at that moment, the Broodlord’s body locked in place as a bolt of Violet Lighting flowed through him. It was nearly two meters wide, and consumed the Broodlord’s entire torso, while only barely hitting part of his wings.

With a second of breathing room, Ezekiel [Jumped] away without losing any limbs due to his split focus. A moment later, Invera appeared by his side, roughly ten times larger than himself, and with a flickering aura of electricity that had formed an armor-like construct around the Spirit’s body.

The two Mythical beings exchanged a glance. Ezekiel recognized the look of regret, apology, and determination as one he had seen in the mirror many times.

“Thank you for fighting for as long as you could. You did not need to remain,” Invera’s wizened voice filled the air like a war cry.

Ezekiel shook his head with a smile in response to Invera’s words. “I think he’s here for me, so it would be very rude of me not to at least give a proper greeting.”

He turned, facing Derrick once more. The Lightning was still strong, but he could tell that the mana fueling it was running out. “Besides, the Feathered Peaks has done more for me than any outside the Archipelago. Even Quintessa isn’t owed as much from me. I couldn’t live with myself if I just ran away.”

Taking a moment to remove another blade from his Void Pouch, he held Shine’s old blade to the new one. A large, two handed, claymore that was enchanted to be as tough as possible. “Now that you are here, however, I think our chances might’ve improved. At least a little bit.”

Even as he spoke, Ezekiel was tugging on the space between spaces. The [Nothingness] within that strange dimension partially resonated with him, and it accelerated his mana’s recovery. Elemental mana of different types flowed toward his in great amounts, and as he imbued his [Will] and [Truth] into it his reserves were once more filled.

This would not have been possible if he hadn’t gotten the reprieve that Invera had granted him. He couldn’t imagine what it would’ve been like for Hunters of the other elements. They would’ve constantly lost their mana due to the draining effects of the Broodlord’s Ichor.

“We will have to drain him of his Ichor as fast as possible. I’m not sure how long I’ll last if that mist reaches us.” Invera pointed to where the Ichor mist of the Cruor was beginning to spread. Ezekiel realized that they must’ve made more preparations than he had expected them to.

Fortunately, such things were not an issue for him anymore.

A flash of light indicated Shine had changed their vessel. The newly opalescent blade glittered as mana infused it with power. Ezekiel smirked and lifted Shine’s new form into the sky.

“That mist won’t be a problem.” With a flick of his wrist, Shine twirled around and the mist that was creeping forward was cleared for dozens of kilometers from the [Force] Ezekiel was channeling.

Then, he took out one of the few daggers he had left and threw it deep into the Desolate Lands that were right next to them. The blade cracked in mid-flight but remained solid until it hit its target.

An earth-shattering explosion echoed over the land, as the Spine that had been growing in the distance was destroyed. Previously, he had ignored its presence, but now that he was fighting with someone that would be affected by it, he could no longer afford to do so.

“That will help quite a bit. Thank you.” Invera dipped her head toward Ezekiel before her eyes narrowed and she faced the Winged Broodlord once again. “Get ready! My spell is about to end.”

The flow of Lightning that had temporarily paralyzed Derrick abruptly cut out, and the two Exalts could tell that it would only take a few seconds before the Broodlord recovered.

A crunching sound could be heard as Derrick’s body shifted, growing larger as he became less and less human. A primordial roar that shook the land, even from as high in the air as they were, nearly blew Ezekiel and Invera backward.

Derrick’s every move now vibrated the air due to the barely contained power that now emanated from him. The form of a Primal Broodlord had once again entered the world.

Invera and Ezekiel shared a glance once again before hardening their nerves. With a crack of thunder from one, and a silent [Jump] from the other, the battle began again.

----------



Riley was not having fun at the moment. Though, in her experience, and that of every other Hunter that had ever fought the Cruor, doing so was never a fun time. Especially when she was fighting at the top of a snowy mountain where natural flames were hard to come by.

“Fill that gap! We need to make sure the ground forces aren’t overrun!” she hollered as she took to the sky. “Cavern and Glacial Hunters will work best on the ground! As will Life Hunters. Everyone else, cover the skies, and do not let the Winged Cruor break through!”

Her orders were followed without question, as one of the most powerful Hunters there, along with being an honored guest and welcome ally. Many looked at her in awe for brief moments as she made her way through the battlefield.

Massive dragon wings had taken form behind her. A trick that she had picked up between battles in Morathi. One she had learned from a Hunter from one of the clans that specialized in avian and other flight worthy Spirits.

It was a spell that wasn’t a spell. The Hunter who had taught her explained that it was an advantage that was based on the form of one’s Spirit taking shape in a more obvious manner when a Hunter had donned their Spirit Armor.

All it had cost her was a step-by-step recounting of Celia’s mutation into a draconic Spirit from a lizard Spirit. Many of the Hunters that were present at that time had sat in, and it seemed like several others had learned from both their stories. What they learned was kept to themselves, but that was fine. It wasn’t her business to pry into her ally’s secrets like that.

“Lady Riley! Behind you-” a Hunter called out a warning, but Riley was already aware, and had spun around to face her newest target.

Talons raked through the air as she flapped her wings. Her body flew backwards, even as a spear tipped with blue flames cut and cauterized the Cruor that had attacked her.

The Cruor shrieked in pain as it began to spiral downward. One of its wings had been severed.

Quickly drawing her mana pistol from the holster on her belt, she fired off three shots that flew past the Hunter that had called out the warning to her. Two more shrieks filled the air as wings were filled with holes that would take much longer to heal due to the burnt flesh.

“Focus on yourself as well. Try to find a group you can work with, and team up. There aren’t too many Legends here, but there are enough to be an issue. Go!” She didn’t wait for a reply before she flew off to another group.

For the most part, the Winged Cruor were actually far less numerous than she had been expecting. Considering the fact that the Winged Broodlord was fighting Ezekiel and Invera just a couple dozen or so kilometers away.

But considering the Winged Cruor were one of the only Broods that could fight in the Archipelago without major hindrances, it made sense that their numbers here were lower.

Two more Cruor approached with heavy wingbeats. With a heave of their wings, a flurry of steel hard feathers flew at her with a crack as they broke the sound barrier.

White hot flames spiraled around her, and the spun in the air, doing a barrel roll that melted and reflected the projectiles. But this maneuver was enough to give the Cruor an opening to make some space.

A gust of wind filled the area, and Riley noticed a Hunter off to the side had sent a tendril of wind toward her fight. It was enough to distract the Cruor as they missed a wingbeat and ‘stumbled’ in the air.

This was a chance she couldn’t miss, so she burst forward with an explosive propulsion, stabbing through one of the Cruor with her spear. If gurgled something she didn’t bother listening to as she yanked her weapon from the now dead Cruor’s chest.

She turned to face the other Cruor, but it had taken the opportunity to flee to another group.

“Thank you! Continue doing that if you can. It seems like you have ample cover to continue providing support!” her voice was carried on the wind to the ears of the Legendary Hunter that had helped her. He nodded in agreement and sent another tendril of wind at a similar battle going on a distance away.

Looking over the ground forces as she found herself with a bit of a reprieve, she saw that there was a fire spreading through one particular area. It wasn’t large, but it was burning through the few wooden buildings that were there at a decent speed. It was a fire that she could tell wasn’t doing anything to cull the Cruor’s forces.

“Well, even if it’s not helping the fight, it’ll certainly help me,” she said to herself as she began to descend. Fully intent on consuming the flames and regaining what mana she could before reentering the fight.

But before she could drop even a few feet, a roar that shook the ground filled the world, and the Cruor began to spasm as they replied with their own roars in kind.

A shift occurred in the battle as the Cruor began to take on more beastly forms. Primal Cruor now filled the area, and Riley knew that the odds had once again shifted. Even with their relatively lower numbers, the Cruor had just gotten their second wind, and a boost.

She threw herself out of the way of a Winged Cruor that was now triple her size. All she could do was spare a glance at the flames dancing below, and curse internally.

They wouldn’t be enough.
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                Ezekiel found himself cursing for the umpteenth time as he narrowly avoided the razor-sharp feathers of a massive wing that swung in his direction. Shine’s exceptionally durable vessel practically bounced off the armor like feathers.

He and Invera were both bleeding, with several cuts and other injuries debilitating their offense.

Over the course of the near hour that they had been fighting, the two had been absolutely pushed to their limits, and been forced to exceed their breaking points more than once. They alternated between attacker and defender, so as to split the opponent’s attention, but it only worked some of the time.

Several instances where he had been forced to make short, ranged blind [Jumps] had also occurred. The backlash of which he had adapted to ignore at this point.

Even Shine was getting a workout, as they pushed their soul to the absolute brink to handle channeling Ezekiel’s power without suffering too severely. They would need to rest for a while after this, else they suffer side-effects after their recovery.

‘This isn’t working!’ the Void Spirit complained with a strained tone. ‘We’ve barely chipped away even half his strength, and you and Invera have both taken blows to buy each other the chance to recover mana. This isn’t the same as those pseudo Mythics from the Cult.’

‘I’m aware, but we can’t just leave him to go wipe out the city, can we?’ Ezekiel’s reply was followed by a grunt as he was knocked downward from a swipe of Derrick’s wings.

The razor-sharp feathers scraped against the [Void Barriers] that he had erected around Shine’s blade. They did enough to soften the blow to the point that Shine’s current vessel wasn’t destroyed, but there was still a scratch he’d have to look out for.

A wall of Lightning sprung up between the two battling titans, and Invera made a dash to strike as the Broodlord’s exposed back. Her pseudo armor construct shrieked as the electricity that covered her body vibrated her feathers and talons at a rapid frequency.

The two began to fall from the sky as Derrick spasmed briefly, before he tried to flap his wings backwards to knock her off. The force was great, and if Ezekiel hadn’t landed next to Invera and used his magic to negate what he could, the Lightning Spirit would’ve been blown off.

“Keep him off me for now!” Invera yelled while Ezekiel continued to force Derrick’s wings out. The pressure was getting to him, however, and he wasn’t sure he could hold it for much longer.

The Lightning around Invera’s talons grew brighter as she focused more mana into them. If she had been being whose [Truth] and [Understandings] had been focused on offense, she likely would’ve been able to do a bit more damage. This was not the case, and the best she could manage was digging her talons a few feet into Derrick’s back.

Ezekiel could see that this wasn’t going anywhere, and his spell was beginning to fail. They needed to make some space before their enemy managed to do something to retaliate.

“Fall back!” he called out to his current comrade in arms, “a direct melee won’t work for you!”

Invera, who had tried to rake her own talons through the Broodlord’s back, threw up a multilayered shield of Lightning as she retracted her talons and retreated. Several thunderous ‘cracks’ filled the air as a few of her shields took a hit from the long, whip-like feathers sprouting from Derrick’s tail. A feature that Ezekiel didn’t think the Broodlord would’ve had in his Primal Form.

Forming several [Void Panes] that crossed space with one another, Ezekiel felt the world ripple as he tore Shine across one of the wings the Derrick was using to fling feathers at Invera as she extended the distance between them.

“Sorry, Shine!” he yelled as he felt his Spirit mentally flinch under the force of his Tier five magic.

This wasn’t a spell he had used before, and he wasn’t too sure that Shine would hold up to the pressure for long.

The warping space created cracks that spread throughout the length of Shine’s path as they were swung through the air. While their blade never made contact with Derrick’s flesh, the Tier five spell was strong enough that the effects were enough to rip out several feathers.

“Evade!”

Ezekiel didn’t even think about it, and immediately [Jumped] away from the back of his opponent. The wounds he had just made healed swiftly, and the spot where he had just been, was crushed between two wings as Derrick flapped them back with his full force.

Invera took the chance to hit him with a bolt of Lightning to the chest, which caused the Broodlord to spasm as the electricity flooded his body.

Raising a hand, Ezekiel focused on a spot near the Broodlord’s face. He pushed a great deal of mana into an [Empowered], [Compressed], [Force], [Gravity Shift] spell, to crush Derrick’s head. It wasn’t enough to get his skull and the harder bits of his body.

However, his eyes were another thing entirely, and they popped from the massive physical pressure that Ezekiel placed upon them.

The temporarily eyeless Broodlord cried in outrage and pain. He immediately began flailing around, using his full strength with every movement. Invera and Ezekiel were forced to fall back even further, lest they get struck by a random swing.

When they made some distance, and while Derrick was still recovering, Ezekiel formed several spheres that turned pitch black as he held them out in front of him.

“Shoot these with as much Lightning as you can!” he called out over the stormy weather.

Invera didn’t bother to ask why, and simply filled the spheres with as much Lightning as she could. All while the little black orbs turned a violet color that sparkled with iridescent t lights. This went on for several seconds, before the sound of breaking glass could be heard from Ezekiel’s spell.

“Stop!” The Lightning cut off as Ezekiel brought the spheres closer to himself. “Can you stun him one more time? I need to make sure these hit him.”

“It won’t last long,” Invera warned, “three seconds is likely all you’ll get.”

“That’s fine. Do it now!” Ezekiel focused his [Will] into the spheres, combining different [Understandings] that added to their power. The crinkling sound of glass and sand grinding against each other beneath a shoe filled the air.

By this point, Derrick had mostly recovered, and was no longer flailing. Just in time for two separate bolts of Lightning to cross through his body simultaneously.

The Broodlord’s limbs spasmed, and he dropped a few feet as he failed to maintain his flight.

Having sensed Invera’s spell be readied and set off, he had already fired his own spells at the falling Broodlord. They made contact right as he spread his wings to regain his flight.

The combined might of Tier five Lightning, reinforced and enhanced by the Void and several stacked [Understandings] meant that Derricks form was consumed in violet light.

The force of the blast sent Ezekiel and Invera tumbling backwards. The scent of ozone was overwhelming, and Ezekiel was almost certain that he had gone temporarily deaf when things suddenly went silent. He took a moment to figure out a work around for his hearing as he regained his bearing in the sky.

Invera appeared next to him in a flash, having recovered and returned to his side.

“Can you do that again?” Invera asked with a heavy breath.

“You mean that it wasn’t enough?” Ezekiel’s voice was filled with shock and confusion, but before he could receive and answer, his senses screamed a warning.

He forcibly [Jumped] himself and Invera in a random direction, with the intent of simply being at least fifty meters away from where they were, while not being in the line of fire between them and Derrick.

Even then, he was still too slow, and the barrage of rapid-fire steel feathers pierced the shield that Invera had raised, and cut deep into his and hers flesh. The last thing he saw before he and Invera disappeared from that spot was the Winged Broodlord covered in steam. His wounds were healing and regenerating faster than ever before.

“He burned his Ichor...” Ezekiel muttered, almost in a panic, before a familiar feeling began to seep into his body.

He recognized the clash of [Wills] that came from whenever he absorbed Ichor, only this time it matched his, and he wasn’t able to crush it right away.

Worse yet, he could tell that Invera was suffering from the mana draining effects of the Ichor that the feathers were covered in.

‘Shine! Keep us jumping to random points so he can’t get a lock on us. I need to clear our systems of the Ichor!’

He didn’t wait for a reply as Shine immediately began burning their mana to make sure that they weren’t in the same place for more than a second or two at a time. They wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long, but it was enough for now. Ezekiel just needed a moment to focus on himself and Invera.

“I’m sorry, but this is gonna hurt!” he called out as he mentally clamped down on the feathers that were sticking out of the Lightning Spirit’s body. Using his [Telekinesis] he ripped them out as fast as he could.

Invera cried out in pain but was able to recover her flight in a few moments. But her mana was draining fast from the Ichor in her body.

Reaching out with his [Domain] Ezekiel focused his [Will] on the Ichor that was hindering him and his ally. Pushing his soul to its limits, he forced his [Will] upon the remnants of [Will] that were in the Ichor.

He could feel himself become mentally drained, but it was enough to force Derrick’s [Will] into submission and take control over it with his own. Infusing it with his Void, Ezekiel took control of the Ichor, extracting it from Invera, and taking it all into himself.

He immediately felt his body be ravaged by the power that was a full Step higher than his own, but he forcefully clamped down on it, before channeling it into a spell that he wasn’t sure would work.

“Get me close to him!” he called out through grit teeth. An idea he had been worried he wouldn’t have the power to pull off ran through his head. Now that he was flooded with energy, it was time to take a chance.

Shine had been doing a good job at keeping them out of the way, and none of the attacks that Derrick was sending at them were hitting. But it was obvious to Ezekiel that they were getting tired.

Worse yet, the Broodlord had managed to fully recover at this point. Though his body was still steaming from excessive use of his Ichor to regrow the feathers he was shooting at them. At this point, stopping would make them sitting ducks, but Shine had always trusted Ezekiel.

They stopped [Jumping] to allow Invera to take over.

“This will feel tingly,” the Tier five Lightning Spirit told the two Void users.

The next thing they knew, they were covered in violet light and the world seemed to speed past them. Ezekiel instinctively increased his perception. The world slowed down again, just in time to see the most recent set of projectiles swerve past them.

He could tell that whatever Invera was doing was burning her mana at a rapid pace. If this spell didn’t work, she was definitely going to be out of the fight.

“Here!” he screamed as they all stopped their acceleration right above Derrick.

Ezekiel dropped onto the Broodlord’s back, with the impact reinforced by a [Gravity Shift]. He clenched his jaw as hardened feathers pierced his feet. The force was also enough to break his ankles, but he managed to push the massive Primal creature several feet downward, while also releasing the built-up mana that he had taken from the Ichor he had conquered and consumed.

Ramming Shine into Derrick’s back with full force, he heard their blade crack, but it held strong for the moment. A flash of worry filled Ezekiel.

‘Shine!’ He nearly pulled the blade back before his Spirit replied. The plan that was semi-formed in Ezekiel’s mind flowed through their bond.

‘It’s fine! I’ll hold on until we’re done!’  Shine began channeling what little mana they still had into Ezekiel’s spell. A moment later, it was completed.

Like ramming open a door, the space beneath them burst open, and Derrick physically made contact with [Space-Between-Spaces].

His enhanced physique as a Broodlord meant that he wasn’t immediately ripped apart as he sank further into a place where he didn’t belong. But it was still painful, and Ezekiel felt his ears burst once more as Derrick let out the loudest scream of pain he had ever made yet.

“How long can you hold this?!” Invera called out from where she was circling above.

Ezekiel was glad she had gotten away. He didn’t want her caught up in this.

“I don’t know,” Ezekiel ground his teeth together, but couldn’t help but feel like the odds had shifted, just a bit. A battle of might had turned into a battle of endurance.

“Charge up and hit him!” he yelled at Invera. He could feel Derrick start struggling beneath him. “Full power! Use all your mana!”

“But I’ll hit you as well!” Invera sounded far too reluctant to Ezekiel’s ears.

“That’s the point!” He prayed that she would simply do as he said.

A moment later, Invera raised two of her wings into the sky. Lightning began to flash, and the storm that was brewing from the pressure of three Mythical beings reached a peak. The forces of nature gathered around them, and natural Lightning flashed through the sky, and struck the Spirit above.

Derrick’s struggle grew more frantic, but Ezekiel held strong. His soul bore the brunt of the weight from maintaining this spell, but Shine helped as best they could.

‘Are you sure this will work?’ Shine asked. Ezekiel could tell they weren’t having second thoughts. They were just reassuring themself.

‘Can you abandon that blade fast enough?’ Ezekiel asked. He received an affirmative pulse of confidence in reply. ‘Then get ready.’

A second later, the world was filled with Violet light as Invera blasted a full-strength bolt of Lightning at Derrick. Partially aiming to avoid hitting Ezekiel, only for her Lightning to bend due to something Ezekiel had done.

Instead of hitting Derick’s body directly, the Lightning struck a now dull steel enchanted claymore. One that had a massive amount of Void mana flowing into it.

The two elements met, and the full might of Invera’s attack was channeled past the Broodlord’s external defenses, and directly into the center of his body.

Enhanced by the Void, much like the spheres from before, the attack became significantly more powerful. But due to his proximity, Ezekiel also suffered a bit of pain. The pressure of holding another soul inside him also didn’t help matters.

One more scream filled the air, before Ezekiel finally lost his footing. Derrick had bucked him so hard that he could no longer hold on. He was nearly spent when it came to mana and would need time to recover naturally.

While he was falling through the sky, stunned from the electricity that had partially hit him, Ezekiel saw that the rift he had opened had closed, and half of Derrick’s body had been torn to shreds, but wasn’t healing nearly as fast as before.

In fact, it looked like it was healing at an average rate compared to the accelerated one from before.

He tried to raise his hand to strike with another spell but was jerked to the side as Invera caught him. From what he could sense, she had truly spent all her available mana on the spell. She was flying purely with her physical prowess at this point.

“Kill... him...” Ezekiel whispered from where he was held in Invera’s grasp.

She ignored him, and he knew why. With the Broodlord’s enhanced physique, Invera’s talons wouldn’t be able to cut him down without mana. As it was, they both had already pushed themselves to the limit. It was unlikely that either of them could handle forcibly attracting and absorbing mana again in their current states.

For the moment, he could only watch as Derrick’s body hit the ground. The flinching form glared at them hatefully, but Ezekiel could see that he had been spent as well. He could also tell that the Broodlord was conflicted but seemed to think better of continuing the fight.

Rather than attempt to chase, Derrick instead focused on healing enough to move and fly properly, as his body shrank into his more humanoid form.

Before they were out of sight, Ezekiel saw the man flap his wings and fly away, back to the Desolate Lands.

‘We’ll get him next time...’ Shine tried to reassure Ezekiel.

‘Yeah... this won’t be the only chance that either side will take.’

Both sides had lost the chance to take out one of their enemy’s strongest fighters. Now, they would have to see what the future would bring, for both their sides.

----------



Many of the defenders of the Feathered Peaks had been forced to fall back, and the fighting had become a tired slog for the attacking Cruor. Their transformation into their Primal forms meant that there was little to no planning that went into their offense.

At the same time, their enhanced physiques meant that they could take on more groups of Hunters on equal ground. It was only the enchantments laid down by the Scholars of the Church that allowed the tribesmen to last within their fortifications.

Which was ironic, since the Cruor would’ve easily been able to circumvent the sparsely spread-out formations.

“Shift the ground! Don’t give them an even road to pass over!” Riley called out to the Cavern Hunters and Mages that were nearby.

She was currently locked in melee with a Bone Cruor that was trying to crush her under its massive feet. She was currently slowly chipping away as its legs, which were burnt black from her flames.

A heavy kick with an [Explosive] amount of force behind it saw the Cruor fall to its knees. It roared in pain and anger, only to get a flame-covered spear rammed down its throat. A few spasms nearly threw Riley away, but she held on until they stopped, and the Cruor fell over, dead.

Taking a moment to breathe, she sent a wave of fire over her body. The remnants of Ichor that clung to her were erased from existence as they burned away. Yet her armor and tools remained untouched.

“We need assistance over here!” a Legendary Scholar yelled from behind a hastily made barricade where he and a few others were holding off a Fanged Cruor from making it past them and up the road leading to the center of the tribe.

They were all currently fighting on the ground since the Winged Cruor had been taken out first. It had been tough, and the few Legendary Hunters that were in the Feathered Peaks, both native and from other tribes, were tired.

Holding up her pistol, she fired a white-hot beam of fire toward the Fanged Cruor. The heat and force threw it to the side, where it was swiftly dealt with via enchanted swords to the gut.

“Just hold on for a little longer! We’ve almost finished them off!” By this point, less than half the forces on either side were currently fighting. But those that were, were among the strongest.

The Adepts and below had already retreated to the central areas of the mountain. Only Legendaries who could take at least a few blows were on the front lines.

“Legend Riley! Over there! The storm is dying down!” One of the Legends that was wrapped in wind sent his voice through the air for all to hear.

Focused on the fighting as she was, Riley hadn’t been paying any attention to the fighting between the Mythical beings in the distance. Now that she was looking at it, however, she knew that something good, or bad was going to happen.

The fact that none of the Mythical beings had already arrived, after their battle had clearly ended, meant that whoever survived might be unable to fight again right away.

“... Push forward! Wipe them out as soon as you can!” Riley’s command was answered with a thunderous cry of excitement as the still standing Hunters all charged.

The comparatively low number of Cruor were swarmed by the now higher numbers of the Feathered Peaks. While the fighting was a slow process that saw the Cruor taking multiple hits. It wasn’t until another few fell that the still standing Cruor seemed to shudder.

Riley had just run her spear through the body of a Fanged Cruor, the blue flame from her magic burned the wound closed and turned flesh into charcoal, when the rest turned tail to flee.

There was no apparent reason for it, but the Cruor all, as one, turned tail to flee. It was as if some silent command had been given to them, but that shouldn’t have been possible. Since any order given by the Broodlord would’ve been heard as an ear wrenching shriek that they also would’ve heard.

“Life Mages!” she called out with panic in her voice, “check for fungal spores in the air!”

Seeing the unexpected turn tail of the Cruor, she was reminded of something that she and Ezekiel had faced during their time in Quintessa and the Archipelago.

The Rot didn’t communicate through verbal commands. The communicated through a spore network that could make those affected by it do as the Rot commanded. Usually, it could only control those whose body and mind were in no state to fight them off with their mana. However, for the Primal Cruor, their minds wouldn’t be able to fend off any commands from an external source that was still among the stronger Cruor.

“Minor fungal spores currently in the air!” One of the Life Mages nearby called out. She was followed by several others that supported her observations.

“Fall back! We need to make sure that everyone is purged of any spores that might’ve infected them during the fighting. That includes those that already retreated.” Riley’s order was met with concerned looks and reluctant gazes.

The retreating Cruor hadn’t made it too far, and some of the Hunters thought that they could go and clean things up since they were currently fleeing.

“Legend Riley; where did the spores come from?” a nearby Scholar asked.

Before she could respond, a strange balloon-like Cruor, like the one that Ezekiel had killed previously, began to rise into the air. It had previously been hidden away, far enough to not be seen during the battle. The now normal Cruor that had fled quickly climbed into it. This carrier Cruor was a peak Tier four creature, so it would be difficult for anyone besides a Mythic to truly take it down.

Seeing it inflate and lift into the air, Riley could see several vein-like growths along its sides. Vents that ran along its body were emitting clouds that faded as they spread out from the creature.

“I’d say that that is where the spores came from,” Riley said to the Scholar.

“Indeed...”

Before anyone else could say anything, a figure in the air caught Riley’s eye. She immediately dropped her Spirit Armor and took to the sky on Celia’s back. The other Hunters were shocked, but then saw what she had.

Their Guardian was back, and so was Ezekiel. However, both were clearly injured from their fight.

A mad scramble was made to catch up and help them, but Riley got their first.

After catching Ezekiel when Invera dropped him into her arms, she moved to the side as Ivera shrunk down to land on Celia as well.

“Ezekiel! What happened?” She could recognize the effects of Lightning paralysis, as well as overdoing his mana absorption. “Did you manage to win?”

“... Tie...” Ezekiel mumbled out.

Riley didn’t say anything else, knowing that he didn’t want to speak more currently.

“At least you’re okay... So long as that’s the case, you’ll have plenty more opportunities in the future.” Her words brought a soft smile to Ezekiel’s face, but their moment was ruined when the rest of the Hunters arrived.

Fortunately, Celia was near the ground at this point, and they were able to get Ezekiel and Invera to the healers quite quickly.

It took a bit more time, both to recover and reset their defenses, but ultimately, a small celebration was had after the sun had set.

While they hadn’t had an overwhelming victory, they had still won with minimal losses.

Given the state of the world, taking what time they had to enjoy things was something they could all appreciate. Especially for Ezekiel and his group.

Now they just had to wait to see the results of Wendy and Ellen Soaking in the Ancient Glacial Pool. Something that took three days of waiting with bated breath, both for the twins, and for the possibility of another attack by the Broodlord.
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                It had been three days since Ezekiel had fought with Invera against the Winged Broodlord. Their recovery had taken longer than expected, but since their injuries were mostly physical, it wasn’t too long. A day and a half of bed rest did mean that they weren’t able to do much, however, and it was a surprise for the other Guardians of the Feathered Peaks when they finally returned from their long-range patrols.

Currently, Ezekiel was on his own, with Riley having gone to keep busy by assisting with clearing out most of the rubble from the attack. At the same time, Invera had returned to taking out the weaker Cruor and Umbral Beasts in the surrounding areas, while the rest of the massive tribe had begun preparing to move.

While she was gone, Ezekiel had gone to have tea with Elder Welt, who had welcomed into his hut with a bow and words of thanks. Ezekiel waved the man off, saying that he had saved his life once before, and no debts were owed between them.

Shine had not come with him. He had asked his Spirit to watch over the twins, whose conditions had apparently improved by a great deal. It wasn’t as if Shine couldn’t immediately [Jump] to his side whenever they needed to anyway, so there was no risk.

He then got to work with a project he found he was able to do while sipping tea easily enough.

“You are certain that there is nothing more I can do to help?” he had asked once he had finished the current batch of his little project.

“You have already done enough,” Welt said while he handled the countless Void Pouches that Ezekiel had been making for the Tribe to use as needed. “These will allow us to take far more with us when we relocate further west. Besides, we can’t rely on you too much. Not when you will be leaving as soon as you can.”

Ezekiel winced at the mention of him leaving as soon as possible. While there hadn’t been any news from the Archipelago, Ezekiel didn’t want to stay away from home any longer than necessary.

“Well... I will at least be staying to move the Ancient Glacial Pool when it is time.” This was one of the things that Ezekiel had agreed to do in exchange for what the Feathered Peak’s Tribe had done for his sister. “That will not be up for discussion.”

Welt just chuckled but nodded in agreement. “As you say, Exalt Ezekiel.”

The reference to his status in the world made Ezekiel fidget, but he took it in stride.

“Will the Feathered Peaks tribe have any trouble after moving? I know that you said that a space has already been prepared for you, but this is a lot of people.” He turned to look out the window of the Welt’s hut. While he couldn’t see everything with his eyes, his senses covered the entirety of the mountain city that the tribe called home.

There was a flurry of activity as the majority of the people on the mountain were packing up everything that they could that wasn’t nailed down.

“Elder, we need more--”

A Hunter that had entered Welt’s hut found his arms filled with more Void Pouches than he could count. He smiled and bowed to Ezekiel and Welt, before tossing the pouches outside where they were picked up. This continued for several minutes while Ezekiel and Welt drank the tea that the elder had set out for them previously.

“... I still find it hard to believe that you could just make more Void Pouches in an hour than an entire Cathedral could in a year...” Ezekiel could hear the awe in Welt’s voice, and sheepishly rubbed the back of his head.

Just then, a pulse of Radiant mana filled the air. Not enough for Welt to have sensed, not anyone else that was outside on the mountain, but enough for Ezekiel to turn his head.

‘Ezekiel, you need to get to the central chamber right away. Something is happening in the pool.’ Shine’s words made his heart clench up. It was only the fact that they hadn’t sounded panicked that let Ezekiel stay long enough to say goodbye to Welt.

That’s not to say he immediately [Jumped] to the meeting chamber with the Ancient Glacial Pool. Instead, he sped up his relative [Time], and [Accelerated] through the tribe as fast as he could. It took him seconds to arrive at his destination, and he was greeted by a wall of light that filled the room.

One that totally blocked off access from the outside. To the point where even [Jumping] would have risks of creating a magical disturbance.

He sent Shine a message, and waited to see if things could be settled peacefully, or if he’d have to break the wall down himself.

----------



Beyond the wall of light, two of the Feathered Peak’s Guardians were perched and watched as the Ancient Glacial Pool glowed with a brilliant, cold, gray light. It was a strange much that they wouldn’t have expected from the mingling of Radiant and Obscure magic.

“What do you suppose is happening down there?” Feynari asked her brother as they both peered down at the pool. “This didn’t happen when Ezekiel bathed in the pool to recover his soul. Do you suppose this is a gift from the Ancients?”

When she did not receive a reply, Feynari looked to her brother, only to see that he was concentrating on something with his eyes closed. The wall of light that covered the room seemed to shimmer for a moment, and she knew what her brother was doing.

Before she could speak up, a different voice called him out instead.

“You do realize that the only reason your wall still stands is out of concern for his sisters. Not out of respect for you.” Shine lifted into the air, their avatar manifesting next to their blade. “You might’ve managed to keep the sudden shift from most of the mountain, but my partner is far too good to be deceived by a trick like this. He was already aware before I sent him a message.”

It was rare that Shine spoke aloud, so Feynari paid extra attention when they did. Even more so since her brother was, apparently, acting out against a Mythical being.

“... It was his failure that led to my children being in this state.” Callrond was quiet and focused harder on maintaining his wall. “I see no reason to let him in when his presence could very well make things worse.”

Feynari sighed, “You are being foolish. Why do you even care so much? You have never given any attention to your other children in the past.”

“My other children were not missing a massive portion of their souls when they eventually returned to me!” Callrond opened his eyes to glare at his sister. “Had they died in battle then I would’ve accepted it. But what happened to them was an affront to the very nature of the world itself!”

A soft snort echoed through the chamber. Feynari wondered if Shine was just making noises to mock them. They didn’t have a noise to snort with, after all.

“You are merely upset that it was your own element that did this, and you now fear your power, and the helplessness that comes with being unable to do anything in this situation.” Shine momentarily disappeared while Callrond reared back with his talons digging into his perch.

They reappeared with the edge of their blade touching Callrond’s neck. “... You are an ally, a friend. But you are letting your anger force you into lashing out at the wrong target. Do not forget that this happened because Ezekiel wasn’t there. Once he found his sister, and your daughter, he was the one who removed the corruption from their souls and gave them a chance to recover. Now let him in, before he simply breaks through by himself.”

The glittering figure of Shine’s avatar stared Callrond down as the wall of Radiant mana began to shudder. Radiant energy filled the avian Spirit’s eyes, even as he visibly strained from maintaining his spell. Feynari couldn’t help but imagine that something incredibly powerful was ramming against the barrier with all its might.

Then she remembered that Ezekiel was an Exalt, and it was more likely that he was tapping on it with one finger.

“Brother, while Shine’s words are blunt and crude, they are not wrong. Absence does not equate to fault, and if it were not for Ezekiel your daughters would’ve had their souls shattered long ago. Now let him in. He has already shown you a great deal of respect in the face of your antagonism.” Feynari joined Shine in staring down her brother.

While she didn’t like picking a side in this way, it was clear that her brother was in the wrong.

With a sigh, Callrond dispelled his barrier, and the wall dropped to allow Ezekiel entry into the chamber. It immediately sprung back up once Ezekiel walked in.

Just in time for another flash of light to flare up from the pool. This time accompanied by a great splash of water, followed by four bodies.

Two humans, and two Spirits.

----------



Seeing his sisters and their Spirits be ejected from the Ancient Glacial Pool wasn’t what Ezekiel expected to walk into when he arrived at the chamber where the pool resided. But he was able to react quickly enough and caught both of them before they could hit the ground.

Two soft thumps were heard as the two Legendary birds in the room landed beside him. A silent [Jump] also saw Shine once more taking their place on Ezekiel’s waist.

“What happened? Are they okay?” Callrond asked with a hurried voice.

“Give me a moment, and do not try to examine them with your mana right now!” Ezekiel was harsher than he’d intended to be when he gave Callrond and Feynari orders. “Given the nature of what happened earlier, we don’t need them reacting to your mana in a negative manner right now.”

Callrond nearly lashed out, but Ezekiel negated their mana like it was nothing, and at the same time spread his senses outward, while focusing them on his sisters.

He didn’t do a deep dive into their souls. All that was needed at this time was a surface scan. Enough to get a feel for the weight of his sisters’ souls.

“... I think it worked,” he said after a few seconds of inspection.

It had been over a year since he’d last sensed Ellen’s full soul, but from what he could tell, Wendy’s was fully recovered. With an increase in strength and size from where it was before her dip in the pool.

At the same time, Ellen’s soul felt just as robust as her sister’s. Only it had several minute differences that marked her as a separate and unique entity that was different from her sister.

While, physically, they were the same, beyond hair and eye color, it was these spiritual differences that made Ezekiel feel confident that the pool had done its job and returned their souls to their previous state.

With the strain and efforts involved in healing them contributing to both of their growth.

At this point, Ezekiel wouldn’t be surprised if they reached the upper Steps of Tier three after a few weeks in the Mana Chambers he’d created.

To jump from the lower Steps to the upper Steps as rapidly as they had was a feat that only Ezekiel had previously achieved. That too, purely because his soul was so old that he was already in the Legendary Tier when it came to his soul since the day that he’d been reborn.

“C’mon, we should get them to the healer’s quarters to ensure that there are no lingering effects,” Ezekiel muttered as he stood up, lifting both his sisters as they clung tightly to their Spirits. “So long as the medics don’t find anything, they shouldn’t be out for more than a day, with a bit of proper bed rest being all they need to finish recovering.”

Callrond and Feynari remained silent as Ezekiel took charge. Both seemed to be nervous as Ezekiel stepped out of the room, and he couldn’t help but wonder why.

‘You’ve released your mana. It’s not emitting pressure, but just your presence is enough to make weaker Spirits bow to you in reverence.’ Shine spoke up as Ezekiel’s thoughts passed through their bond. ‘It was probably your worry for your sisters that prevented you from noticing.’

By this point, Ezekiel had already made it outside, and much to his shock, the entirety of the mountain had seemingly assembled outside. With the Spirits bowing their heads in reverence, while the Hunters and Mages all looked on in concern.

It seemed like his mana had attracted more attention than expected.

“Ezekiel... are your sisters, okay?” It was Riley, who had been assisting with clearing out some of the rubble, that approached and spoke first.

The reason Ezekiel had come here wasn’t a secret, and it was likely that Every Hunter, Mage, and Spirit in the area knew that his sisters were within the Ancient Glacial Pool.

“... It seems like the Ancients have performed another miracle. Medics! I need assistance.” Ezekiel gently passed his sisters to the Life and Death Mages that rushed forward in response to his words. “Callrond and Feynari will continue to keep watch, and I will return once I have finished moving the pool to its new location. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours.”

A quiet cheer spread through the assembled tribe, and Riley sagged with relief. She looked at Ezekiel before glancing at the twins then back at him. He nodded, and she went off to follow the Legendary Spirits that had taken flight to follow the medics.

“Elder Welt, let’s get started.” He waved at the elder who had slowly made his way to the peak where the pool’s chamber was. “It will be necessary for me to have a guide to ensure that the pool is appropriately moved.”

A moment later, he retreated into the room with the Ancient Relic in it.

All while Shine chuckled in the back of his mind at him fleeing from the revenant gazes of those that remained outside.

‘They look at me like I’m a god...’ He had noticed this before but had ignored it for the most part. Now, he couldn’t, and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

For the moment, however, he had other things to worry about besides the obvious increase in his responsibilities.

----------



Moving the chamber with the Ancient Glacial Pool had been harder than expected, and they had needed to send a message for Invera to have her return before they began. They couldn’t leave the mountain defenseless, after all.

During the wait, Welt explained how they would need to move the entire chamber, but that the thing had been built to be self-supporting, and the structure around it was built around the chamber that housed the pool, not the other way around.

Once Invera returned, however, it was a simple matter of [Jumping] to the new mountain peak that was located over a hundred kilometers away.

The whole process took the better part of the rest of the day, but by the time they met up with the tribesmen that had set out weeks prior, it was a simple matter to put the chamber and the pool in the space that had been created for it.

Then, it was just a matter of resting long enough to regain his mana and return to the Feathered Peaks. With a wonderful surprise waiting for him.

“Brother!”

Two human shaped missiles struck his chest, and he took a few steps back to let the impact be absorbed. Less for him, but more for his sisters.

For a moment, he felt utterly elated to see his sisters healthy once more, but then he saw Ellen crying, and his mood turned more toward worry.

“I’m sorry!” Ellen cried before he could say anything. “I’m sorry I’ve caused so much trouble! I’m sorry I was so weak!”

For a moment, Ezekiel felt a startling sense of familiarity. He immediately understood where his sister was coming from. The same thoughts and emotions had filled him when he was younger, after all.

“Do not apologize. None of this was your fault.” He held his sisters tighter as he looked at the others in the room.

Tina and Kare were perched silently on the cot to the side, while Riley and the two Legendary birds watched from another corner.

“Instead of being sorry, be angry! Be angry at the Cult, the Kindled, and the Cruor. Be angry at the ones who hurt you and grow stronger to make sure they can’t do it again!”

Ezekiel knew that his words were not the most comforting, but he knew that what his sister needed wasn’t comfort. What she needed right now was understanding, and he filled his voice, his [Will] to spread out and be filled with his thoughts and emotions.

His sister gripped him tighter and looked up at him. She didn’t say anything, but her tears were no longer falling, and she gave him a shaky nod.

All while her eyes glowed with a ferocious golden light.

“Will you help me?” she asked.

Next to her, Wendy looked on with the same question sitting quietly in her eyes.

“Of course. But I still want you to live your lives. You’re already more advanced than you were before, so it won’t be too hard to reach your current peak. However, we’ll have to hold off until we get back to the Archipelago. Understood?” As much as he wanted to help his sisters right away, he knew Ellen needed more time to adjust to being free and adapt to the power she now had.

Fortunately, it seemed that neither Ellen, nor Wendy, were too eager to begin, and both agreed to wait until they returned to the Archipelago.

Come the next day, as the remains of the Feathered Peaks were cleared out to move to their new home, Ezekiel and his group also departed.

----------



Deep within the Desolate Lands, yet another meeting was being held by the nine Broodlords of the Cruor. Eight were silent, with a few of them seething at the failure of the ninth, who had just finished reporting his situation and the results of his assault on the Feathered Peaks.

“This is not a good thing. You know that, right?” Rafael, the Fanged Broodlord, growled as he addressed Derrick, who was slumped over in his spot among them.

“I am aware... but even you cannot say that you would survive making contact with a rift in Space!” Derrick would rarely raise his voice to his seniors, but given what he had been through, a small outburst was accepted by the others. “I had half my body torn to shreds as it tried to be in multiple places at once. The only time I’ve felt anything similar, was when I was introduced to the Winged Brood at the central seal!”

The other Broodlords sucked in a sharp breath at the mention of their masters’ prison. At the same time, Drake shifted in their amorphous form.

As one, the Broodlords looked to their silent leader, awaiting whatever message the Chaos Broodlord was receiving for them.

After a few moments, a cacophony of voices filled the area.

“... How could we do that!?” Leon, the Bone Broodlord, shroud and rose from his place in shock and dismay. “To leave the Herald alive would be the same thing as letting him get strong enough to kill us all! Unlike the other Exalts, the Herald is not limited to the first Step!”

The other Broodlords looked just as shocked as Leon. It was apparent that they were under the belief that they would be mobilized to take out the Herald as soon as possible.

Even Rafael seemed perturbed, but the Chaos Broodlord remained silent. They had conveyed their masters’ orders, so there was no more reason for them to speak.

“... I think I understand.” Tryskan, the Wyrm Broodlord, spoke up after a few moments of thought. “Our masters wish to use the Herald, don’t they?”

Dake’s form shifted in what the others assumed was malicious glee. It seemed that Tryskan was correct in his hypothesis.

“What do you mean?” Rafael asked.

“The Herald has proven that he can rip a hole in Space. Such a thing, if utilized correctly, could accelerate our ultimate goals. I don’t need to remind you all where our masters are actually sealed, after all.” The other Broodlords looked contemplative as they pondered over Tryskan’s words.

“... It is a risk. The long method might still be best.” Jilian, the Swarm Broodlord, whispered with a buzzing voice. “Gathering the mana necessary to create the Ichor needed to free our masters is a guaranteed method. Using the Herald... are we even certain that he is strong enough? The Void was more powerful than the other Ancients, after all.”

That was one of the biggest concerns. If they needed the Herald to reach Tier six to fulfill their masters’ desires, then it would be impossible for them to survive.

Drake shook from his spot in the meeting once more. A sigh of relief escaped Jillian’s swarm.

“Even if the middle Steps of Tier five should be enough, I still don’t see why we can’t simply kill him and take our time?” Her question was answered with silence before Rafael found an answer.

“You forget what the Herald has been providing for the world.” Rafael said with his eyes closed as he slouched over in thought. “Given that the Herald broke through on his own, it means that humanity has a means of reaching the Mythic Tier without crippling their ability to progress further. The original method would’ve required several decades of bloodshed. Along with easing up again in the future to let humanity repopulate. Now, it is possible that we will be outnumbered before such a thing can happen.”

The other Broodlords flinched at the thought of humanity gaining even more Mythics. Let along Mythics that could rise past the first Step. Such a thing would mean that they would be overpowered far more easily.

As Broodlords, they were the strongest of the Cruor, but they were also limited in number. Their power was also determined by the will of the masters.

With the path to the higher Tiers opened to humanity, and the fact that fighting a war would aid Hunters in developing their souls, would mean that they would grow in quality as they shrank in quantity.

“Leave the Herald, and simply fight the war as we had intended. Once the Herald is strong enough, we shall figure out how to use him. Our masters will have a plan. It will simply be up to us to enact it.” Each of the Broodlords nodded in response to Rafael’s words.

One by one, their figures disappeared, each one filled with a focus and determination to ensure that the war went their way.

Regardless of the factors that were now a problem for them.

----------



With Ezekiel and their group, it had been over a week since they had departed the Feathered Peaks, and they had taken their time to fly above and beyond the reach of the forces in Tarquessa. Though, with their own troubles on the eastern coast, it was likely too much for them to bother finding and tracking the Anathema of the Cult of Light.

They did stop by a few villages and towns to resupply. But only briefly, and never directly. Ezekiel just [Jumped] money in place of the items they needed. Due to their swift departure from the Fjorya, and the fact that the tribe needed supplies more than them, they had left with the bare bones needed to get some distance between them and the mountains.

Now, they were over the water, having stopped briefly at an island to properly rest, but keeping their identities a secret. Ezekiel didn’t want to be hounded by the different officials at the islands they would be forced to stop at, and it would be only a few more days before they reached Sanafalls.

“Will things be, okay? After we reach Sanafalls, I mean.” Ellen had been much quieter since her recovery, but her desire to grow stronger had helped in bringing her out of the mood she had been in.

She still woke up from nightmares every now and then, but Wendy had clung to her like glue, and was always there to comfort her sister when she woke up at night.

“Things will be alright. You’ll be with mom, and you’ll get the best training possible. Give it a couple more years, and you’ll be more than ready to reach Tier four on your own.” Ezekiel wasn’t joking or speaking with empty encouragement.

Given their current progress and growth, his sisters were only a few dozen intense battles from having their souls reach the brink of Tier four. From there, it would simply be a matter of gaining an [Understanding] that they could internalize and infuse into their mana.

“However, I don’t think you’ll be going to the frontlines. Not right away at least.”

Wendy looked somewhat upset at that, but Ellen seemed unsure of something.

This wasn’t a topic he was willing to debate, however. As far as he was concerned, his sisters would not be entering the Desolate Lands until after they had reached the Legendary Tier.

He knew that such a thing was hypocritical of him, given his own experiences, but the simple facts of the matter was that he was better than them at surviving at their age.

“... Can you help me with my magic again?” Ellen changed the topic before things could devolve into another argument, which Ezekiel was thankful for.

Given the near silent sigh from Riley, he could tell that she was thankful for it as well.

So, with a slight shuffle from his spot-on Celia’s back, he moved next to Ellen and Tina, while Wendy and Kare watched in silence as he instructed his sister on how to better use her Radiant magic.

This continued until a familiar island finally came into sight. While it was a tiring journey for Celia, with Ezekiel’s [Jumps] it was easy enough for them to make the last stretch without any additional stops.

At the docks, Ezekiel could see the ships that had gone ahead of them. Each one bore the family emblems of the different members of the Alliance from Morathi.

‘It seems like you’ll be dealing with that before going to war as well.’ Shine quipped as Ezekiel sighed in annoyance at the work he’d have to do.

Keeping their group Shrouded, and [Jumping] to the central areas of the Cathedral, Ezekiel and his group quietly met up with Scarlet, who had been silently messaged when they landed.

Of course, they refused any sort of fanfare, and all mentions of a welcoming banquet or feast were shot down for the moment. Even as Scarlet complained at the behest of the other Grand Scholars that were leading the Cathedral.

Instead, he and his sisters hurried to the underground space where his mother still resided. Though, if Scarlet’s words were true, then it was likely that their mother would be out before long.

“Mom!” Twin cries of joy were followed by a rush of movement.

“Girls!” Evelyn’s reply was accompanied by a grunt of effort as she embraced her daughters after they had leapt at her.

As his sisters smothered their mother, Ezekiel smiled and slowly walked into the room.

Seeing him, Evelyn turned and gave him a sad smile. He could tell that the smile was both a thank you and an apology. For the sisters he had brought back, and for his father, who he hadn’t.

Shaking his head, he pushed those thoughts away. This was meant to be a happy time.

Given the fact that such moments would be fleeting in the future, he needed to hold onto them as much as possible.

“Come here.”

His mother’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts.

Stepping forward, he wrapped his arms around his family.

In that moment, Ezekiel could ignore the horrors that had occurred in the past year or so. While also allowing himself to truly relax, knowing that his family was still alive. If incomplete for now.

‘We’ll get him back. He’s not dead yet, even with what the Cult did to him. You dad’s a strong guy. He’ll hold on until we get the chance to save him.’ Shine’s words gave him a sense of confidence that he had lacked before.

He held his mom and sisters tighter. All while holding back the churning mana within him as he glared at the wall.

‘Of course,’ he replied to his Spirit. ‘We’ll make the Cult pay for it in blood as well.’

A sense of agreement filled him, and before he focused on his family once more.

Yet, in the back of his mind, thoughts of war, and revenge, continued to linger. A driving force that would push him to the brink in the coming years.
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                In the middle of the ocean, an island roughly half the size of Sanafalls was partially covered with a thick and toxic miasma. Misshapen creatures, and fungal abominations roared and shrieked in a gluttonous joy.

A tall volcanic mountain covered in storm clouds that were filled with lightning sat at the center of the landmass. Hundreds of Hunters and Mages were currently headed there, while fighting a defensive battle with their pursuers.

They were forced to cross hazardous terrain, all while avoiding a barrage of attacks from the long-range Rot and their fungal cannons. Explosions from toxic and otherwise deadly projectiles harried the defeated defenders of the island as they tried to survive.

“Fall back! Get to the peak!” This order was given by all the captains and leaders that remained.

Most had fallen, but those that had survived were doing their best to stem the tide of the horde that followed. It was difficult, as the Ichor mist that had spawned from the recently bloomed Spine was draining away their mana at a rapid pace.

“Once we return to the stronghold, we’ll be able to settle down for a siege! Move! Move as fast as you can!” Humans and Spirits alike fled with all their power. “So long as we can hold, we--”

Unfortunately, the Hunter who was trying to encourage his companions couldn’t finish. He and his group had just reached one of the larger rivers, and their forces were preparing to cross. Only for the jaws of a massive fish with jaws larger than a man’s torso to leap from the water and clamp down on the Hunter's head.

In his weakened state, the Hunter was unable to do anything to protect himself. He flailed with his weapon and managed to make a few shallow cuts before the Deep Cruor took off his head with a mighty ‘crunch’.

“It’s the Deep!” Several voices cried out at once, and the Hunters and Mages that were preparing transportation to cross the river for those that couldn’t fly immediately began mounting what defenses they could. “Call back the Glacier Mages! We need to prepare!”

The Hunters deployed Artifacts into the water that released sonic pulses that spread through the water and caused the gently flowing river to bubble.

It then turned white and frothy as the thrashing bodies of the Deep Cruor, that had suffered from the Artifacts deployed against them, leap from the water as one.

Hunters, Spirits, Mages and Scholars all entered battle once again. Yet it was a fruitless endeavor. The Spirits couldn’t muster enough mana for their spells, nor could the Mages.

Worse yet, the Rot were still chasing after them, as well as firing their chemical weapons.

It was a battle of physical might, and while a few Cruor fell to the combined blades of several Hunters and Mages teaming up against them, the superior physiques of the Cruor were too much, and the Deep were able to quickly overrun the humans and Spirits that had tried to fight.

The only survivors were those that could fly. Those who hadn’t stopped running while the others had fought. A smart plan, regardless of the many grimaces and tears that they shed as their friends and fellow fighters died screaming below.

Only after every Hunter and Spirit on the island was either dead, or safely secured within the protected fortifications higher up the mountain, did the sounds of battle and death finally die down. The defenses would last potentially forever, fed by the mana emitted by the volcanic activity deep underground. Though, the inevitable siege by the Cruor would give them a few months at most.

The relative lack of Life and Glacial Magic, to make food and drinkable water, meant that the survivor’s resources would last nearly as long.

----------



High above the island covered in miasma, several figures were gathered on the back of a massive dragon. Unseen by those below, due to the [Shroud] that surrounded them.

“Are you sure that we should step in here? Doing so would give away our position. We’ll lose the element of surprise necessary for clearing our actual destination.” Fiana, clad in her red Scholar robes, spoke quietly as she leaned over the edge of the dragon to peer below.

“I know, but it’s been nearly seven years since this war started. I think it’s time we fight more openly. The secrecy and subterfuge have lost us several islands, just in the past few months alone.” Space seemed to warp as the leader of the group, Ezekiel, held his hands above him. On his back, a massive claymore sized broadsword that was wider and tougher than normal glowed with eagerness while a sphere of darkness filled with glittering stars took shape. “Besides, you haven’t looked beyond the coastline.”

The two robed figures focused on the waters around the island. Looking for whatever it was that Ezekiel had noticed. It took them a moment, but a presence finally caught their eyes.

“Is that the Deep Broodlord?” the only other male figure, George, whispered in fear as he finally caught sight of a significantly more humanoid figure than the other Cruor that were present.

“Indeed.” The sphere above Ezekiel shifted, and the glittering lights cut out, with the entire thing turning translucent. “This will be enough to make him retreat. They have been doing their best to avoid me for the most part. For reasons I still haven’t been able to figure out.”

It had been a regular occurrence over the past few years, where Ezekiel would enter a battlefield, and a defensive fight would occur as the Cruor retreated.

“While you’re at it, I’ll try to clear out as much of the Miasma as I can. We should be able to at least open a safe path to the water. That way the survivors can get on the boats that were meant to pass through this area, before the warning was sent out.” Riley, who was sitting further up Celia’s back, pulled out her spear. “No prisoners this time. If the first few hundred didn’t know why the Broodlords want you alive, then the rest of them won’t either.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but ruefully grin at the reminder of his previous attempts at obtaining information. They hadn’t worked, but they had certainly helped him figure out more ways of using his magic.

“Sounds like a plan to me. Let’s get started!” With that said, he tossed the [Shrouded] spell at the Broodlord sitting on the water below.

It took several seconds for the rapidly descending orb to make contact, but when it did, the compressed and twisted space that was contained within it exploded outward.

A kilometer wide crater appeared in the water, and the figure of the Deep Broodlord disappeared. Their form had been blown down into the water.

‘Ready Shine?’ Ezekiel asked his partner as he stepped off the now diving dragon Spirit. ‘This might be enough to push you past your previous limit.’

‘I certainly hope so. It’ll be nice to be able to match the Broodlords in direct combat power again. As opposed to the tricks and spells we’ve managed to figure out to keep things even.’ The Void Spirit snarked as they were removed

From their partner’s back. Enchanted Runic scriptures flowed up and down the massive blade. The massive size and increased amount of material meant that the blade was significantly tougher, and more able to act as a vessel through which Ezekiel could channel their Mythical power.

Shine’s soul still felt the strain, but that was to be expected, and was somewhat helpful to their growth. A development they had discovered, and begun looking into, several years past.

Now, after more than half a decade of war, going from battlefield to battlefield, island to island, the Void Spirit that had been sitting at the edge of Tier five for months. A small push being all they needed to breach that final hurdle.

‘It seems like he’s trying to flee even faster than the others did.’ Ezekiel observed as the Deep Broodlord had nearly reached the edge of his senses. The water parted beneath him as he finally hit it. The rapid rush of the ocean as it refilled the hole that he had made nearly deafened him, but not as much as what came moments later.

Behind him, the volcano at the center of the island seemed to begin billowing smoke, and the roar of a dragon filled his ears, even underwater, and as far away from his friends as was.

For now, he needed to ignore it, and trust in their abilities. He had his own fish to fry.

----------



Riley couldn’t help but sigh fondly as Ezekiel dove beneath the surface of the ocean. Massive plumes of water flew into the sky as he rapidly moved to catch up to the retreating Broodlord.

Such things had become a routine for them over the past few years. While they were still cautious, as one must always be when fighting the Cruor, or enemy Hunters, Spirits, and Mages, Ezekiel had been throwing himself into battle far more freely after he had realized that the Broodlords were not as serious about killing him as they used to be.

The fact that he had been able to cross blades with the Deep Broodlord several times, each one resulting in a tie, only proved this. Especially since every time had been when he was fighting alone. Though, the experiences had been more than enough to help him make progress.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to do this? We’re talking about an entire island.” Fiana’s question pulled Riley from her musings. She smiled and turned to her friends from Sanafalls.

Celia had stopped her dive when they were a few hundred meters above the ground. Just outside the reach of the closest Rot cannons.

“Ezekiel and Shine aren’t the only ones that have made significant progress with their magic. I’ve figured out a few different types of Flame that are incredibly helpful in this situation.” With that said, Riley held her arms out and let several streams of fire fill the air.

The heat rose higher and higher, as the lines of fire drew a formation in the sky. A trick that Ezekiel had helped her figure out some time ago. One that took some time to enact, but not so much that it wasn’t usable in battle.

Especially when she was safe in the sky when there were no Winged Cruor nearby.

Focusing on her flames, she shifted the color to something that wasn’t her usual orange-red, or blue-white. Instead, they were light-green, and her [Will] filled the Flames within the massive enchantment above her. Even as the miasma in the air began draining her of mana.

It wasn’t draining her fast enough, and after a few minutes, she was ready.

“Keep us safe, Celia!” Riley called out to her Spirit, who covered her back with a dome of protective fire that kept Riley’s magic well away from the humans mounted there. A brightly glowing necklace also shone from where it was tightly strung around her neck.

A moment later, Riley pulled an Artifact with familiar Void Magic infused into it via Rune’s and [Will] crafting and threw it up into the center of the formation she had made in the air. The Artifact sent out a pulse of mana, activating the enchantment that had been formed around it.

The result was a wave of fire that was a strange aquamarine color, having shifted from the green as it mixed with Riley’s usual blue. This wave didn’t stop and seemed to feed on the miasma in the air, using it as fuel while the flames rapidly spread.

“This is a new spell that Ezekiel helped me figure out.” Fiana and George looked on in open mouthed shock as Riley’s spell spread everywhere there was miasma.

Even the rivers and streams that flowed over the island boiled from the heat of the flame. Alongside the flesh of the weaker Cruor.

The Legendary ones were only injured and were healing slowly due to the cauterized nature of their wounds. But the massive horde that had been there before was nowhere to be seen.

“Everything burns, but different things burn differently. They burn at different temperatures, but this can be changed by introducing catalysts that can affect the burning point of a given substance.” Riley explained the nature of her spell to her companions as they finished descending to the front of the now miasma free stronghold. The protective barrier around it had kept the inhabitants safe from Riley’s spell.

“Given that magic can circumvent material limitation via one’s [Will], we figured out how to alter the nature of my Flames to target the miasma of the Cruor. Though, it’s ultimately indiscriminate. It also only works within the first few hours of a Spine’s blooming. After that, the nature of the Ichor mist can no longer be affected by my [Will].” The trio of humans looked over the now scorched island.

Flora and fauna alike had been burned by the spell, and there was nothing on the island that remained beyond the protected fortresses and Legendary Cruor that were now fleeing from the island.

“Another problem is that it takes up more than half my mana to use. Meaning that casting it from within the miasma will leave me utterly drained afterwards. Same with Celia, since she has to power the protective barrier that keeps me safe, since it’s not just my flames, but the flames created by burning the Miasma, that are created and burning everything.” With those final words, Celia shrank down as Riley fell on her rear. That had been her most powerful spell, and it was mostly nothing more than the creation of a cascading effect under very specific circumstances.

As the stronghold gates opened, and a team of Hunters headed out, Fiana and George picked up the Exhausted Riley, and hurriedly moved to enter the protected fortress.

Each of them, along with the local Hunters, were silent as they stared at Riley’s exhausted form.

Even as the gates were closed, and the group was safe from any lingering Cruor, no one said a word, as the nascent Mythical Hunter rested in their midst.

----------



Fighting the Cruor underwater was always difficult. At least, it was until the development of Artifacts that assisted in doing so. Such as breathing apparatuses, and formations that could convert liquid to gas and purify it. Creating breathable air from the ocean itself.

One such Artifact was shoved up Ezekiel’s nose and mouth, only to be hidden and protected beneath his Spirit Armor’s helmet. This meant that he could, for the most part, fight underwater without having to worry about something like breathing.

Though, the fact that he could go without breathing for nearly an hour, so long as he had mana to survive off of, meant that the Artifact was more of a safety net, than a requirement.

“Get back here!” Ezekiel yelled with a slightly muffled voice from the Artifact in his throat. A series of constructs took the shape of a chain that wrapped around the Deep Broodlord’s body. It was covered in hooks that held tight, but it only managed to keep the Broodlord still long enough for Ezekiel to catch up.

Water rippled and flashed as submerged explosions went off one after another. Each one was preempted by a swing of Shine’s blade by Ezekiel. But the watery environment and slimy scales of the Deep Broodlord meant that they couldn’t dig in and do any significant damage.

“Foolish Hunter! Why fight me when you could simply let me go? Are you saying that you want to die?” The Broodlord turned to face Ezekiel, swiping at him with tentacles and webbed claws.

The entire fight was much more of a melee endeavor, as Ezekiel couldn’t safely [Jump] underwater without far more preparations than when he was in the air. Worse yet, he had to constantly cover himself in mana to remove the resistance of the water on his body. A disadvantage that the Broodlord didn’t have, due to his body being specifically designed to avoid such annoyances.

“Hold still and let me cut you!” Ezekiel yelled into the water. The soundwaves effortlessly traveled through the much thicker medium. They were also [Reinforced] by his mana, causing teh [Force] from each word to be filled with a power that pummeled into the Broodlord’s body.

The male aquatic figure was blasted from all sides from the redirection of Ezekiel’s magic. They were also boiled for brief moments as reached out with his [Domain] to create several [Cavitation Bubbles] that rapidly heated the environment around the Broodlord.

Such a technique was something that he had perfected over the years of fighting the Deep. To the point that he could even perform a properly refined version in the air. Both versions were helpful against the Deep and Winged Broods, respectively.

“You court death with your impudence!” the Broodlord yelled as he twisted his body in ways that let him avoid Ezekiel’s attacks. “Why do you fight so desperately! You should be glad that we have left you alone for as long as we have. Clearly, that was a mistake on our part.”

“Oh? You seem to finally be willing to speak to me about whatever it is you want from me. So, what is it, exactly, that you need me stronger for?” Ezekiel continued his attack as he spoke.

The Deep Broodlord was more powerful than Derrick had been years ago, but the environment meant that Ezekiel could use several more tricks that had harsher effects. Even with the disadvantage of being the Deep Lord’s ideal environment. As well as significantly more experience since then.

The fact that he had also managed to reach another Step higher meant that the gap wasn’t that different either. Though, Ezekiel knew he would have to retreat soon. His danger sense was finally giving him warnings.

‘I think you’ve successfully made him angry, or at least cautious, at your admittance to know that the Broods want something from you,’ Shine said as they threw up a barrier of [Void Panes] to ensure that they had some cover. ‘I’m starting to think that the others were right back when they mentioned you were growing reckless.’

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince at the reminder of the conversation he had had with his friends a few days ago. While he had continued to be vigilant in his efforts against the Cruor, he had also been throwing himself into far more battles.

‘... We’ll meditate and do some self-reflecting after this battle. The island will have been purged, so it will be relatively safe, and we are ahead of schedule anyways.’ He then went silent as he focused on the task at hand. ‘For now, I want to see if this old bastard will finally say something he shouldn’t before one of us finally runs away, again.’

It wouldn’t have been the first time he had pissed off a Broodlord enough that he had been forced to run away. Though, in such situations, much like now, there were smaller consequences in doing so. He only did such things when the civilians and weaker Hunters were out of the way, after all.

“I’ll kill you!” the Deep Lord’s voice began to warble, and the water shook as he began to bulge from a partial transformation. “You already know too much! It is too great a risk to leave you be!”

Ezekiel’s previous words had sparked a hint of madness in the Broodlord’s eyes, and he could tell that the enemy Mythic was no longer concerned with simply fleeing, nor did the thought of leaving Ezekiel alive seem to linger in his mind.

Which was good, in a way. It meant that he and Shine would be forced to fight for their lives, and the pressure they now felt from the fight would be real. This in turn, would force their souls to experience a jump in growth that their other methods would be much slower to provide.

A myriad of tentacles with serrated hooks and teeth whipped toward him. They were unobstructed by the water resistance, and Ezekiel had to [Shift] himself to the side, by creating openings in the water that literally pulled him in different directions like a vacuum.

“Perish,” the Broodlord’s voice carried through the water, and Ezekiel found himself launched backward at a rapid pace as a blast of water nearly collapsed his chest.

The Broodlord’s mouth was open, and it was clear that he had sucked in water only to expel it as forcefully as possible.

‘Let’s twist it!’ Ezekiel exclaimed when they finally came to a stop. Their previous offensive had turned into a frantic defensive as the Broodlord lashed out with a series of attacks that seemed to shift the water itself, both to hinder Ezekiel, and give haste to himself.

‘I thought that spell was still a work in progress?’ Shine didn’t sound too certain about what Ezekiel was suggesting.

‘In this situation, it’s not like it’s going to hurt us if it fails.’ Several blows had made it past his defenses, and motes of mana disappeared into the world as chips from his Spirit Armor faded away.

Crimson blood with a hint of an opalescent sheen began to fill the water, which turned murky, and Ezekiel couldn’t help but grimace at the fact that he hadn’t managed to land a single significant blow against the Broodlord.

He knew it was a bad matchup, with the Deep Broodlord being more slippery than Derrick in numerous ways, but he’d hoped that he’d have improved at least a little bit.

‘Jaws!’ Shine called out a warning, and Ezekiel held out one arm to the side, an opal construct taking form as a shark that had hidden like a cephalopod tried to clamp down on him.

The small sword construct was just large enough to fit into the Legendary Umbral Beasts mouth. But that wasn’t all, nearly a hundred more similarly powerful beasts had swarmed around him. Their camouflage meant that they were unseen before this.

A similar means of somehow blending into the water itself by altering their body composition meant that they were also impossible to sense with most magical means of perception. Only when they were about to attack, when their bodies returned to their mostly solid state, did these particular Umbrals, and similar Cruor, register on a Mage or Spirit's senses.

Their only weakness was their relative lack of defensive capabilities, making them easy to kill, so long as you could get a hit in. These beasts were among the weakest when it came to physique.

‘Good catch! It looks like you’ve made another improvement.’ Ezekiel praised his Spirit for the early warning.

Usually, this would be far too late to do anything about, but given Ezekiel and Shine’s developing skills with premonitions, this was not a last-minute reflexive action. Not entirely, at least.

Sparing a glance behind him, Ezekiel saw that the figure of the Broodlord had disappeared. He could briefly sense the Deep Lord’s location as he fled at his fastest possible speed, able to move through water without resistance as he could. Given that Ezekiel wasn’t actively chasing him, the Deep Lord would be out of his range within a few seconds.

That, or the Broodlord would consume one of these Umbral Beasts and take in their ability to become invisible to all magical senses. He might then return and finish the job.

But Ezekiel knew he couldn’t be certain of either of these possibilities. At least not without investigating for himself first.

‘Cover me. I need to check things out.’ Ezekiel then relaxed as he fell into a trance.

Shine left his hand and began flickering about through the water in a dome around him. Unlike Ezekiel, whose body was made of flesh and blood, and would suffer complications if they suddenly [Jumped] and had water fill their body in inconvenient places, Shine had no such problems.

Flashes of light filled the water, but Ezekiel was unseeing, to all of it, even though his eyes were open. Instead, visions of events to come flashed through his eyes.

----------



A quarter of the sharks lay dead, their bodies decomposing at a rapid pace. Ichor filled the water but was washed away with the currents. Diluted and harmless.

Shadows seemed to flicker in the form of the Deep Broodlord, but never manifested, even as Shine returned to their place at Ezekiel’s side. With a swing of his arm, the rest of the Umbral Beasts were killed, though at a cost of most of his remaining mana.

More shadows, but none became real. The possibilities of the future where the Broodlord returned to attack him didn’t manifest. The probability of him coming back was too low.

Ezekiel waited, for a few moments, before turning to the island in the distance. His battle had ended, so it was time to return, and see what could be done on the island with the survivors.

----------



Narrowing his eyes, Ezekiel’s attention returned to the present.

Looking around him, he saw that a quarter of the sharks lay dead, their bodies decomposing at a rapid pace. Ichor filled the water but was washed away with the currents. Diluted and harmless.

“That always feels weird,” he muttered as a heavy sense of Deja-Vu overcame him.

A moment later Shine [Jumped] into his hand, and the rest of his vision played out without issue.

As the Umbral Beasts floated in the water, dead and slowly descending into the depths as they fell apart, Ezekiel took a moment to observe his surroundings. His defenses were raised, and he held himself at the ready for longer than his vision had predicted.

A precaution he had gotten used to performing, just in case.

“Let’s return. Hopefully, this was enough to push you past your previous limit. But we’ll have to wait and see.”

Shine did not reply to Ezekiel, having fallen into a state of meditation once they had gotten confirmation from Ezekiel that things were safe, for the most part.

Turning from the direction he had felt the Broodlord flee in, he headed back to the island he had left his friends at. He figured that Riley kept things simple and used the Artifact he and the Church had created for clearing freshly made miasma.

Though, if she didn’t then it would just mean another chance for him to vent and try out more of the new spells he’d developed over the past seven years.

            

    
        CH 262 (Book 7 Ch 2): State of the World

    
    
    
    
                After their detour and destruction of the Cruor that had been plaguing the island, Ezekiel, Riley, Fiana, and George had remained and helped the survivors to recover what they could from the broken remains. Most of the buildings that were made of stone had survived, though they were still damaged from the effects of the grand magic that Riley had enacted.

While there had been some outcry, due to the massive and indiscriminate fires that had spread over the landmass, the general mood was that the result was acceptable.

This was the current norm due to Rot outbreaks being an issue that mostly scoured all non-Ichor corrupted flora and fauna on a given island. Such situations were rare but had happened enough that Ezekiel had been requested to completely cleanse an island over time.

With the aid of several Flame Hunters and Mages in the past, this had been made much simpler, though was still restricted to very specific conditions. Those events were also a much longer process due to the fact that the catalyzing Artifact hadn’t been created yet.

Nor had Riley perfected the control necessary to alter the composition of her flames, and inscribe her formation in the air, until a few months ago. This was the first time she had deployed such destruction outside of several hidden tests that were not known to many outside specific Cathedrals.

Though, it was apparent that the secret was now out, and steps would need to be taken to ensure that Humanity would be able to get as much use out of it as possible. Before the Cruor could adapt to it.

“Do you think that the Church of Ten will be upset with how we took care of that?” Riley asked after she had woken up.

Ezekiel shook his head. “I doubt it. Even if word gets back to the Cruor, it won’t matter that much. There was always a limitation on the usability of that Artifact and spell.”

He knew that those in the know would’ve likely preferred showing such magic at a more ideal occasion, but he also knew that clearing out more of the merchant routes for ships was a good idea.

As it was, the group was now once more on their way to the frontline island where the Church of Ten had informed them the Cruor had nearly taken over.

Unlike the last island, their destination was one of the larger ones that was a major bastion defending a major network of islands. If it fell, not only would it be nearly impossible to reclaim, it would also mean that over a dozen islands of varying sizes would be easily accessible by the Cruor.

“How are you feeling? I know the magic wouldn’t have been straining, but it’s still got a few kinks left, right?” One of Ezekiel’s concerns was the fact that changing the nature of her spells left Riley exhausted. Increasing the heat was simple, but changing the target to a specific fuel source was harder.

“It’s fine. Ever since my soul broke through, I’ve had a much easier time dealing with those issues.” Riley smiled and held out a hand. The air rippled as she created an invisible flame. Pure heat that couldn’t be seen wafted from her fingers.

Celia shifted a little bit, and Ezekiel reached out a hand to their fellow group members. Space warped a little bit, and the small disturbance didn’t affect them in the slightest. Fiana and George both remained in their meditative states. Red and green spheres of mana surrounded and spun around them as they focused on their task.

Dropping her hand, Riley let out a quiet chuckle and apologized, “Sorry.”

Ezekiel just smiled, and looked at the third figure that was also meditating on the back of the Dragon that was carrying them.

Shine was tethered to Ezekiel via telekinesis but had entered a meditative state and was floating a few feet away. A flickering sphere of mana spun around them as they used a new technique.

“It’s still amazing, you know?” Riley wrapped her arms around Ezekiel and held him from behind. “Even in wartimes, you continue to change the world...”

There was silence for a moment as he thought about her words. Memories of the changes in the world passed through his mind. His sisters’ progress, his mother’s recovery and stagnation. The Church’s development and merger with the Guilds.

The Empire’s continued antagonism toward any other worldly nations and factions.

The matching rings on his and Riley’s hands, and the ceremony several years ago. Where they exchanged their vows. Though no children would be had. Not until the end of the war.

Times that were happy and sad; all of these things and more passed through him, and yet he still didn’t think it was enough. The state of the world weighed heavy on his soul, but with his friends and family with him, it was bearable. For the most part.

“It’s just a means of pressuring the soul. Direct battle is still far more efficient at growing the soul.” Ezekiel didn’t push Riley away, but still waved off her praise with his words. “How are you doing? Given that you and Celia haven’t had much time to focus on your truths since breaking through with your souls, I’d like to know that you’re not stagnating.”

“I’m doing fine. No side effects, and my soul is still making progress. I’m using the passive method you created during your last closed-door session.” Riley’s words made Ezekiel wince at the reminder. “The fact that you’d leave your wife all on her lonesome for weeks at a time is still frustrating. I hope you know that.”

This time, his flinch was much more obvious. Though, he didn’t hear any heat in her words, so he knew she was just complaining at him for fun.

“Thank you for your patience with me.” He turned his head to give her a kiss that she happily returned. They remained like that for several seconds before parting with smiles on their faces.

Turning back to their friends and Spirit, the pair sat in silence. Mesmerized by the flashing lights from the mana that was being used due to Ezekiel’s technique.

After he’d returned to the Archipelago seven years ago, the first thing he’d done was help defend the frontline islands as best he could. However, the continued strain began to put too much pressure on Shine. To the point where it had begun to affect their magic.

Eventually, he had to pull back from the fighting for several months, but he didn’t stop training, researching, and experimenting. Which led to the creation of the [Soul-Grinding] techniques.

Based on the strain that his much stronger magic created when he fought with Shine, he realized that the soul could be grown by means other than time and experience. Eventually leading him to create techniques that allowed one's mana to fight against itself, causing immense strain that, much like with a muscle, allowed the soul to heal in a stronger state.

The only downside was that using such a technique required a soul that was already strong enough to bear the pressure that was being exerted. Not only that, but it also needed an anchor that would help the Mage, or Spirit, in question focus and control their mana.

It was determined that only a Tier four soul that had consolidated at least one [Understanding] of their element was able to safely use such techniques without causing permanent harm.

“It’s just a shame that having a stronger soul doesn’t innately help in [Understanding] your magic. If it did, we’d have far more capable Legendaries to fight alongside us.” Ezekiel realized the flaws of his technique within the first few months of spreading it, but the Church of Ten determined that such worries were unwarranted. He’d already increased the fighting prowess of their forces by a large percentage.

The fact that several peak Legendaries were poking at the boundary to Tier five was also let unsaid in many debates and conversations. Though, the fact that they had to find their [Truth], and consolidate a core within themself before breaking through made things difficult.

“Stop worrying about things like that,” Riley sighed, and rested her head on Ezekiel’s shoulder. “You’ve changed the world so much already. You can’t keep letting small things bring you down.”

Ezekiel just looked at the three spheres of mana, and the straining Scholars and Spirit within them. He knew that his techniques had changed the world, and that they were one of the major reasons behind humanity being able to consistently hold their ground after the mass attacks from the Cruor.

He just worried that the changes he was making would have consequences that he wouldn’t be able to predict. Even now, he could feel the eyes of the world itself staring down at him. Judging him, and his actions.

The sinking sensation he got in his gut when he focused on that feeling did not imply approval.

----------



It was several hours later, just as Celia had gotten their group in sight of the island that they were scheduled to land on, when Shine had awoken from their meditation.

The moment the sphere of pressure disappeared; Ezekiel felt something like a bubble bursting open through the bond he had with his Spirit. In that moment, he knew that Shine’s soul had broken through, and the moment they consolidated their [Truth] they would be able to enter Tier five.

“Congratulations! I know you still need to step through the door, but at this point your breakthrough is almost guaranteed.” Ezekiel held out a hand, taking a seat on Celia’s back as he did. Shine immediately flew over and rested on his lap. “Any thoughts on what you are, in [Truth]?”

Shine remained silent, but Ezekiel could feel a sense of confidence pass through their bond. Along with something else. Something that felt extremely similar to the world resonating with his partner.

He smiled in excitement. Such a feeling could only mean that Shine was on the cusp of breaking through. It would still be a few months, most likely, yet that didn’t deter his joy.

“The next time we see the Lord of the Depths, we’ll get him for good,” Ezekiel said with a malicious smile on his face.

‘Agreed! That rotten old fish won’t know what hit him!’ Shine's exuberant reply filled Ezekiel’s mind as their blade shivered in anticipation.

“How are things going over there? Did you make any good progress?” Riley asked as she moved over from where she was sitting behind Celia’s head.

Shine stopped shaking, having calmed their excitement, and Ezekiel turned to look over his shoulder at her. His smile no longer promised pain and was now genuinely happy.

Riley stopped and sat down with a sigh.

“I know that look.” She glared at Ezekiel with a pout on her face. “That’s the look of a great success. Meaning that Shine’s probably closer to reaching Tier five than I am right now.”

Ezekiel just chuckled before sliding over, ignoring the scales that dug into his legs, and wrapping his wife in a hug.

“Sorry dear, but if it makes you feel any better, Shine had a front row seat to my [Truth] taking form, and my ascension to Tier five. So, you’re still far ahead of other Legendaries. By a lot at that, since you only need to condense your [Truth] to break through.”

Riley seemed to be mostly placated by his words, though it was apparent that she was still a bit down at being bested by Shine once more.

“Whatever,” she sighed and leaned into Ezekiel even more. “At least we’re almost at our destination. It’ll be nice to fight something properly this time. Especially with a proper stronghold and backup to support us. Swooping in at the last minute as saviors from nowhere isn’t nearly as pleasant.”

Just as he had opened his mouth to reply, Ezekiel felt something touch the edge of his senses. They had just gotten within range of the furthest reach of his mana senses, and he could feel a conflict occurring.

He sighed and gently stood up. Sending a very sight pulse of mana out into the world. Just enough to alert his still meditating friends, but not enough to disrupt their concentration.

“Wake up! It looks like we’re entering directly into battle!”

His friends slowly awoke from their meditation, and they were all ready for battle within moments.

“There aren’t any Mythical beings on the island, so there’s no reason for me to do anything other than keep people alive. The fighting will help your soul grow faster. So, I’ll be mostly keeping myself hidden, unless it looks like you’re going to be overrun. Alright?” Ezekiel said to his friends before readying a [Jump] to get them the rest of the way to the island.

They all nodded in understanding, and Celia disappeared in a flash of red while Riley was covered in her Spirit Armor. Her spear was drawn, with the Runes already lit up and a spell ready to go.

Fiana and George did the same with their own tools and weapons. Mostly supplementary ones that would increase their survival.

With a simple flex of his mana, and no sound or light, the party disappeared from the sky.

----------



In the distance, Ezekiel observed from a hill under his [Shroud] as the Hunters and Mages of the island fought against the Cruor. After arriving, he had immediately gotten to work removing injured or near-death individuals from the battlefield.

They were brought to his position, where they were hidden beneath his [Domain]. A pulse of his mana purged those he’d grabbed of the Rot that had gotten to them, and the healers that he had pulled away managed to get to work without issues.

“Lord Exalt!” a peak Legendary Hunter called out from where he was resting on a cot that Ezekiel had pulled from one of the collapsed medical tents. “Thank you for your aid in this matter, but should we not return to battle the moment we are able?”

Ezekiel didn’t say anything, he just noticeably turned his head to where the Legendary Hunter’s legs, or rather, the empty space where his legs should’ve been.

“...Not me, but the others should go and help, shouldn’t they?” the Legendary Hunter sheepishly rubbed the back of his head, while his canine Spirit sighed from where it laid by his side.

“Now that you are aware of my presence, the benefits of you going to fight them directly are worthless. You will grow sloppy, expecting me to save you if you get into trouble, so you will be more reckless and probably get angry, rather than remaining in control, and focused.” Ezekiel let his gaze roll over everyone in the group behind him, even as new bodies continued to appear, only for the healers to get to work stabilizing them as soon as possible.

The Assembled Hunters and Mages couldn’t meet his eyes, and he knew his assumptions were correct. So, he would keep them here for now.

A large plume of blue and white flames shot up in the distance. Turning back to the battle, he smiled at the sight of his wife burning a group of Rot to a crisp.

Several Winged Cruor tried to dive-bomb her, but she changed the thermals in the air, and her attackers found themselves flailing about as the air pressure changed. A trick that she had learned from a Tempest Scholar during one of their leave times from the frontlines. One that was incredibly helpful when fighting in the sky, since she could use certain combustion spells to circumvent the pockets of air she was altering with her fire.

“Let me know when you want me to step in. Things are mostly taken care of right now, and it looks like you’re about to get overrun soon.” None of the people in his [Domain] would hear him, since he was warping space to throw his voice directly at Riley’s position.

It was a poor imitation of Wolken’s sound tunnel spell, but it got the job done.

“I think you can step in now, to be honest. I think I’ve gotten everything I could from this fight.” Riley’s response traveled through the spatial corridors that Ezekiel had created.

Hearing her words loud and clear, Ezekiel extended his [Domain], and reached out with his senses. The remaining Hunters and Mages disappeared from the battlefield. Their magic was nullified to not hurt the others, and Ezekiel held out his hand.

Several spinning disks appeared in the air, before they shrank and collapsed into each other. Their state of existence seemed to pause, and Ezekiel did this repeatedly. Draining his mana in the process.

Reaching back and tensing up, Ezekiel threw the crumbled ball of spatial blades as hard as he could into the center of the attacking Cruor. It exploded upon contact with the earth and exploded outward with unrelenting force.

The spinning blades began their movements once more and cut through anything and everything that was in their way.

It was a completely indiscriminate attack that Ezekiel couldn’t properly control once unleashed. Which was why he only ever used it against large groups when there were few to no humans around.

Those that were, were protected behind his [Domain], but even so, when he turned back to the group he had saved, he was met by open mouthed looks of shock and horror.

“I believe that that wraps up the current situation. Shall we return to the nearest city to get you all treated properly?” Ezekiel’s question was met with a bunch of silent nods.

Recalling the position of the city he had seen when they were previously in the air, Ezekiel’s [Domain] flickered for a moment.

A second later, they were just outside the city, and right after that, they were met by alarms and magic that were sent out in response to their sudden appearance.

All the while, Ezekiel just stood there, watching as the magic hit his [Domain’s] barrier.

Beside him, Riley and his friends just looked on in exasperated amusement.

----------



Sitting among the representatives of the city and the combined forces of this portion of the island, Ezekiel was going over reports while he waited for the other city Rulers to arrive. Riley was with him, like usual, but Fiana and George had gone to report to the local branch of the Church of Ten.

“I see... Thank you for the update regarding the status of this region. The island of Mithren has proven that it truly deserves to be called one of the bastion islands.” Across from Ezekiel the local representatives nodded in thanks. “Have you managed to keep up to date regarding the state of the world beyond your duties on the island? I know that a regular stream of Hunters and Mages has been making its way here over the years.”

The apparent leader of the representatives stepped forward.

“We know that, as of last year, Morathi fell to an attack by the Cruor after several instances of battle over the course of the years prior. With the Empire moving in to fight for, and take control of, the lands from the Cruor. So, they are now fighting on two fronts, though with a priority for the main Desolate Land’s boundary.” The leader was calm and composed as he spoke, but from the sweat on his brow, Ezekiel could tell that the thought of the losses on the Continent were still scary for him to talk about.

“Beyond that, we know that the Mythic of the Fjorya had managed to retain their position, but that’s mostly because the Cruor are more focused on the Empire than they are the mountains and the desert. Other than that, we have no updates from Quintessa, since we are not on the right side of the world to get reinforcements from them.”

Ezekiel nodded in understanding. He knew that much and was happy to see that the Archipelago was keeping up to date, even in these regions. Though he did close his eyes at the mention of Quintessa. They had recently had some difficulties holding their lines.

“I don’t have too much to add, beyond the fact that Quintessa seems to be suffering the brunt of the fighting on the continent. To the point that, if I wasn’t so certain of the Cult of Light’s hatred for the Cruor, I would think that a deal had been made between them and the Empire. Though it’s more likely that they seek to destroy the last remnants of the Void that reside there.” Ezekiel recalled several instances where the Church of ten had requested he travel to the last remaining Temple of the Void that was still in human hands.

Morncrest didn’t count, since it was still protected by the Forest Spirit. Along with several armies worth of Hunters to keep the Legendary and lower Cruor from invading again. Though, with the Forest Spirit having expanded their territory, it would take a Broodlord to properly conquer the island, and it was estimated that they were too busy fighting to go and try to claim it.

Especially with a certain Flame Bird Exalt moving to a nearby volcanic island to ensure that the Cruor didn’t push too far. Apparently, it had offspring that had migrated to Morncrest after Ezekiel’s visit over a decade ago, when the island was purged to Cruor the first time. Regardless, that place was in safe hands now.

“Has any land been lost?” one of the representatives asked. “The southern border, near the Desolate Lands, does it still remain strong?”

Ezekiel could hear a hint of desperation in the man’s voice. He shook his head, and the representative seemed to collapse into his chair.

“I’m sorry to say that several hundred kilometers were lost over the past year alone. All along the border.” His words made the representative’s eyes water. “If you need to leave, you may. I’m sure your fellows can finish this meeting on their own.”

The man looked around and received a few sympathetic nods from his companions. He stood on shaky legs and exited the room, closing the door quietly when he was gone.

“Have the Cruor begun deploying their Amalgam Beasts?” Ezekiel brought the meeting back to a more present topic, but his question just received confused glances. “Creatures that prominently display features of multiple Broods of Cruor at once. Winged with bone plated armor. Rot with the ability to swim. Creatures like that and more.”

The representatives shook their heads but grew pale at the thought.

“Distribute the information packets and send a message to Fiana and George. We need the Cathedral to start distributing the information on the known Amalgam Beasts as soon as possible.”

Riley nodded in response to Ezekiel’s orders and turned away from the meeting table. A Com-Slate was in her hand, and she was writing out messages with a small pen on the tablet.

The words flashed briefly to indicate the message had been sent. Confident that his wife had things handled, Ezekiel turned back to the representatives.

“Once the other Rulers get here, we’ll need to go over the changes we can expect from the Cruor. When we heard that they had increased their efforts on this island, I was asked to come here to make sure that there was a proper defense should the Broodlords make a final push, but now I’m wondering if they intended to make a major push with forces that you hadn’t been made aware of. Hopefully, my presence here won’t make the Broodlords think they need to be present if the latter is the case.”

Given that Ezekiel had just fought off the Deep Lord a little while ago, he wasn’t confident that he could avoid fighting the Broodlord again. Especially if they were truly intending to push for the destruction of this island.

“I don’t think the Deep Lord will be an issue at this time. At least, not one that you will have to deal with yourself.” One of the representatives said. “One of the Ocean Rulers has migrated to these waters, if temporarily, because it is overseeing the protection of the Spirit Haven located near one of the islands nearby. It’s not exceptionally close, but it’s unlikely that the King Whale Spirit will let its territory go uncontested when the Cruor attack.”

Ezekiel sighed in relief. If that was the case, then he wouldn’t have to worry about the Deep Lord. Just the Winged Lord, whom he hadn’t properly fought in years.

The bad blood between them meant that, even with the Cruor’s intention of leaving him be, for whatever plan they had made, he and Derrick never left their battles without serious injuries that would take days, if not weeks, to recover from.

Then he realized something else.

“... Unfortunately, that just means that any Broodlord I might be fighting will be fighting me over the island, or on it entirely.” Given the limited space on the islands of the Archipelago, and the sheer extent of the destruction that Mythical beings caused when they fought, it was highly likely that many of the weaker forces would get caught up in their battle.

The representatives caught onto this quickly, and Ezekiel could tell that panic was going to set in soon. He turned to Riley, who had finished sending her most recent message.

“Get out the plans for safe evacuation. Make the preparations with the Church of Ten for me to make a usable number of [Gates]. It’s highly likely that we’ll need them.”

Riley’s eyes narrowed. “Will we have time?”

In the back of his mind, he could feel Shine asking him the same thing.

“I’m not sure. But I won’t be entering the battlefield unless I absolutely must. If it looks like I’m not participating, maybe the Cruor won’t grow desperate enough to do something stupid.” It was a stretch to hope for such a thing, but he knew that the people of Mithren needed it.

Now he just had to figure out how to make sure that any fight he had with a Broodlord didn’t spill over to his side’s forces.

As well as make a contingency for if they really had to evacuate. Given just how important this island was to the frontlines of the Archipelago.
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                Ezekiel sat in the middle of a perfectly spherical chamber that had been carved out within the quarters that he had requested for himself. The entire space was currently empty besides himself and Shine. With the latter floating vertically in front of Ezekiel.

The Mythical Void Hunter was also floating. It was only a few inches off the ground, but he was still covered in sweat from the effort. Both magically, and physically.

‘How is it? Too much?’ Ezekiel sent through his bond.

‘It’s a bit straining, but not so much that things will put me at risk for another few hours or so,’ Shine replied. They wavered in the air for a moment before stabilizing. ‘I never thought that merely keeping airborne would be difficult after becoming a Legendary.’

‘Well, that’s what happens when gravity increases to nearly a hundred times what you’re used to.’ Ezekiel dipped for a second before rising back up. ‘But this training also increases our concentration, and by using our magic to increase gravity, then divert and abate it, we’re stressing our soul in different ways. Dangerous ways. I’m hoping that the increased hazard level will help with our development.’

This had been one of the ideas that Ezekiel had come up with to increase the growth of his and Shine’s soul. It had worked decently, but he hadn’t gone too far before, since the difference between his and Shine’s soul was too great for him to put them under equal levels of stress.

His body was also much tougher, even though Shine was a reinforced steel blade, specifically enchanted for increased toughness. So, it wasn’t like Ezekiel dared to attempt this before. Not with the risk of causing Shine to collapse in on themself.

‘I’m just happy we can train together again. Even if it’s mostly just training our souls. Hopefully I’ll be able to do something to increase my vessel once I reach Tier five myself.’ Shine’s unspoken complaint and frustration at lagging behind made Ezekiel feel a twinge of guilt, but he shoved it away.

There was nothing he could do that he wasn’t already doing. He’d simply continue to look for a way to bring Shine alongside him to greater heights.

‘What are your thoughts on the situation with the Cruor here? Do you feel confident fighting a Broodlord with me?’ His change in topic was obvious, but not dismissed.

Shine stayed silent for a few moments, and Ezekiel could practically feel their contemplation regarding his question.

‘I feel confident that I will be able to not hold you back,’ Shine finally said. ‘Beyond that, I’m certain that I can help you channel at least two full strength Mythic level spells before my vessel breaks. So, you’ll have to carry spares, and emergency cuffs for me to reinhabit if my blade and the backups break.’

‘Of course.’ Ezekiel thought about the swords that were currently within his Void Pouch.

He’d made over a dozen of them, all as spares if Shine’s body broke. They’d found that, with Ezekiel’s ease at shifting weight mass, something that Shine was quickly to pick up, having a large and heavily reinforced vessel for Shine to inhabit was more efficient than using smaller blades that were likely to break under the pressure of Ezekiel’s mana.

Although, the pair were finding it harder and harder to keep such practices up. Simply because material constructs were becoming too weak to contain their power.

‘We'll have to figure out something new once you break through. I’m not sure if you’ll be able to manifest a solid construct full time, or if we’ll need to do something like reshape a massive pile of mana crystals for you. Either way, regular metal, no matter how reinforced and enchanted, simply isn’t going to cut it.’ A feeling of disappointment in himself flowed from Ezekiel to Shine before he could catch himself.

‘I have some ideas,’ Shine replied while sending a feeling of reassurance through their bond. ‘Though, it might be a bit costly. Money-wise, not health or spirit-wise.’

Ezekiel let out a sigh of relief. While he was more than willing to sacrifice himself to help Shine, not needing to harm himself was always appreciated.

After their talk, the two continued to meditate in the chamber while their bodies and souls were pushed to their limits. The basic means of advancement was simple, and not the most efficient, but by the time they were finished, Shine’s soul had grown and stabilized more solidly in the beginning of the fifth Tier. While Ezekiel had pushed himself to grow just a little bit more.

‘A few more months, and I might have a soul strong enough to handle Step three.’ Given his experience, he knew that at the higher levels, it was no longer about gathering mana, but comprehending his soul, and the different [Aspects] of his element that developed his [Understandings].

Once his soul broke through, it was basically guaranteed that he’d be able to reach the next Step within a couple of days.

Knock-knock-knock

The rapping of knuckles on stone filled his chamber, and Ezekiel knew that it was time to begin the day’s operations. He only hoped that Riley and his other companions had managed to make some progress after the meetings of the previous day had finished.

With a sigh, the pressure on his body and soul slowly lowered to the point that it was no longer straining him. Carefully standing up from the ground he now sat on, he took Shine in his hand and stepped out from his meditation chamber.

Donning his armor, Ezekiel prepared himself for the battles he was about to partake in.

----------



The sound of spell fire and pained roars filled the air around the Fifth Defensive Fort.

Sitting on the edge of a parapet atop a prepared and reinforced wall, Ezekiel watched as Hunters and Cruor alike fought against one another. Neither side was fully aware of his presence. Bodies hit the ground but disappeared without anyone the wiser as he spread his senses outward.

Floating in front of him, Shine was in a meditative state, replenishing their mana and channeling it to Ezekiel to keep him full and ready should a Broodlord enter the battle.

Behind him, Riley stood on guard, concealed behind his [Shroud] alongside him. While she kept a certain level of awareness on the battle, Ezekiel could feel the minor fluctuations in her mana that indicated that she was in a partial trance.

“Any updates from the other battle lines?” Ezekiel asked with a flat and monotone voice. “While I don’t think our place here has been discovered, it won’t be good to remain in this position for too much longer.”

The medical tents roughly a kilometer behind the defensive wall were filled with Hunters and Mages that were being healed as best they could be.

Currently, Ezekiel’s presence was acknowledged by the various leaders of the island, but it had been argued that making him fight right away would be a waste.

Keeping him hidden as a countermeasure for the suspected Broodlord’s presence was a necessity at this point. Better to subtly take out as many Cruor as possible, all while keeping their own forces full and flush, than to preempt the final showdown between Exalt and Broodlord.

“I think there was a message from the fourth battle happening a few kilometers from here. But I think that was to notify us that no assistance was needed at this time.” Riley’s response drew a sigh from Ezekiel, but she wasn’t finished speaking. “However, I do think that we can wrap up here. It doesn’t seem like the Broodlord will be attacking today, and our forces currently outnumber the Cruor three to one.”

“Hmmm...” Ezekiel realized that he was upset at not being able to fight.

Even if he was one of the strongest Hunters in the world, falling short from the strongest simply due to his lack of equal Spirit partner, he felt like he was lacking.

He needed something that would help him continue to grow stronger. To help him finally end the Cruor for good, but nothing was working.

“Let’s go. We’ll leave the Hunters and Mages that are here to finish cleaning up the remnants of the Cruor--”

A soft chime filled the air as something in a basic pouch at his hip made a noise. His relaxed demeanor immediately turned serious as he waited for the follow up signal from his alert slate.

The chime rang six more times.

“The Seventh Defensive Fort. Let’s move!” Ezekiel turned from the battle occurring in front of him and saw Riley sending a rapid series of massages on her Com-Slate.

He didn’t pause, even as she continued to send messages. Instead, he just wrapped her in his arms, and the duo disappeared. Though, not before Ezekiel took Shine in his hands and swung them directly at the still fighting groups of Hunters and Cruor.

Ichor filled the air as invisible blades of mana cut through them with ease. None of the More powerful Cruor were still standing, so it was a simple matter to take them out.

When the battle finally ended a few seconds later, the Hunters and Mages looked for Ezekiel, but neither he nor Riley were there.

----------



Several minutes ago, at the Seventh Defensive Fort, the air was filled with cries of pain and fear as large monstrosities that were obviously the Amalgam Beasts that Ezekiel had brought up previously crashed into the defensive lines.

Enchanted weaponry and an assortment of spells filled the air as the assembled Hunters did their best to hold the wall. But up above, even more were forced to fight in direct combat with creatures fresh out of a nightmare. One’s that should not have been able to fly, even with their enhanced bodies.

“Hold the line! The Exalt will be here soon!” This cry had gone out several times once they had been forced back behind their walls. It was a cry that filled the Cruor with dread, and caused them to flee the battle, leaving the Amalgam Beasts to fight on their own.

The originally organized battle lines had swiftly fallen apart once the Cruor had fled, but if anything, this just made the Amalgams fight even harder.

Instead of fighting in ways that could be logically determined and organized, the Amalgams fought without any sense of self preservation. Their actions were to run directly at the walls and into the line of fire, but since they didn’t show any signs of feeling any pain, it was clear that such tactics were working.

“Flame Hunters! Focus your spell fire and take them out one by one! Their regeneration can’t last that long!” One of the Guild Leaders that was still standing took command when she saw that the Hunters were panicking and spreading out their attacks.

The shift in directions meant that a few of the Amalgams fell in succession, but they quickly filled the holes as several hundred of them charged into the gaps. These ones were much less susceptible to the focused fire.

No longer just a mix of the more physically adept Cruor, these ones looked like Fang and Bone Umbral Beasts that were covered in fungal growths and mold. Incredibly fire-resistant mold.

“Lightning Spells! Do we have any Hunters of Spirits on the ground with Lightning!” The same Guild Leader from before cried out.

Unfortunately, it was apparent that none were present. The sky was filled with Lightning, but few, if any, of the bolts hit the ground. They were entirely focused on the enemies in the air.

Flying Amalgams fight tooth and nail with flying Hunters, and Mages who had enchanted gear. They couldn’t back down or redirect their attention. To do so would be to let the enemy get past their main defenses, which would lead to their ground forces being trapped with no way to retreat.

Just then, a low rumbling roar filled the area. Coming around a hill was a massive Amalgam that was dragging itself across the ground. It was slow and used its arms to pull the rest of its body forward.

A large and seemingly useless snake tail that was far too short trailed behind it. Four massive arms, not legs, for they were not in the right shape nor placement, to be used as such, dug into the ground one after the other to force itself forward.

Bone plates covered every inch of it, as did the fire-resistant mold that several of the other Amalgams were covered in. It was also fifty feet tall and had two fungal cannons mounted on its shoulders. Now that it was in sight of the Hunters’ defensive wall, which was only a little bit taller than it, the cannons opened fire, nearly sending it tumbling backward from the force.

“Brace!”

Multiple shouts filled the air as the defenders used what magic they could afford to expend to protect themselves from the shockwaves made by two explosive ordnances hitting the wall.

Several of the Amalgam Beasts were taken out as well, but these ones were far weaker than the ones that were still attacking. But there were not two sections in the wall that had been blasted free of Hunters and Mages that could defend it.

“Fill the gap! Those with low mana start a retreat, but everyone else, fill that gap, and prepare for use of explosive Artifacts!” Hunters and Mages that were still able to fight moved forward, spreading themselves thin, but holding the line for the moment.

However, it was apparent to the defenders that they wouldn’t be able to hold for long. The massive beast in the distance was in position to fire once more.

----------



Elsewhere, but still within hearing range of the defensive wall, several people were rushing about as they tried to send a message requesting aid. An act that they had been performing for the past several minutes. Only for no word to be sent back.

“Where is the Exalt! Why hasn’t he responded to our emergency alert!?” Behind the front line, several Scholars were examining the Com-Slates in front of them, even as other forces began to retreat.

They had sent out a request for help the moment the Amalgams had appeared. Even though they were told to wait for any signs of a Broodlord, this was an emergency.

“Wait!” one of the Scholars looked at the Com-Slate in his hands, “what if the signal isn’t being sent? Someone, get me a pair of short-range Com-Slates!!”

Two were brought to the scholar quickly, even as a second explosive impact hit the wall not far away. The Scholar activated the Com-Slates, but the messages he wrote weren’t appearing on the matched pair.

“Shit!” The Scholars, now aware that messages weren’t being sent, quickly exited their tent. “I need a Lightning or Tempest user! Now!”

A Hunter in gray Spirit Armor diverted from where he had been headed to the wall. Beside him, a Violet clad Hunter appeared in a flash of Lightning.

“Both of you, take these and get as far away from her as you can, while also channeling mana into them. Something is blocking the Com-Slates, somehow, and we need to get an alert to the Exalt. Go!”

Without another word, the two Hunters moved to get as far away from the area as possible. At the same time, the Scholars all took note of the strange occurrence.

The Cruor had clearly come up with, yet another means of fighting them. One that not even the Exalt was currently aware of.

Now that it was solved, for the immediate problem at least, it was only a matter of whether or not the Exalt could still make it to them in time.

As the sound of crumbling stone filled the area, the Scholars quickly joined the rest of the retreating Hunters and Mages.

----------



When Ezekiel appeared with Riley in the air above the Seventh Defensive Fort, he couldn’t stop from widening his eyes in shock at the sight in front of him.

Not only were the Cruor running through a gap in the defensive wall, but the Hunters and Mages that had been defending it were in a full retreat.

Without even thinking about it, he dove toward the closest Cruor and cut them to shreds with a simple wave of Shine’s blade. The massive weapon gleamed with reflected sunlight as it effortlessly flew through the air under Ezekiel’s guidance.

“Can you clear out the ones that are here? I’ll take the ones in the sky so that we can focus on helping the retreating forces.” Receiving a nod in response to his request, Ezekiel flew through the sky at his fastest speed.

It was slower than simply wiping the Cruor out with one massive spell, but more energy efficient. With the risk of a Broodlord appearing, it would be best to keep his mana as full as possible.

‘How are things on your end? Any issues with channeling my spells?’ Ezekiel asked Shine as they finished cutting through half the flying Cruor.

‘I’m fine. So long as you don’t start using me to channel Mythic Spells, I should be fine.’ Shine’s response was more abrupt than normal, and Ezekiel could tell that they were stretching their focus thin.

‘Well, if you can, try to expand your senses as far and as deep as you can. There was no reason for the Scholars and other messengers to hold back from alerting us for so long that they lost the wall.’ Ezekiel knew that the Hunters in this area must’ve run into something strange, but he couldn’t tell what. ‘Also, it looks like we’ve got a big one to take out. Do you mind?’

Shine sent a silent affirmation through their bond. So, Ezekiel pulled his arm back before throwing Shine as hard as he could at the towering Amalgam Beast in the distance.

The impact caused the bone armor on its chest to become concave, and a fountain of blood to spray from its back as Shine flew into and through the Amalgam’s body.

An explosive shockwave rolled over the area as they made impact with the ground a kilometer away. One that was just strong enough to topple the heavily injured Cruor.

Such a wound would usually be something that the Cruor could heal from with their regeneration. Albeit at an extensive Ichor cost. But with the strange interaction between Void and Ichor, the wound didn’t heal fast enough to prevent the beast from dying.

A quick flash appeared over its corpse as it began to fall apart. The Ichor that was on the ground disappeared from where a pool had formed around the gigantic body. Several more flashes occurred in quick succession as the rest of the Ichor on the battlefield similarly went away.

‘Did you sense anything?’ Ezekiel asked Shine once they had reappeared next to him. ‘I think it might be a new type of [Spore]. One that interferes with the mana in the air but isn’t as obvious as the miasma released by the Brood Spines.’

‘If you’re right, then it must've been made by the Rotting Matriarch herself. I can’t sense anything.’ Shine’s words filled Ezekiel with a sense of dread that he hadn’t felt in a while.

‘Hopefully that is not the case. If it is, then that means that the Matriarch is here. We might be immune to her Spores, but the defenses in the Archipelago have only barely reached a serviceable level when it comes to the Spores of the Rot.’ Ezekiel would know, since he had taken part in several efforts to develop the necessary Enchantments and Formations needed to keep citizens safe from the Rot. ‘For now, let’s go finish supporting the retreat. Then, we’ll do a quick check of the rest of the forts.’

Shine agreed, and the two were off with a crack of air as they broke the sound barrier.

Returning to the defensive wall, Ezekiel could see that Riley had begun fighting a group of Amalgams, with several dead ones splayed out around her. All of them were in the lower Steps of Legendary.

“Go help the others and then come back for me!” she yelled at him. To which Ezekiel nodded and continued flying toward the rest.

It was quick work for him to clean up the mess, and by the time he had returned to Riley, the Amalgams that were around her had dropped in number even more. Though, it was clear to him that she was growing tired.

“It looks like you’ll have to stay here to restructure the defenses.” Ezekiel sighed as he finished up with clearing the Cruor. “It’s a shame that I can’t just go in and take them out directly. Acting as a defensive warning is frustrating.”

Thoughts about how Mythics rarely went for battles that didn’t involve other Mythics passed through his mind as he looked upon the carnage that Shine was slowly cleaning up.

“It’s a bit like nuclear deterrence. With the difference of fear being far lower in this world than it was on Earth...” Ezekiel trailed off as an itching sensation filled his mind at the thought of his past life.

He shook it off, something he had gotten used to doing ever since he’d reached Tier five, and the chains that bound him due to his promise to the Ancient Void became ever present to him.

‘It looks like this area is clear. Let’s--’

Before Shine could say anything else, Ezekiel threw both himself and them out of the way. While also sending a harmless, but forceful push at Riley. She was sent flying even as a missile dropped from directly above them.

One that exploded on impact, releasing a cloud and explosive cloud into the air as Ezekiel protected himself with [Void Barriers].

Turning to Riley, to ensure that she was alright, Ezekiel saw that she was retreating. Exactly what he wanted her to do, given the aura he could feel approaching, was at the same Tier as him.

However, the moment he saw tears and snot dripping from her helmet, he became more cautious. He began to more closely examine the cloud that was in front of him, but a sudden gust of wind, unnatural and fierce, sent the cloud flying into the air directly toward the Hunters and Mages that had fallen back from the defensive wall.

From where he was standing in the air, Ezekiel could see that they were now in a fear-filled frenzy. Screaming and clawing at themselves, even throwing spells into the air and causing harm to one another as they ran as fast as they could to get away from an unseen enemy.

“Do you like it?” a light and wispy voice filled Ezekiel’s ears. “It’s a shame that you’re immune, but not unexpected. You showed me that my spores would have no effect on you years ago, after all.”

Ezekiel immediately [Jumped] away, but no attack came. Even as his danger sense now began to flare a warning at him.

‘Why couldn’t you have done something earlier!?’ Ezekiel’s silent complaints were left unanswered, but as the ground cracked open in front of him, a horrifying sight rose up in the form of something resembling a tendril shaped fungus that opened after it had risen from the ground.

“Hello, Herald of the Void. I hope you’ve been well in the years since we last met.” The Rotting Matriarch was huge. At least twenty feet tall at the moment, and capable of growing to even greater heights. Without even entering her Primal form. “I don’t suppose you expected this to happen, did you?”

Ezekiel remained silent. His senses were spread out, and sharpened to a razor’s edge as he sought his other enemy. The one who sent the cloud flying at his retreating forces.

“Hmmm... It seems he noticed,” the Rotting Matriarch raised her voice for an unseen figure to hear. “Not to worry. We still need you alive. So, you don’t need to worry about dear Derrick fighting you today. Our masters are aware that he won’t be able to stop himself from killing you. That’s why he was sent to kill the others on this island.”

Ezekiel didn’t reply right away. He just gripped Shine’s handle tighter. A spell was readied and charged. The power grew greater and greater as Ezekiel channeled power into it. All while he absorbed mana from the Ichor that Shine had gathered.

Throughout all this time, the Rotting Matriarch just stood there and smiled at him. Waiting for him to make the first move, even though he could tell that she was making her own preparations beneath the earth. Ready to reshape the landscape if it meant taking him down.

“Shut up and die,” he said once his spell was prepared.

The air was filled with black orbs that seemed to tear holes in space. While the ground burst open as pods and fungal growths opened fire.

There was a [Jump], and Ichor filled the air, even as Spirit Armor met fungal blades covered in corrosive and poisonous substances.
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                The Seventh Defensive Fort was utterly destroyed, with the ground covered in nothing but craters and clouds of fungal spores. Blades of steel and hardened weapons grown from the Rotten Matriarch’s flesh clashed while spells and rotting munitions exploded in the air.

Given the Matriarch’s significantly greater age, Ezekiel was of a lower Step than she was. So, if it came to a battle of attrition that would mean that she would win.

“I can see why Derrick and Christopher had such a hard time fighting you!” the Matriarch said as Ezekiel knocked her massive halberd to the side. The weapon was freshly grown, and he could feel Shine’s vessel crack from the force he was putting it under.

“The Winged Lord is too emotional, while the Deep Lord was only strong underwater, and even then, he ran more often than not!” Ezekiel fired several [Void Slashes] that cut through several pods that the Matriarch shot at him. “It’s not that surprising that I could withstand them after a few years of getting accustomed to this power.”

He could still remember the tie between himself and Derrick the first time they’d fought. The next time they fought he had been forced to run away after buying time for the island he was fighting on to evacuate. That time hadn’t been long after he’d developed his prototype [Soul Development] techniques.

“Cocky words for a brat that has yet to make me bleed!” The Matriarch’s blade shifted into something more scythe shaped.

The sudden shift caught Ezekiel off guard, and he found himself stabbed in the shoulder as the blade extended from where he had blocked. He tried to back away, but the weapon in his arm began to move, and he couldn’t pull back.

‘It’s growing into your arm!’ Shine’s exclamation didn’t help matters, but Ezekiel knew what he had to do, even as he started channeling his [Nothingness] into his shoulder to stop the now parasitic mold’s expansion into his body.

Space warped as he shifted himself out of the way. He lost a chunk of flesh, and most of the mold stayed inside him, but he warped the area around his shoulder, and utilized one of his new [Understandings] at the same time.

[Time Compressed] around the fungus in his arm. Causing it to age and die at a visibly rapid pace. It was an effect that Ezekiel never wanted to use on a living being that wasn’t a Cruor.

It was the equivalent of starving someone to death and killing the of malnutrition in seconds. Not only that, but against living beings, not just fungal offshoots, the magic conflicted with the soul and [Will] of the target. This exponentially increased the amount of mana he had to spend to make it work.

“That’s a trick we haven’t seen yet,” the Broodlord in front of him whispered as she watched him recover from his injury.

If used sparingly, and with proper sustenance, he could apply his [Time Compression] to himself so as to recover from injuries. Healing via Life or Glacial magic was better. Even Radiant healing was better, but this did its job in a pinch.

“Back at you!” Ezekiel’s biting comment was responded to with a raised eyebrow from the Rotting Matriarch. “You think I didn’t notice your use of psychedelic spores to cause my army to go mad!?”

The Matriarch chuckled mirthlessly as Ezekiel pointed out what he had done. He could tell that she thought he would take longer to figure it out.

“So, you figured it out. Yes, it’s not something that we figured out until recently. But they’re incredibly useful for turning back large numbers of Hunters and Mages that have masks enchanted to not let spores through.” The Matriarch lifted a hand. It glowed with bioluminescent light as glittery dust fell from her fingers. It covered the ground in a thin layer. “Since this isn’t, technically, poisonous, it can bypass your mask’s enchantments.”

With a wave of her hand, the dust disappeared, and several turrets that had been rapidly grown beneath it fired multiple shots at Ezekiel. Only to warp around him as space was twisted just enough to make sure none of them hit him. The spell was a mixture of [Force Redirect] and [Confined Space] that redirected space so that it was like he was surrounded by a series of tunnels with altering pathways.

“Ooh... I see you’re finally taking this seriously. You’re a lot more fun than that stuffy old man over in Quintessa. Although, given how young you are, that shouldn’t be a surprise.” The Matriarch continued to mock Ezekiel as he failed to do anything significant to her. “I wonder if you’ll be able to hold me off any longer than he did. You’re capable of progressing when he isn’t, after all.”

Ezekiel could sense something deeper in her words but knew he couldn’t afford to think about it now. It had been months since he’d last heard any word from Wolken. Which was, unfortunately, more than enough time for the Rotting Matriarch to have done something in Quintessa and still got here in time to fight him today.

‘Ezekiel, we need to do something. The longer we stay here fighting, the less of our Guild members and Mages will still be alive once Derrick is done with them.’ Shine’s reminder of what the other Broodlord on this island was doing reminded him that he couldn’t afford to play it safe right now.

He needed to finish this as soon as possible.

‘Can you maintain my [Spatial Warping] for a few seconds? I need to do something.’ He received a silent agreement from his bonded Spirit.

From his place high in the air above her, Ezekiel raised a hand while Sine took over his spell and continued to divert the shots from below. For a moment, the world seemed to slow down, even as his mind sped up.

The rings in his eyes seemed to mix together, and he allowed himself to enter a trance. He was making a prediction, just like he had after fighting the Deep Lord several days ago.

A series of fights played out in his eyes as holographic images layered over reality.

----------



Scenario 1.

Ezekiel dropped to the ground after increasing his personal gravity. Directly on top of the Rotting Matriarch. She deflected him into the ground. Cutting through some of his armor as she did. 

The fungus and mold beneath the ground where he landed immediately began invading his body through the cuts that the Matriarch had inflicted on him.

This was a bust.

Scenario 2.

He expanded his [Domain] and turned it into a total vacuum. The lack of air and pressure caused nearly all the pods and other explosive fungi to explode. The depressurization also threw the Matriarch for a loop, and Ezekiel saw her stumble forward, and reach for her chest.

He changed, Shine brilliantly glowing with opalescent light as he went for a decapitation strike. 

Only his arm to be caught by the Matriarch’s. Shine was stopped dead in their tracks, and Ezekiel felt his armor crack alongside the bones in his arm.

She looked up at him with a wicked smile.

Another failed attack.

Scenario 3.

Increasing his speed, Ezekiel utilized his [Push and Pull] spell to rapidly fly around the Matriarch in tighter and tighter circles. Compressing space as he moved inward, dodging attacks all the while.

The movement and compressed space put pressure on the Matriarch, and her movements became more strained. It was as if Ezekiel was wrapping her up in invisible ropes that were squeezing her to death.

Her flesh cracked, and both soft and hard fungal tissue was twisted and broken.

Then she screamed, and the entire region was filled with a toxic mix of every deadly form of spore and gas that the Rot were capable of producing.

The force of the Matriarch’s explosion threw Ezekiel off, and the warped and twisted space rapidly expanded from its compressed state. It rapidly sent the massive amounts of gas and spores outward, easily reaching his terrified and fleeing Hunters.

Worse yet, as he recovered from where he laid on the ground, having been thrown away, the Matriarch reformed from a newly grown mushroom.

Her form was much smaller, and she was heaving, as if gasping for breath. He could tell that, if he pushed forward, he could strike her down after that near suicide attack.

But Ezekiel didn’t care how close he’d gotten to killing her.

The island was lost, as a literal mountain of Mythical spores and gasses spread over the island. It bypassed all of their defenses due to the sheer power of the Ichor that was infused in the toxic substance.

Another failure.

Scenario 4. Failure.

Scenario 5. Failure.

Scenario 6. Failure.

This went on and on, and Ezekiel could tell that he was straining himself to the point of exhaustion, and he would soon reach a point where his mana wouldn’t be enough to enact any of these plans. But he continued, because he knew that he needed to find a solution.

He needed to get away from the Matriarch as soon as possible. Yet, he couldn’t just leave, or else Riley and the other Hunters from the Seventh Defensive Fort would die in vain.

He needed to get them away from here. As far as possible. While also getting word out to the other bases to evacuate. The Island was already lost.

Another scenario. Another failure. This time, he lost all of his equipment, including the Void Artifacts and Pouches he had made for himself.

‘Wait...’ A thought crossed his mind as the most recent scenarios finished.

He stopped predicting the battle and went over his priorities. At this point, the island was lost. The thought of multiple Broodlords attacking one of their islands at the same time hadn’t occurred to them. Not after they’d learned that the Deep Lord would be preoccupied with the Whale King of the Ocean Rulers.

Since that was the case, why was he fighting the Matriarch? His Priority should’ve been to get away with his people. Nothing more.

New scenarios ran through his mind. Layer upon layer of actions appeared in his vision. 

Priorities redetermined... Scenarios... Success?!

As the latest scenario ran past his eyes, Ezekiel couldn’t help but smile. Even as time began to speed up, and his perception of the world returned to the present.

----------



As time returned to normal for Ezekiel, he directly sent Shine his plans through the bond between them. A sense of incredulous disbelief filled him for a moment, before he sent some additional information to clarify things.

‘We’ll need to run fast. This will also strain us beyond what we’re used to. I know you won’t let me share the burden. Not all of it.’ Shine took a moment to think over Ezekiel’s plan. ‘Are you sure you can handle it on your own?’

‘It’s not a matter of whether or not I can. It’s simply a matter that I need to handle, or we all die.’ Ezekiel channeled his magic into the spells that would make or break his escape.

‘Then I’m behind you all the way. Let’s do this!’ Shine cheered in his mind, but Ezekiel could feel that there was still some apprehension. So, he just smiled in thanks with feelings of gratitude passing through their bond.

Releasing their flight, the two slowly descended toward the ground. The presence of the Void was heavy on the world, and the Rotten Matriarch became wary as she tensed up.

“What’s your name again? I think I’ve heard it before, but I never bothered to remember.” Ezekiel’s voice was gentle and soft. All the anger and frustration from before had washed away during his time predicting the results of the battle.

“... Serin. My name is Serin.” A moment later, a barrage of pods and spikes were shot at Ezekiel with explosive force. All were redirected by Shine’s spell.

Serin also flew forward. Her body warping and twisting as different growths appeared in order to strike at Ezekiel from different places.

But he didn’t panic. Instead, he simply gathered the mana he had been channeling into his palms. They formed a hollow orb of opalescent light, and right before Serin made contact with her weapon, he pushed it forward.

The orb expanded and covered Serin in its entirety, at which point her movements slowed down considerably. Her time extended from seconds into hours, using over half of Ezekiel’s mana capacity to power this spell.

He then snapped his fingers, and it was as if the orb was disconnected from the world. It began to float in the air, and Ezekiel cast a [“Sling] spell on it with the rest of his mana.

With a crack of displaced air, Serin and the orb she was trapped in disappeared. Flung well past the speed of sound in the direction totally opposite of the human forces.

“Guh!” Ezekiel fell to his knees as he gasped for breath. Those two spells had cost him all of his mana. If it wasn’t for the fact that he was confident that Derrick really wasn’t nearby, he would have been wary of being taken out in his moment of weakness.

For the moment, he had no magic at all.

‘Are you sure that she’s out of the picture?’ Shine asked with a hint of fear in their voice.

‘I’m sure. The speed she’s traveling at will get her well past the borders of the island and over the ocean before she breaks free. Even then, I didn’t set a limit for how long the momentum will continue for. She won’t be harmed, but she won’t be coming back for hours.’

His predictions had shown him as much when he had done this in his trance previously. The only problem was how he was going to have to push his soul to the brink to absorb and convert as much mana as possible, to gather up all the Hunters and Mages still on the island, and retreat to the boats to properly evacuate.

From there, it would be a matter of luck to determine who survived.

‘We also need to send a message out as soon as possible. The Cruor will consolidate their forces on this island before spreading to the nearby ones. But if they get an alert fast enough, we might be able to form a new boundary line before it gets to that point.’ Ezekiel sat down and prepared to enter a meditative trance. ‘Hopefully, once we get word out that three Broodlords are in the Archipelago, their absence will let us push to claim some other territories to make up for the loss of this one.’

Now that the shot had been fired, openings were made. It was time to punish them for their actions. So long as they were fast enough.

‘It’s a shame that doing that again will be too straining on my soul. Nor would Derrick be stuck at sea for nearly as long. He’d be able to fly back here far faster than Serin. Hell, he’d be able to pick her up and drag her back before we got near the coast.’ Ezekiel’s complaint received a mental nod of agreement from Shine. ‘Catch me if I faint later.’

Without waiting for Shine to reply, Ezekiel took a deep breath and allowed his consciousness to sink inwards, where the image of a compressor began to suck in mana from the world around him without restraint.

His soul shook from the force that was being exerted on it. This was not the steady and continuous stream of mana that was converted through sheer willpower during a fight. This was a rough and rapid refill that needed to be done in seconds.

If not, Derrick might get word of what had happened, and start taking action.

Letting out several grunts of pain, Ezekiel crushed the elemental mana within him, and using his [Understandings] and [Truth] forcefully ripped the elemental essence from the mana he was absorbing.

All around him, the sky began to twist as clouds and miasma mingled from where the Ichor and mana was mixing together as he absorbed both sources of energy.

The entire process took only a few minutes. But Ezekiel felt like he had been put through a meat grinder for days. He nearly fell on his face once he tried to stand up.

“I’m okay...” he muttered aloud. He was too exhausted to focus his thoughts.

A second later, his mind cleared, and his focus sharpened as Shine channeled their mana through Ezekiel to keep them at the top of their form.

‘Thank you,’ he sent through their bond. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

The stone beneath his feet shattered, and Ezekiel was off like a bullet as he flew toward his fleeing, drugged up companions.

----------



Elsewhere, the defenders of the island’s human communities and fortresses were in a tight situation. Due to their position, the main headquarters and several other fortifications were enchanted to the point of being able to withstand a few attacks from a Tier five being.

However, given the continual assault by the Cruor at the same time, it was impossible to tell just how long many of their bases would last. A couple had already fallen, and while their enemy appeared to be tired, there was no telling how much longer he could fight.

“Fall back now! Get our forces behind the protective barriers!” A tall Guild Leader glad in bright green Spirit Armor directed his forces as they retreated from the front defensive line.

He was in the middle of the pack, doing his best to fend off the assault on the ground.

“Dammit! How did things turn out like this?!” he whispered to himself as he heaved his massive ax to the side. A wave of branches and thorns shifted in the direction he moved, blocking the path of the Cruor and Umbral Beasts that were chasing his forces.

The makeshift barricade was only enough to hold the horde off for a few seconds. Enough to increase the gap between them, but the presence of the Amalgam Cruor was too much to leave the gap open for long.

“There you are!” the sound of a bird cry rang through the air, and several Cruor dive-bombed the Life Hunter that had been blocking their pursuit.

As soon as they got close, they whipped their wings forward, sending razor sharp feathers flying at the Hunter. A wall of wood sprang up to protect him, and barely blocked off the attack as the Cruor rose back into the sky.

Some of the Hunters that were nearby gathered around the Guild Leader, intent on fighting alongside him as the others finished their retreat. They were only a few hundred meters away from the primary barricade.

Suddenly, a chill ran up the spines of every Hunter in the region.

High in the sky, the dimming light of the sun disappeared as two massive wings spread out so far as to cast the whole of the walled citadel in shadow.

Those that could immediately threw up all sorts of defenses, to protect themselves and others. Just as two massive feathers, larger than a full-grown adult human in size, impacted against the fully formed protective formation that surrounded the small city.

Fortunately, since this was a primary choke point in the Archipelago's war against the Cruor, it was only Hunters, battle Mages, and Scholars, with no civilians around, but it was still a hard hit for those that weren’t behind the barrier.

Even the Cruor on the ground were affected by the force of the impact, but they swiftly recovered, and the sky was filled with a cheer of elation as they realized that their leader was there to finish their enemies off.

Climbing to their feet, the hunters looked devastated. The barrier had survived the first attack but was filled with visible cracks. Another attack like that, and their base would be destroyed for sure.

Some of the Hunters broke down into tears at the thought. The expectation of their deaths was too much for them. It was simply a hopeless situation for them.

Up above, Derrick ignored the events occurring on the ground. He showed no care for the cheers of his soldiers, nor the cries from the Hunters. He simply focused his gaze on the shield that he needed to break.

So, rearing his wings back once more, he tensed his body even harder. The flow of Ichor in his veins focused and pooled into two of his feathers. The previous ones had already regrown from the first attack.

With a single mighty beat of his wings, he struck with a force that shattered the shield around the Hunters’ base.

However, his eyes widened just as his feathers pierced through the protective barrier. With his supreme sensory abilities, he noticed something. Something sudden, and incredibly brief.

Every Human and Spirit in the region had disappeared. Right before his attack could fully land.

“Ezekiel...” his voice was quiet, but the intent and [Will] he channeled, filled with anger as it was, could be heard and felt by all the Cruor that were still there. Even as they looked around in confusion at the sudden disappearance of their enemies.

Before he could leave, a light flashed from within the city, and a massive explosion that was on par with a Tier five destructive spell leveled what remained of the city from within.

With a cry of rage, Derrick turned from the city, and flew at top speed to the next target.

Murderous intent flowed from his body in waves, and the foliage that still persisted was ripped apart from the gale-force winds brought about by every flap of his wings.

----------



As the Winged Broodlord scoured the island in his search for Ezekiel, the most powerful Void Hunter in the world was sweating and shivering as he directed all the boats that remained on the island as far away as possible.

It had been a shock to many of the Hunters and Mages, to suddenly appear in a group composed of thousands of humans and hundreds of Spirits, floating in a strange sphere that was hundreds of meters wide. But after the initial surprise faded, they swiftly followed the instructions of those that had been saved before them.

This led to a quick departure from the island, mere minutes after the final group had been rescued. It had taken some time to get all the people onto the boats, and to restrain the drugged-up Hunters and Mages that had been affected by the Rotting Matriarch, but they had managed to get away.

Though, that didn’t mean the end of their troubles. Not yet. Especially not for Ezekiel.

His mana was nearly empty, and his body was straining under the amount of Ichor and mana he was forcibly mixing inside him.

Even now he could feel his cells breaking down, and being rebuilt, stronger, more efficient, and overall, differently from before. It wasn’t as if his general shape had changed, but his body wasn’t suited to the amount of mana he was constantly drawing in and pushing out.

“How far away are we?” he asked one of the Guild Leaders he had first recovered.

“We’re nearly past the horizon. At that point you should be able to drop your Shroud and rest.” The Guild leader was a Death Hunter, and she was quietly observing Ezekiel’s soul from a distance.

While there would be little she could do if something truly went wrong, having someone on standby to alert the others of any sudden changes to his condition would be good, nonetheless.

All around them, the Hunters and Mages that could still use magic were doing everything they could to expedite the ramshackle fleet’s retreat. They were moving at an incredibly fast pace. Though not as fast as they could’ve gone if it was just a few ships.

However, in order to ensure that the fleet didn’t spread apart and exit his forcefully expanded domain, Ezekiel had used [Push and Pull] on all the ships to ensure that they didn’t get too far from one another.

Yet, this meant that, for Ezekiel, every word said and heard was a hammer to his skull, but he kept going, even as Shine channeled their own mana to help reinforce his body to keep him from falling apart.

Compared to his own mana, the Tier four mana Shine was using was less than effective. But every little bit helped at this point, and they had done a good job in keeping him refreshed in the beginning. It was only after they had cleared out over half the island that Ezekiel’s state had deteriorated to the point where the Void Spirit’s weaker mana failed to hold up.

‘That’s enough, Ezekiel. We’ve passed the horizon. They’ll have to make it a fair distance out before they can catch up to us. Even then, they won’t be in any condition to do battle. Rest! Now!’ Shine’s tone had no room for negotiation as they ordered Ezekiel to drop his spell and let the boats

“Gah!” the sudden shock of no longer forcefully channeling his mana and infusing his [Will] and [Understandings] into everything within his domain made Ezekiel flinch and pitch forward, nearly face planting into the deck.

“I’ve got you!” George, who was also standing nearby, grew a soft shrub from the wood of the deck to catch Ezekiel. “Easy! Relax. Just relax. Let us take a look at your condition.”

All around the fleet of ships, Hunters and Mages continued to force the ships into a retreat, but the shift as Ezekiel’s spell disappeared, caused them all to become more focused as they needed to more accurately direct their spells to keep them close together.

This meant that their pace had slowed, but it was only a couple of minutes later that they were fully out of sight of the island.

All around the various ships, overcrowded and cramped as they were, relief flooded the Hunters and Mages, even as their island was lost.

They had managed to escape and would live to fight another day.
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                Three days after the shield island of Mithren had been abandoned, Ezekiel and the various defenders that he had managed to rescue safely arrived at one of the rear support islands. One that was responsible for ensuring that the Shield islands were properly fed, since it was basically impossible to ensure that any food grown on an island with the Rot was truly untainted.

Since word had been sent out several times, both just prior to, and well after, their hasty departure, all the nearby islands were prepared for the eventual battles that were to come.

Yet even though it had been three days since the Broodlord’s joint attack, it was fairly clear that there would be no follow up. At least not by any Broodlords.

“It’s fortunate that you got word out as soon as you did. If not, our and Quintessa’s forces wouldn’t have been able to take advantage of the openings that the Winged Lord and Rotting Matriarch’s absences provided. We managed to take back two islands, and Quintessa reclaimed nearly a full fifth of the territory they lost before the other Broodlord’s stepped in to fill the gaps.”

The Scholars that had greeted and guided Ezekiel and the others upon their arrival were happy to share the information they had regarding the events that occurred around the world.

“Did anything happen in the Empire? Or the region of what was once Morathi?” While most of his curiosity was sated, Ezekiel still wondered if his other enemies had suffered any losses or achieved any gains. “How about the Fjorya? Any word from our frozen friends?”

The Scholar replied in a swift and succinct manner, but there hadn’t been any changes in those regions. At least, none that were confirmed. Though movements from the Empire’s Exalts drew a raised eyebrow from Ezekiel.

‘Why would the Empire send your father to the Morathi region? Don’t they need all hands-on deck defending the border from the Broodlords?’ Shine asked after the Scholar had given their report and left.

‘Given the Cruor’s new creations, it would not surprise me if they managed to get something nasty around the Empire. Even with the Kraken Spirit defending the water.’ Ezekiel leaned back in his recovery bed.

While he had confirmed that he wasn’t suffering any side-effects from straining his soul, something he realized he did far too often, he knew that getting sufficient rest was a necessity. So, he wasn’t going to complain when the medics and healers all insisted that he get some bed rest.

Though, that didn’t stop him from keeping up to date and contemplating the Cruor’s movements and actions. Keeping himself aware was a great help in keeping himself prepared.

‘It’s possible that the Cruor managed to sneak a Broodlord around the north, if they made a Carrier that could survive in the cold up there. Divide and conquer isn’t the worst plan the Cruor have come up with in the past.’ While he didn’t like it, Ezekiel knew that, given the recent revelations of the Cruor’s true development, it was highly likely that they still didn’t know the full extent of what the Broods could gift their servants.

‘...Well, at least with the Broodlords confirmed as having been called back, you won’t have to worry about losing the islands surrounding Mithren any time soon. The Cruor will have to consolidate their control and will likely have to prepare several Spines that will take weeks to finish converting the area to Desolate Land Miasma.’ Shine’s words just drew a frustrated grunt from Ezekiel.

Allowing himself to fall into a meditative trance, Ezekiel expanded his senses, reaching for something just beyond his grasp in the space between spaces.

This mental state only lasted for a few seconds, but as his mind raced with shadowy images and unknown figures, he could tell that something was going to happen.

“Argh” he let out a muffled cry and snapped back into reality.

Holding his head in his hands, the strain on his brain and soul made him curl up into a ball for a few minutes before he finally managed to relax. His moment of meditation had granted him access to an ability that he tended to use sparingly due to the massive amount of information he needed to process.

After taking a few deep breaths, he fell into a shallower trance than before. Just enough to soothe his mind as he allowed everything to flow away. Using it to steady himself, rather than access his magic.

While it wasn’t as accurate as his battle predictions, his skills in prophecy and omens had long since expanded past just his danger sense. To the point that he could make general predictions regarding the near future. Though the results were always vague.

In this case, he wanted to know if there were any pressing concerns that would be coming for him in the next few days. Sensing an urgency from an unknown person, he let his trance fade away with a sigh. Pulling his pillow over his face, he let out a muffled scream.

‘Busy week?’ Shine asked. ‘You only do that when your downtime is interrupted. Given what we just went through. I’m assuming you wanted at least a day to recover?’

Ezekiel just sent a silent feeling of confirmation through his link to Shine. He very rarely behaved like a child nowadays but getting practically double-teamed by Broodlords had put him in a bad mood. The fact that his wife had been put into a psychedelic hysteria that made her lash out at anyone who approached her hadn’t helped matters.

She was clean now, with her system flushed, but was recovering in her own room, as were the other infected Hunters and Mages.

‘Let’s just get some sleep. We probably won’t be getting much of it for the next few weeks if what I’m feeling is accurate.’ With that said, he flipped onto his side, and fell into a state of rest.

Beside him, Shine’s overly large blade sank to the floor, too heavy for most furniture to safely support them, and joined their partner in recovering as best they could.

----------



Upon awakening while feeling groggy and lightheaded, Ezekiel found that there was a pressure weighing on his chest that wasn’t there when he went to bed. His danger sense hadn’t acted up, however, so he knew that whatever it was wasn’t something he needed to be wary of.

He also knew that it was far too early for him to be waking up yet. His internal clock told him that it was barely after sunrise. A part of him wanted to just fall back to sleep, he also knew his curiosity wouldn’t let this go without finding out what was going on.

Opening his eyes, his vision was filled with long red hair that emitted the scent of a campfire.

The smoky scent was comforting, as was the familiar presence of his wife, who he realized must’ve woken up at some point last night and come to find him. Just out of the corner of his eyes, he could see Celia curled up on the small table off to the side of the room, sleeping heavily.

Apparently noticing that Ezekiel had woken up, even though he had barely moved, Riley opened her eyes and looked up at her husband’s face.

“Good morning, dear,” Ezekiel said with a smile as his mind cleared up while the barely present morning light streamed through the small window of his room. “Have you managed to fully recover?”

Riley closed her eyes and stretched, which drew Ezekiel’s eyes as the blanket covering them slipped off and revealed her medical gown covered form. Letting out a tired yawn, she laid back down on top of him.

“I’m fine now. Though I’ve been channeling my flames through my body to get rid of the slimy feeling of whatever it was that bitch put in my system.” Riley practically growled as she cussed out the Rotting Matriarch. “Even with my body cleared, I can still vividly remember the sensation of Tier five substances being slathered onto my soul. We are all lucky that it had more of an effect on our minds than it did on our bodies. Though, I guess that was the point, else our filters would have blocked them.”

Ezekiel nodded in agreement. One of the reasons he had entertained the Rotting Matriarch with a fight like he had was due to the fact that those infected by her psychedelic spores weren’t actually dying from them.

If they had been, Ezekiel would’ve fought very differently in order to ensure that they survived.

Upon reflection, he realized that this was probably a part of the Broodlords’ plan to keep him busy. He did still wonder why the two hadn’t teamed up to take him out, but for now he would attribute it to the fact that they likely still needed him for something that he wasn’t yet ready for.

“Well, now that you’re feeling better, perhaps you can help me out with a bit of an annoying situation that’s going to be popping up today.” He looked down at Riley while she looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “I did a bit of [Divination] last night. All I know is that I’ll be getting a visitor today. One that somehow knew that I would be here, and either left for this island early enough to meet up with us before we left or was close enough already to be able to head here within a day of our arrival.”

Riley’s face scrunched up in confusion, something that Ezekiel thought was incredibly cute. Not that he would tell her that.

“So... either we have a spy in our midst, or someone else can make predictions like you can.” Ezekiel smiled at hearing Riley come to the same conclusion that he had.

“It might not be someone. It could be something instead.” His voice carried a hint of frustration at the thought of who it might be that was trying to contact him.

He saw Riley’s face light up in comprehension, then she frowned as she seemed to realize exactly what Ezekiel was referring to.

“You think that it might be a representative of Quintessa’s Grand Cathedral. That the Remnant within the Void Temple is reaching out to you again.” Riley’s voice was a grave whisper, and her words brought back memories from a few years ago.

“Correct. I know for a fact that they never got over the fact that I rejected their plan to recover their territory back when they first managed to make a dent in the Cruor’s new border. Especially since it was discovered that Void Mages could clear up the Desolate Land’s Miasma at an accelerated pace compared to others.” Ezekiel fondly recalled the fact that this discovery was not made by him and was made by one of the newly ascended Adept Void Hunters that was taking part in the war up in Quintessa.

It had surprised him to see how good it felt to have other Void Mages making discoveries with their magic and spreading them around. He had found that, with the sudden surge of Void Mages breaking through to the middle Tiers, new techniques were also being more widely spread and created as different people who couldn’t use their magic before began to experiment.

He was still the strongest by far, since there were yet to be any Void Legendaries, but his spreading of the means and methods to breakthrough to Tier four, and eventually Tier five, were quickly improving their numbers.

“Regardless, I’m fairly certain they’re here to call me away, for some reason or another. Only this time, I won’t be able to refuse. I’d like you to be there, even if they say you shouldn’t be. Since I know that it will tweak their noses quite a bit.” Ezekiel gave his wife a viscous grin. One she mirrored at the thought of whatever face Quintessa’s representative was undoubtedly going to be making when they met up.

“Of course I’ll join you. But for now,” Riley leaned down as wrapped her arms around Ezekiel’s neck, “I’m still tired, and don’t want to get out of bed just yet. So, sleep.”

Chuckling as his wife used him as a teddy bear, Ezekiel waved a hand at the window, causing the shutters to fully close, blocking out the light that had been shining in.

‘Let me know if anyone approaches and shoo them away if they get to the door.’ Ezekiel mentally conveyed to Shine.

The massive blade lifted into the air and moved to lean against the door instead of lying on the floor. Ezekiel let out a chuckle before closing his eyes once more.

They had a few more hours, and the time to rest would be fleeting in the near future.

----------



It was midday when Ezekiel and Riley finally left their room. Though neither was particularly pleased when they did. Shine had alerted Ezekiel multiple times that there were several people that were trying to get to them and had been forced to erect a barrier that was like a beacon to Ezekiel’s senses.

Needless to say, Ezekiel barely got any additional sleep, and when Riley woke up to see him so annoyed, her own mood turned sour as well.

Now, they were sitting in a meeting room with trays of food while they waited for whoever it was that wanted to speak with them so badly.

A soft knocking on the door caught their attention, but they didn’t stop their current action of eating their meals.

The person on the other side of the door must’ve taken their silence as permission to enter, as the door opened, and an elderly Legendary Tempest Hunter entered the room.

His face was twisted into a sneer that was practically a mirror of Ezekiel’s. Something that brought a smile to the Void Hunter’s face. Misery did love company, after all.

Behind him, several Scholars, including Fiana and George, looked on in silence. Though the aforementioned friends of Ezekiel fidgeted in place.

“What do you want?” Ezekiel spoke first, not allowing the other man to control the flow of this conversation. “I’m assuming that the Church of Ten wants something from me, like usual, and the Grand Cathedral of the Temple of the Void has an official request from the Void Remnant. Which is why you found my location so easily. So, out with it.”

The old man looked like he had just sucked on a lemon, which caused Riley to giggle in delight. Ezekiel managed to keep a straight face, but also thought it was hilarious.

Rather than say anything, the Tempest Hunter took out an intricately carved black opal pendant. Holding it up in front of him, the man channeled his mana through it, and a pulse of light filled the room.

Everyone else, even the man holding the pendant, seemed to fall into a trance, and Ezekiel realized that the world had slowed down. Just like it did when he was accelerating his thoughts.

Only this time, there was a familiar and daunting figure in front of him. Though one with enough differences to indicate that it was not the Ancient Void.

“Ezekiel.” the voice of the Void Remnant echoed through the room and shook Ezekiel's mind. “Come to the Void Temple in the nation of Quintessa. Insights regarding the Broods’ plan have been discovered. Though it pains us to do so, especially since you have done so much, as a Remnant of the Ancient Void, whom you made a deal with, I am invoking your contract.”

As the words flowed through Ezekiel’s mind, he felt a pulling sensation that yanked on his soul. Even without a map, he could tell that it was pulling him directly to the Void Temple in Quintessa.

Specifically, the shortest route, which would drag him directly through the Desolate Lands.

Before he could reply, the apparition of the Void Remnant faded away, and time sped up once more. Other than himself, the rest of the occupants and viewers just looked confused. The man holding the pendant actually brought it to his face to examine more closely.

‘Ezekiel... Do we really have to go?’ Shine’s question filled Ezekiel with dread, but he could tell, any attempts to not go along with the Void Remnant’s demand would be painful at best and maddening at worst. If he was Tier six, he might stand a chance of rebelling, but that would still be a risk.

“Leave,” Ezekiel spoke quietly, but everyone could hear the undercurrent of anger in his voice. The man holding the now dull pendant looked at him in confusion and opened his mouth to speak. “I said leave! The Remnant’s message has been received, but not once did it mention your safety, so leave before I take my anger out on the only remaining cause of my wrath!”

Dust fell from the ceiling as the entire building shook. Ezekiel’s mana did not extend past the confines of the meeting room, but it was clear that the point had been conveyed.

Turning pale and nearly falling on his ass, the representative from the Church of Ten’s Temple of the Void turned and fled. Nothing more than a gust of wind was left in his wake. Expanding his senses, Ezekiel could tell that the man had taken to flying directly back to the boat that had brought him here.

Within an hour or so, he and the crew that had accompanied him would be long gone from the island.

“What happened?” Riley, the only one who was unaffected, due purely to her own quasi-Mythical power, asked in a quiet and gentle voice. “You said there was a message, but all I saw was a flash of light. What did you see?”

Outside the room, the Scholars that remained, all loyal to Ezekiel leaned in to hear what Ezekiel would say. Much to his dismay, he wasn’t going to call them out on it. The secrets of the Void were always of interest to the Scholars of the Church of Ten.

“The Remnant of the Void from Quintessa sent a small portion of itself to give me a message. Invoking a clause in a contract that I made with the Void a long time ago.” Ezekiel kept the fact that he had spoken to the Ancient Void a secret, by implying that it was one of the other Void Remnants he had spoken to that had created the contract. “Even now, my soul is being pulled directly toward the Void Temple in Quintessa. Via the straightest and shortest route.”

While the first few words weren’t that concerning, many contracts had clauses for call to arms, after all, the last words were far more daunting. Everyone in the room knew exactly what they meant, given the geography of the world and their current location.

Nothing was said as everyone knew what was going to happen.

Ezekiel was going to have to cross through the Desolate Lands directly. Passing through the territory of at least three Broodlords in the process.

----------



It had been a couple of days, as Ezekiel tried to ignore the pull from his contract for as long as possible. But he was forced to give in when he felt his soul impact his magic due to the contract’s bindings. Even Shine was starting to be affected by it.

The mood was somber and silent as Ezekiel was forced to quickly pack up his things. He and Riley had done what they could to get the best transport available for crossing through Desolate waters.

If they were careful, then they would be able to get to Quintessa within a month or so. But the problem was the likelihood of crossing one of the Broodlords. Due to the number of Umbral Beasts and Cruor that were swarming the borders, and the interior areas, it would be practically impossible to get through without being seen. Unless they decided to forego sleep entirely, while maintaining a [Shroud] that totally covered them without fail.

“I could just go by myself. It would take some time, but you would be able to catch up.” Ezekiel and Riley were walking toward where their new ship was supposed to be docked. Both had their Void Pouches filled to the brim with supplies.

Ezekiel also had several Artifacts that he had worked on at the last minute in the Cathedral’s forges and enchanting chambers. They were fairly basic, compared to what he was used to, but would do the trick when it came to support items.

“You know I’m not going to leave you. Not when You’re clearing being targeted, possibly more so than you were before the Cruor started pushing their borders.” Riley had refused Ezekiel’s attempts to get her to stay back several times now. He could hear the exasperation in her voice and decided to back off.

“Alright. I’m just worried. It seems like something has happened in the Desolate Lands. They’re planning something more, and I’m not sure how hidden we’ll actually be once we get there.” Ezekiel held up a hand in front of him.

Focusing his vision just right, he could see a sickly-looking string running along the same path as the one that extended from his soul, indicative of the contract that was tugging on him.

“There’s something out there that’s looking for me. If it wasn’t for the fact that the Void Temple wouldn’t join the Cruor for any reason, I would almost think this was a trap. One set for me, to force me into whatever it is the Cruor needs me to do.”

This had been one of his primary doubts. Ever since he’d gotten the message, he knew that the Cruor had reached the point where they could use him; or, rather, that he had progressed to the point where he would be useful to them.

‘Do you think it has anything to do with my progress?’ Shine asked after a moment of silence. ‘It seems like the fact that I’m now eligible for Tier five would be a big indicator of the Cruor accelerating their plans.’

Ezekiel shook his head. ‘I’ve already determined that the message was sent well before your soul broke through. The Cruor’s actions are a separate matter.’ He stopped for a second as something occurred to him. ‘Actually, I think that the Void Remnant likely messaged us because of the Cruor’s actions, not the other way around. Either way, it was stupid of them to alert us here, but I guess we wouldn’t have been in a closer position anytime soon. So, it would be inevitable that we would have to cross through the Desolate Lands.’

The two Void users settled into a contemplative silence as they continued forward.

“Something else wrong? I’m assuming you’re talking to Shine right now. Care to tell me what’s up?” Riley’s voice pulled Ezekiel out of his thoughts.

“Oh, yes, we were just discussing the reasons why the Remnant was calling for us. Along with what the Cruor might need us for. They’ve mostly been content to just leave me be, so it’d be nice to know what changed.” He continued on to explain his and Shine’s thoughts.

Celia huffed, and a frustrated look crossed her eyes. Ezekiel got the impression that she was complaining about the amount of trouble Riley got into because of him. He just smiled sheepishly at her, and she turned her head in a huff.

“Well, hopefully you’ll be able to figure something out. If not, we’ll all be here to help you.” Riley kept moving as she talked, but Ezekiel could see the smirk on her lips.

“... What do you mean ‘we’ll all’? What did you do?” Ezekiel didn’t receive an answer right away. Instead, he got his answers when they turned the corner to see their new boat.

Only to find that it was far too huge for two people to man by themselves.

Fortunately, the crew of a couple dozen Legendary Hunters and Mages would do more than make up for it.

----------



Ezekiel had nearly dragged Riley into an alleyway to find out what the hell was going on, but she flared her mana to let the others know that they were there. So, it would be impossible to get away without being noticed.

He could always [Jump] but that might raise too many questions that he knew would be annoying.

“What the hell is this? Do you all have any idea how dangerous this is going to be? Why are you all here?” The first thing he did when they got on board was ask Fiana and George, his two oldest friends besides Riley, what was going on.

“It’s simple. While we know that there’s a high chance of death, we also know that letting you go on your own won’t change much. Don’t worry, we won’t be holding you back.” Fiana’s words weren’t the most reassuring, but regardless of the danger, Ezekiel couldn’t say he wasn’t moved by the gesture.

“We’ll be in their territory. There’s no guarantee that I’ll be able to save you if things go wrong. It would be better if I went on my own.” Regardless of his feelings, Ezekiel still didn’t want to put his friends and followers at risk.

“Ezekiel... you’re not thinking things through. Not really.” Fiana was quieter this time, but her voice was still heard clearly. “What do you think the Broodlords in the Archipelago will do once they find out that you’re not here anymore? Who do you think they’ll go after, especially this close to the border?”

Fiana’s words were like a bucket of cold water being poured over his head.

“Ha! Looks like he’s finally getting it!” George let out a bark of laughter when Ezekiel’s face twisted into a look of horror

The idea that his friends would be targeted once he was gone was something he hadn’t thought of. As it was, the Archipelago would have to reorganize so that the Mythical Spirits could be made aware of the territories they would need to cover to prevent the Cruor from spreading too far.

“... What defenses are incorporated into the ship?” Ezekiel’s question was received with smiles all around, and he knew the others realized he had accepted their presence here.

Moving into the depths of the ship, Ezekiel couldn’t help rubbing his chest. The exact spot he was feeling the pulling from his contract.

Silently, he promised himself that the Void Remnant had better have a good reason for doing this, or else he’d see just how far the gap in their power really was.

            

    
        CH 266 (Book 7 Ch 6): Explosive Journey

    
    
    
    
                Ezekiel was feeling exhausted as he and his ship traveled through the oily ocean beneath the Miasma of the Desolate Lands. While he had gone to Desolate islands before, Morncrest having been one of them, he had never been this far past the border at the edge of the Archipelago.

“How are you holding up?” Riley entered the room beneath the deck that was set aside just for Ezekiel. She was quiet, as most of the crew was sleeping at this time. Celia was on her shoulder but hoped off to curl up in a corner.

The lack of day-night cycles within the Desolate Land meant that their watch hours varied, but they had a set schedule that seemed to work for now.

“I’m a bit tired, but I think I’ll be okay. I’m not straining myself, and it seems like we didn’t set off any patrols.” He had been infusing his mana into the ship to ensure that a passive [Shroud] covered it.

It wasn't as good as his normal ones, but it ensured that anything beneath the water would fail to see them. Similarly, anything above them would only see calm ocean water if they looked down at their position. There wasn’t even a trail of waves flowing out behind them to show their trail.

“Well, hopefully it won’t be too much longer before we reach land. Only a couple more days. If we haven’t gotten lost, of course.” Riley took a seat next to Ezekiel. “How’s Shine? Are they doing alright?”

Off to the side, Shine was once more surrounded by the sphere of magic that was constantly putting pressure on their soul. They had entered this state the moment that Ezekiel had taken over for them in powering the [Shroud].

“They’re fine. It takes them a lot more energy than it does for me, but given they only have to hold the [Shroud] for a couple of hours, just enough for me to recharge, it’s more of an effective training tool than it is an exercise in patience.” That had been one of the things that Ezekiel was happy about.

Shine was growing stronger, and based on what Ezekiel could sense through their bond, the Void Spirit was on the cusp of breaking through. Something that he was incredibly excited about. It would mean that the next time they fought a Broodlord together, they had a high chance of winning.

But that didn’t mean that their breakthrough would be without consequences.

“I just hope that they can hold off reaching Tier five until we get to Quintessa. If they break through while we’re in the Desolate Lands, it’ll be like a beacon for the Cruor. We’ll get swarmed in an instant.” Just the thought made Ezekiel shiver. “I won’t even be able to [Shroud] it properly. The before and after, maybe, but the actual moment of ascension will cause a shift in the mana as their [Domain] evolves. It would be the same for you, too.”

Ezekiel’s warning fell on deaf ears. Riley had fallen asleep on his shoulder.

Looking down at his wife, he saw bags of exhaustion under her eyes. He figured that she must’ve been up for days helping to keep watch.

Gently sighing in fond exasperation, he lifted her up and put her on the cot that was right next to him. The cushion wasn’t great, but it was better than the floor. He knew from experience.

“Just a few more days... Then the real trouble begins.” Even as he channeled his mana without stop, Ezekiel shifted to look up at the ceiling above him. “What happens next? Am I supposed to just keep trudging onward, or is there something more immediate that requires my attention?”

He rubbed his chest where an ethereal itch from his danger sense gnawed on him.

The fact that things had been going smoothly so far bothered him. Something was coming, but he didn’t know where it was from. Was it the Cruor? The Cult of Light?

Did the Ancient Void have another surprise for him?

Another, more pained and frustrated, sigh escaped his lips. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

Closing his eyes, he fell into a state of meditation. It would extend his time powering the [Shroud] by a few hours. More than enough time for Shine to get a bit more training in.

----------



Standing on the edge of the ship, Ezekiel gazed into the distance. His vision was unencumbered by the near pitch-black darkness of the Desolate Lands. Though the iridescent glow from the sheer amount of Ichor tainted water not far from them made it easier than normal.

“Well, that’s certainly not a normal occurrence. Even for the Desolate Lands.” The entire crew was at full alert due to the strangeness of the situation.

Shine was temporarily taking over the [Shroud] on the ship and would be able to maintain it for a couple of hours. So long as nothing happened to disrupt it.

“We were hoping that you would be able to inspect it with your [Domain]. It’s currently directly in our path. Dropping anchor isn’t really an option if we don’t want to get caught, but diverting course would mean adding an unknown amount of time to our travel.” Fiana explained as she and the other Scholars attempted to get some readings with the scouting Artifacts they had with them. “We can’t tell what its dimensions are, but judging by the current that our Glacial Mages can sense, it’s likely that it would take significantly longer to go around than it would to pass through.”

Ezekiel took a look around the ship. He could tell that nothing the Scholars had was working properly, and they had confirmed that even the Com-Slates, which were already finicky in the Desolate Lands, were completely inoperable at this time.

“... I’ll give it a shot.” If not for the fact that his danger sense hadn’t changed, Ezekiel might not have been so willing to expand his senses like this. But he was confident that he could protect the ship from anything other than a Broodlord.

Falling into a state of meditation, his perception expanded to the edge of the strange water they were slowly approaching. The moment his [Domain] made contact with it, he felt like he had been blinded by the amount of mana that was present in the water.

It was like he was looking at a constantly blooming Ichorous Spine. He could barely make out the shape of the towering structure sitting on the seabed. However, this one was tens of times larger than the ones he’d seen on the surface.

Worse yet, while he couldn’t sense the Deep Lord, he could tell that there were hundreds, if not thousands, of Cruor and Umbral Beasts swimming about beneath the surface.

Each one was attending to the massive spiraling mass of eggs that curled around and up the underwater Spine. They pulsed in a rhythmic manner, slowly absorbing the Ichor from the mana that was being drawn in from the environment.

It was rich in the Glacier element, but minute traces of the other elements, barring the Void, were also present. Brought in via large sacs being carried by teams of Legendary Cruor that were coming to and fro from other areas beyond Ezekiel’s reach.

Before he could say anything to the crew, Shine called out to him through their link.

‘Something’s happening to the ship! I’m losing control of the [Shroud]!’ Their voice was filled with concern and struggle. Ezekiel could feel the [Shroud]flickering as the flow of mana became disrupted by something that was on the boat.

Now that he was focusing directly on the ship, Ezekiel could tell that the bottom of it had entered into a swarm of krill like Umbral Beasts. Utterly tiny in size, but also numbering in the millions.

They were utterly translucent, and it was basically impossible to see them with your eyes. Even the passive [Shroud] failed to sense them. Mostly because they didn’t seem to have a mana source and were almost the same consistency as the water.

“It’s like they’re an ocean in and of themselves...” Ezekiel muttered while he took over control of the [Shroud] from Shine. “Fiana, alert the crew to be as quiet as possible. I’m going to have to enhance the [Shroud], and we’re going to have company soon. Get them to brace, but not attack. Not yet.”

The moment Ezekiel finished talking, the ship began to rise from the water. It was still covered in the [Shroud] but when it had flickered out of existence for a brief second, Ezekiel noticed that the Cruor below had sensed it.

Letting out a groan of exertion, Ezekiel felt his mana begin to drain at a much faster pace as he employed multiple spells and [Understandings] to his magic. Including a brief wave of [Nothingness] that snuffed the life out of the countless krill that had stuck to the ship and been siphoning off the mana Shine had been channeling. But it was necessary, as proven by the fact that a couple hundred Cruor just breached the surface with weapons bared.

‘Holy shit!’ Shine cursed through their bond. ‘Why are there so many of them?’

“...I think we’re passing over a nest. I saw thousands of eggs twisting up and around a massive Spine that was growing out of the ocean floor.” Spoke aloud to let the rest of the crew know what was going on. His enhanced [Shroud] would block the noise from reaching the Cruor beneath them. “How do you all wish to proceed?”

The others looked confused for a moment. Except for Riley, who narrowed her eyes and bit her lip in thought. The rest of the crew didn’t remain silent.

“What do you mean, Exalt Ezekiel?” one of the Hunters asked while looking back from where he had peered over the railing of the ship. “Shouldn’t we just leave as soon as possible?”

Ezekiel nodded, “Yes, that would be the smart thing. Given where we need to get to. But this is also an opportunity to take out a massive potential force for the Cruor. It will mean that our presence is unlikely to be a secret any longer, but with a few of my special explosives, we could level this area, and the nest within. Taking out a small army of the Deep Cruor in the process.”

That drew several considering looks from the entirety of the crew. Even the Scholars like Fiana and George, who weren’t as martially inclined as the Hunters.

“I want to reiterate that this is not the smartest idea. Getting to our destination without getting caught is. However, we are at war, and my gut is telling me that taking out as many of these nests as possible, if they’re on the way, will greatly help the Archipelago in winning the war.”

In the water beneath them, it seemed like most of the Cruor had had enough of looking for whatever had set off their senses. Though there were still a number looking out, just in case. The death of the krill had given them a warning that something was there. But Ezekiel knew that they hadn’t found him and his crew just yet.

“I think that we should drop the bombs,” an older and more gravelly voice spoke up from the other side of the ship. Everyone turned to look at him. “Think about it. The Cruor already know that something was here. Else the Exalt wouldn’t have taken us into the air like this. They just can’t find us right now. Yet, who’s to say that they won’t increase patrols and start actively hunting for us nonetheless?”

The older Hunter’s words were well received, and the crew seemed to come to an agreement.

“Yeah... better to take out what we can for now. Since we’ll be having to increase our wariness and lookouts already.” This time it was a few of the younger Hunters that spoke up. Each one saying something along the same lines.

Looking around the ship, Ezekiel saw that a few were not as eager as the ones who spoke up were. However, no one was speaking against them either.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ezekiel saw Riley, Fiana, and George also nod their heads.

“Alright then.” Ezekiel pulled several decahedrons from his Void Pouch. Each one was a little bit larger than his fist and were utterly filled with mana of all types. With just a bit of his [Will] infused into them to ensure that the mana had a proper direction when they went off.

Half a dozen floated in the air in front of him, and Ezekiel took the time to infuse them with a temporary [Shroud]. This would make it so the Cruor wouldn’t find them until they sank and made contact with the Spine.

Keeping them in the air, Ezekiel waited until they were directly above the Spine before he dropped the [Shrouded] explosives into the water. They sank like stones, and Ezekiel flexed his mana even more to make them move faster.

“Hold on!” He couldn’t afford to shield them from the wind resistance, and he had to lower the effectiveness of the [Shroud] to get them up to speed. Luckily, the railings were sturdy, and no one was thrown off the ship as it accelerated.

It didn’t slow down, even after they reached the other side of the glowing water. Having passed over it, Ezekiel realized that it was indeed much thinner than they had expected. Though he couldn’t tell how long the strip of water was, he knew that the Scholars’ earlier estimates were most likely right.

‘The fact that we flew over instead of sailing also probably affected our travel time.’ Shine pointed out when Ezekiel slowed the ship down. ‘Speaking of, shouldn’t you land the ship now? Why are we still going higher?’

Ezekiel was about to reply but didn’t have to since the explosives finally went off, and an enormous plume of water filled the sky. Followed by a massive wave that began chasing the ship.

‘That’s why!’ Ezekiel exclaimed as Shine began aiding him in bringing the ship higher into the sky.

“What the hell was in those bombs?!” George, who was wrapped up in branches that were grown out of the ship, screamed over the sound of rushing water as he held on for dear life.

“It wasn’t the bombs! It was the fact that they ignited the Ichor in the Spine! Along with the Enchantments I infused into the magic; it acted like a catalyst to make the explosion even larger.” Ezekiel called out at the top of his voice. “Given how much bigger this Spine was, the explosion was several hundred times greater than it would’ve been if it was a regular Spine used above ground.”

By now, the majority of the force of the explosion had died down, though the water below them was still tumultuous. With water rushing back to fill in the hole left by the explosion. It would be a while before it would be safe for Ezekiel to drop the boat back in the water. Fortunately, Shine was already taking steps to regain their mana so that Ezekiel could recover as soon as possible.

----------



A couple of days later, in the area that once held the massive nest and Spine, Lord Christopher, the Deep’s Broodlord, floated in the water. He looked down at the massive crater that was currently releasing toxic fumes and minerals that seeped into the water.

“You’re certain it happened in an instant?” he asked with a deceptively calm voice.

The clenched fists and fiercely thrashing tail showed just how angry he truly was, but his subordinate replied all the same.

“Indeed, my lord. I was with one of the escort teams that was accompanying a delivery of Ichor from the mainland. We had just gotten in range of the Spine’s influence when a bright light filled the sea. It was followed by a wall of force that sent the ocean outward. Even after several minutes, the hole left in the water was still treacherous from how torn up the currents were. The lingering energy from the ignited Ichor also made it too dangerous for any of our scouts to get close. It sent those that tried into a frenzy until they could be removed from the region.”

The Cruor that spoke was a Legendary member that had several tentacles stretching out from his back. Beyond that, he was incredibly humanoid in appearance. Beyond the webbed hands and feet that were the standard for all Deep Cruor.

“...l The Herald as here. Only he has the means to ignite a Spine and create an explosion of such magnitude.” The Deep Lord’s voice filled the water and caused the other Cruor nearby to tremble from the vibrations created by the force he was emitting in his fury. “Where is the closest encampment to here? I need to use a Scrying Pool.”

None of the Cruor dared to refute the Deep Lord’s claims. They knew that the Herald of the Void had spells that could ignite their Ichor. At least when it wasn’t directly under their [Will].

The thought that it might’ve been a different group of Hunters that had made it here without the Herald and had merely used his Artifacts to blow up the Spine, hadn’t occurred to them.

Not that it would have mattered. Tier Lord was filled with wrath, and so were they. Regardless of who it was, they would be hunted to the ends of the ocean, and further beyond, if necessary.

Even if the Deep had to acquire the aid of the other Cruor Broods.

It was several hours later when Christopher spilled his blood into a pool of Ichor that was settled at the bottom of a massive hole that was dug and maintained at the bottom of the ocean.

Mana flowed in from the water, and up from the thermal vents in the area, converting into Ichor and providing a slow, miniscule, and steady amount of sustenance for the Cruor and Umbral Beasts in this area. A veritable buffet compared to the barren waters that the majority of their territory comprised.

Within moments, the pool surged upward, and while not all the Broodlords attended this impromptu meeting, there were enough for Christopher to get the word out.

“The Herald is here. I don’t know his exact location, but he is traveling through our lands. If he is headed for land, he will have made it there by now, so there is little I can do at this time.” The Deep Lord’s reluctant admittance was easily discerned by those that heard him speak.

“... It’s fine. I will send several packs to ensure that he gets no rest on his journey. Serin is also close by. Having returned to her territory in full. Once she gets word, I’m sure she’ll look forward to a rematch.” The Fanged Lord spoke with a confidence that Christopher wasn’t sure of.

Yet there was nothing he could do. The matter was now out of his hands. His inability to be effective on land meant that he would have to rely on his peers to solve this problem.

----------



Ezekiel and his crew had made landfall a little while ago. It had been a few days since they had blown up the underwater Spine. Even with the relative silence from the Cruor, they were particularly careful when traveling. Utilizing much more regular watch shifts and doing what they could to ensure that Ezekiel had as much recovery time as possible.

“It’s fortunate that we didn’t run into any other side quests on the way.” Ezekiel had been run fairly ragged during the last leg of their sea voyage. Now they just had to finish their journey on land. But it would take several days, and the number of Cruor that would be crossing their paths would increase exponentially from what the oceans had.

“Lord Exalt, the transports are ready to head out. The ship had also been secured in the specially made Void Storage Artifact. We can set out at any time.” One of the Legendary Hunters that had been leading a team in preparing for travel approached Ezekiel with a report from the Scholars in her hands. “I also have this. It’s information that the Scholars managed to obtain regarding the surrounding area. It seems like there are some additional changes to the landscape that were not expected.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but let out a quiet snort before turning his head to look at the plant life that was growing around them. Fungal forests surrounded him and his crew. As did many other growths and substances that were utterly foreign to them.

‘I think the Scholars have gotten confused, since it’s clear they can only point out the obvious.’ Shine snarked while Ezekiel went over the report. ‘Any chance that this won’t cause additional problems as we travel?’

‘I doubt it. There’s too much going on for us to not be utterly blinded at some point.’ Ideas and scenarios of what might happen passed through his mind when he finished reading the report. ‘I’m just happy that it seems like this forest is too big for the Rotting Matriarch to have turned it into a singular entity. Having a fungal network actively passing on our position on a regular basis would be horrible.’

A shiver of fear passed through their bond as both Hunter and Spirit thought about the possibility of being watched at all times.

‘Do you think we’ll be able to get relatively close to the border before truly having to fight?’

Ezekiel was surprised at the amount of worry that Shine was showing for the rest of the crew. Usually, they were relatively uncaring of such people. Their attention was mostly focused on their friends and family, as opposed to the various Guild members that followed them.

‘I’d be surprised if we don’t get into a major fight by tomorrow. Which is why we’ll be doing our best to avoid directly heading to Quintessa.’ Ezekiel passed his plan through his bond with Shine. ‘So long as we don’t deviate too much, we should be able to trick the Cruor for a couple of days before they get smart and understand exactly where we’re headed.’

Shine remained silent after looking over Ezekiel’s intended route. Hearing no disputes, Ezekiel motioned for the Guild members around him to start heading out.

“Let’s get moving. I’ll cover us in a [Shroud] for as long as possible, but given the more physical evidence of our travel, we’ll need to take additional steps to ensure that we can’t be tracked.” At this point, Riley approached, alongside a few other Hunters, with a handful of amulets. “With that in mind, we’ll be having several teams set up to create false trails. These amulets will allow you to perform a single [Jump] to return to our location. Using them, you will need to create false trails that will hopefully lead any trackers into different directions while we move forward.”

As Riley passed out the amulet Artifacts, she held onto one, much to Ezekiel’s displeasure. He didn’t say anything, however, since he knew that holding her, the second most powerful Hunter here, back from this mission would be far too much favoritism for him to be showing. He would lose all respect from his present followers if he did that. Something he was certain that Riley was aware of.

“If you get out of the range of the amulets the crystal in the center will flash. It’s equipped with my [Shroud] spell, so you should be able to flee if needed, but if you get too far away, the [Jump] won’t work, since it must be able to connect with my [Domain] to bring you back properly.”

The assembled Hunters stood ready to head out as he finished his explanation.

If you understand your orders, then go.” Ezekiel’s order was immediately fulfilled, and all the Hunters around him disappeared.

At the edge of his senses, he could feel them getting farther and farther away. His attention remained focused on one Flame Hunter in particular.

‘Hey, we need to move, or the convoy will go beyond your [Domain].’ Shine pulled Ezekiel back into the present, and he moved to get on one of the vehicles that was near the center.

Settling into a seated position, he spread his senses outward to keep alert of any approaching enemies. At the same time, Shine focused on their self-reflection to search for his [Truth].

A sense of urgency filled them both, as they continued deeper and deeper into the Desolate Lands, and closer to the dangers that they could sense beyond the horizon.

            

    
        CH 267 (Book 7 Ch 7): Alien World

    
    
    
    
                The mood was heavy as the convoy traveled through the bizarre landscape of the Desolate Lands’ inner regions. Humanity hadn’t been this far into the regions controlled by the Cruor in centuries. Not since before the Age of Despair, when the Cruor were not yet a scourge upon the world.

With that in mind, the difference in landscapes, between the outer regions, where humanity’s Guilds regularly did expeditions, and the inner regions where they were right now, showed a star difference between the more recently converted biomes and the older, more adapted biomes.

Glowing fungus, and multicolored molds spread out as far as the Hunters and Spirits could see. Twisted tree-like shapes that were made of strange pulsing growths and dangling tendrils of fleshy tubes were all around their surroundings.

Spotted house sized mushrooms that were tough as stone, but somewhat spongy, acted like boulders that created trails and hills that barred their paths.

Small Umbral Beasts that were surprisingly benign could be seen here and there. No violent reactions as they hunted for any scrap of mana they could find.

Instead, small, seemingly herbivorous, Umbrals gnawed on bushy moss that released clouds of spores as the Hunters walked through them.

If it wasn’t for the anti-fungal equipment that the Hunters were wearing, and several Artifacts that the Spirits had equipped, it was almost certain that they would all have been affected by the sheer amount of spores and dust that was filling the area.

Through, the [Nothingness] that Ezekiel passively infused into his [Domain] kept things relatively safe. It wasn’t enough to do anything to a being with a [Will] of its own, but for freely spreading spores with no [Will] it was more than enough.

‘It’s like I’ve stepped onto yet another new planet.’ A sense of paranoia filled Ezekiel as the group continued their journey. ‘I never thought that Ichor could do anything other than destroy and mutate the world. Perverting it and twisting it from its natural form.’

Memories of the different bits and pieces of knowledge he had acquired filled his mind. Everything he knew about the Cruor was once again being brought into question.

‘This has worrying connotations regarding what exactly the world would be like if humanity lost. Worse yet, as well as would happen if the Spirits weren’t here.’

The unrecognizable fungi and other lifeforms continued to set off Ezekiel’s danger sense in small bursts. Yet it was impossible to figure out what the danger was for most of them.

Things like small centipedes and arachnids failed to set him off, yet puffy mouse-like things nearly made him recoil in an instinctive need to get away.

An assortment of different Umbral Beasts of all Broods had created an alien ecosystem humanity simply couldn’t survive in, let alone thrive. Not without a minimum power of the Legendary Tier.

If it wasn’t for the [Domain] keeping himself and his fellow Hunters hidden, Ezekiel was certain that there would’ve been casualties by now. Something that he could tell the other Hunters were aware of, since they were almost all taking steps to ease their worries.

“I wonder how close we are to the Rotten Matriarch’s primary den?” one Hunter asked his companion while seated on one of the specially crafted vehicles. “Do you suppose she lives in a giant mushroom? Perhaps her throne is deep in a hole covered in glowing mold?”

The Hunter’s voice wavered as they spoke. Ezekiel could tell that they were talking mostly to keep themself calm. Though their questions were creating mixed reactions in the rest of those that could hear them.

“Please, stop talking about the Broodlord that could take our lives at any minute. I don’t want to think about that.” Another Hunter’s voice cracked as he held his head in his hands as he tried to meditate.

These conversations were wearing him down as well, since he was taking action to ensure that the others were keeping calm. Mostly by diverting the sound of the talking Hunter, and several others, to keep them quiet and separated from the rest of the group.

‘It won’t keep things calm much longer,’ Shine said after the first few hours of travel. ‘These Hunters are too wary, which is fair, since we’re officially in an unknown enemy territory.’

‘I know, but we can’t afford to let them fall apart. If they do something to disrupt the [Shroud], we may very well get swarmed by whatever Rot might be nearby.’ Ezekiel looked to the ‘ground’ that they were traversing at that moment. ‘Something I would rather avoid, since we are currently standing on top of a massive, city sized fungus that could easily be turned into weapons to use against us.’

His imagination ran wild as he walked over the tough but spongy surface. He had noticed right away, same with several Cavern and Life Mages, but he had explicitly ordered them all to refrain from informing anyone else.

It would be better for all of them if that information was kept secret for now.

‘With that in mind, when do you think the diversions will be back? Once they arrive, we can probably afford to set up camp, right?’ Shine touched on one of Ezekiel’s primary concerns. That being the need to rest at some point. ‘Or do you intend on doing alternating shifts instead of taking breaks?’

‘... The latter. If this was the standard Desolate terrain that we’re more familiar with, I would've said we could afford to find an area to set down a concealing formation and get some rest, but with the current situation, I don’t think we can take the risk of stopping.’

It was an unfortunate situation, but given their current location, Ezekiel knew that continuing to move would be the best for everyone.

‘With the right spells, we can mitigate most of the fatigue that this will cause. Similarly, those that rest will be able to constantly recover their mana naturally. It’ll also mean that we can get through the Desolate Lands faster.’ It wasn’t a pleasant situation, but the pros outweigh the cons. For now, at least.

‘You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I don’t disagree with this decision.’ Shine sent a wave of comforting reassurance that eased some of Ezekiel’s worries.

A sudden flicker at the edge of his senses grabbed his attention. It wasn’t an Umbral Beast. Whatever it was, was too organized and ordered to be an unthinking animal.

“Silence!” his whispered word was harsh, and silently spread through the ears of every 
Hunter within his [Domain]. “Enemies to the left of our intended traveling direction. Now speaking or otherwise unnecessary noises until we exit their scouting range. Keep calm and focus yourselves for possible conflict.”

Throughout the convoy, each and every Hunter, Mage, and Spirit tensed and looked toward the leftward direction, but those that were controlling the transports and carrying the resting Hunters didn’t divert or alter their course.

The most they did was flinch at the sudden voice that was giving them orders.

‘They’re getting closer.’ The Cruor that Ezekiel had sensed were now within Shine’s sensory range as well. ‘Do you think that there’s something they’re tracking within your domain right now?’

Their worries were an unfortunate possibility that was highly likely. The amount of spores and other fungal things that they had passed over and through were too great to count.

But Ezekiel was doubtful. ‘I don’t think so. Anything that could act as a beacon would be sending out a signal of some sort. Within my [Domain] not even our Com-Slates can send a signal without my notice.’

His eyes turned toward the ground once more. ‘It’s more likely that they’re sensing our weight on this damned mushroom.’

For a moment, he thought about lifting the entirety of the convoy with his magic, but their sudden disappearance from the mushroom might set off their pursuers even more.

At the same time, [Jumping] at this time would leave the outriders that were leaving false trails behind. They didn’t have any more amulets either, so no one else could leave a trail to throw their pursuers off.

‘Let me leave a trail.’ Shine’s suggestion made Ezekiel’s thoughts recoil. ‘Unlike the others, I don’t need an amulet to [Jump] back to you.’

He hated to admit it, but Shine’s idea had merit.

‘Go. I’ll try to get the group off this mushroom as fast as possible. I’ll also send a signal to the others to return sooner than originally intended.’

Taking to the air after floating from where they were handing off Ezekiel’s back, Shine began drifting from their position. The convoy came to a stop under Ezekiel’s power, while the ground retained indents from where all of them had been standing.

Without a word, Shine expanded their [Telekinesis] to create identical indents as Ezekiel flexed his mana to lift his followers into the air. The Void Spirit then flew off in another direction, continually creating small indents in the ground as they went.

Within seconds, the increased pace was noticed by the Cruor that were still just out of sight.

Although the rest of the convoy hadn’t noticed the Cruor, they had noticed what Ezekiel and Shine had done.

“Keep calm. We’re simply throwing the Cruor off our trail.” Ezekiel channeled some mana through the links he felt to the amulets in the distance. “We’ll be moving a little bit faster while they’re distracted.”

Within moments of his signal, the outriders reappeared within his [Domain] each one seemingly haggard and near exhaustion. It was apparent that they had run into their own difficulties but had managed to hold out so far.

Riley looked particularly worried and moved to his side in an instant. She smelled like burnt wood and freshly spilled Ichor but was otherwise unharmed. He gave her a reassuring squeeze when she sat down beside him.

With a nod to the rest of the Hunters, Ezekiel [Jumped] the convoy as far as he could. The drain on his mana was minimal, but still meant that he would need Shine to take over sooner that they had originally intended.

For now, however, they still needed to get off the mushroom. So, with that in mind, their pace increased, even as Ezekiel allowed his attention to stretch to where his Spirit was.

----------



Separate from the convoy, Shine was flying while stomping on the ground with their [Telekinesis]. The movements made vibrations like a stampede. One that was moving at a slightly faster pace than the group had been moving at before.

‘They seem to be very intent on catching up to me. I wonder if they’re even aware of what they’re chasing?’ Shine mused to themself as they proceeded to lead the Cruor that were after him on a merry goose chase.

A silent sense of worry and concern passed through their bond with Ezekiel. Their partner’s concerns were touching but filled Shine with worry.

Even when the Cruor finally caught up, they just sent a sense of confidence and ease back through their bond.

‘Let’s see what these bastards are looking for.’ Shine had already been hidden beneath a [Shroud] of their own. But now that the Cruor were within sight, they decided to stop using their [Telekinesis]

The Cruor were, surprisingly, not just Rot and Winged ones. They were a mix of several Broods, including Fang, Bone, and Blood. Though it was obvious that the Rot Cruor was their leader. The weight of the Ichor they had flowing through them indicated that they were at the peak of tier four. For the others, the pressure they let off was closer to the middle and lower end of Legendary.

“It seems that our prey has disappeared... More proof that the Lords’ commands were correct. The Herald is indeed in our territory.” The Rot’s voice gurgled as they spoke.

It leaned toward the ground, placing a hand on the mushroom that they were on, tendrils extended from its hand and sank into the surface. It glowed for a moment, with pulsing lights traveling back and forth between it and the ground.

The other Cruor took up defensive positions while their leader was preoccupied, but other than a few of the small Umbral Beasts, there was little to nothing present for them to worry about.

‘Are they on the lookout for us? They don't think that we would stick around to fight them, do they? Not when they should know how Ezekiel can just [Jump] us out of their range. Why waste time fighting when that isn’t our purpose?’

The Cruor were obviously unaware of Shine’s questions, and continued to wait as their leader inspected the land. They remained connected to the surface for a few more seconds before pulling away.

“It seems like there are no remnants left behind by the group that passed by here. Nor can I determine which direction they were headed in.” The Rot stood up and turned to its group. “We shall head to the nearest encampment. From there, we shall send word to the Lords to obtain new orders. We know not what the Herald is looking for, but so long as he and his followers remain in the Illuminated Fungal Forest, we should be able to track them down eventually.”

“Do we know that their target is here? Could they not be going to a different area entirely?” It was the Winged Cruor who spoke up. “Perhaps we should send word to the borders of the forest, so that they might prepare to intercept the Herald before they can get out of our range?”

The Bone Cruor snorted in disdain at the Winged Cruor’s doubts and worries. “Listen to our leader. It’s not our place to question him. Especially not when it comes to hunting down and killing those bastards from the human lands.”

The Rot just shook its head. “There is no point in that. The Broodlords have insight into the Herald’s actions that we do not. Sending word and putting our forces into action without knowing how best to move would be a waste of resources.”

The Fang and Bone Cruor nodded in agreement, while the Blood Cruor seemed to not care.

“As you say, leader. I believe that the fourth Decaying Nest is the closest encampment to our current position. It is in a different direction than this trail is leading, however.” The Winger Cruor looked around for signs that Shine couldn’t spot. “That way. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours to arrive if we move at top speed.”

Shine’s metaphorical heart sank when the Winged Cruor pointed in the direction that Ezekiel and the rest had headed off in. They quickly sent a message through their bond with Ezekiel.

Yet they did not [Jump] back to where Ezekiel and the others had moved to. Instead, they sent a pulse of killing intent through their bond alongside their message.

‘... Make it quick and get back to us the moment you leave a trail for them to follow.’

Hearing Ezekiel’s reply to their silent intentions, Shine felt a sense of glee fill them as they shot forward at the Rot Cruor. Still [Shrouded] they were completely hidden from the Cruors’ senses.

In an instant, their blade cut through the Rot’s hardened outer shell. Bisecting them in one go.

Of course, this dropped their [Shroud] but that didn’t matter. Shine intended to fight them no matter what.

“Enemy attack!” The Winged Cruor screamed before taking to the sky.

Only for gravity to increase and pull him back down. The others were forced to take a knee, even as Shine flew forward to take off the Winged Cruor’s head.

In the moment they took to recover, Shine was already halfway through the Winged Cruor’s neck. Their blade gleamed with opalescent light as they [Reinforced] their cutting power to pass through almost seamlessly.

“Bastard of the Void! Where are you!?”

The Blood Cruor let out a shrill scream as her hair turned into tendrils that dripped with Ichor. Everything the iridescent scarlet liquid touched burned away as if touched by acid.

“It’s just a Hunter! Even if it’s a Void user, it can’t be the Herald! He would’ve killed us without us even knowing it!”

The Bone Cruor launched several spikes that knocked Shine out of the air but failed to do any damage to their reinforced steel vessel. Then the Blood Cruor’s hair wrapped around them. A moment later, the Bone Cruor was raising a massive ax that had grown out of its arm to chop down on Shine.

“Wretched lesser Spirit of the Void! How dare you come into our territory!” The voice of the Bone Cruor was deep and guttural as he roared in anger.

While this was happening, the Fang Cruor dashed away. They managed to cover several hundred feet at a rapid pace. This was not enough, and Shine simply [Jumped] out of their confinement, directly into the path of the running Cruor.

“No!” the Fanged Cruor cried.

Out of reflex, the Fang Cruor tried to dodge out of the way, but Shine released a [Void Slash] that cut deep into the Legendary Cruor’s flesh. Not enough to pass through, but enough to make him stumble and fall to the ground. Leaving an opening for Shine to stab them through the chest.

A pulse of [Nothingness] channeled from Ezekiel, eliminated the Cruor’s healing, and his Ichor fell inert as his healing factor failed to keep him alive long enough to recover.

Seeing this, the Bone and Blood Cruor also tried to run. Yet Shine wouldn’t let them get away.

“Damned Spirit! You and yours will get your due soon! The Lords will not let you get away!” The Bone Cruor continued to curse Shine as they fled. Their pace was much slower than the Fang and Blood Cruor. Which is why Shine left it for now.

“Stupid sword! Is your master too weak to attack me, themself?” Corded whips of hair flail about as the Blood Cruor ran. Shine easily evaded her attacks, and with a boost from Ezekiel, they made quick work of their opponent.

Several holes filled with [Nothingness] pierced through the Cruor’s body. Her form crumbled and fell into a boneless heap. A moment later, Shine disappeared from the area.

Reappearing far away, above the Bone Cruor’s position, they descend with the force of well over ten times regular gravity pushing down on them.

With an earth-shattering crash, they crushed the Bone Cruor beneath them. The force was so great that the Cruor’s entire body was filled with crack from where it had been broken.

“You... you will pay for this... The Lords... will make you... pay...”

With those final words, Shine stabbed through the cracks that they had made in the Cruor’s armor. They then focused on gathering up the Ichor that had been spilt, before it could all be absorbed into the fungus and other life forms that were in the area.

‘This will be useful for my breakthrough.’ Shine [Jumped] to where the other Cruor had died, taking the body with them, and a large sphere of Ichor took form. ‘It’s a shame that most of it was already absorbed.’ 

Had they done this earlier, the amount that they obtained would be nearly double what they had gathered so far. But, to do so during battle would mean that their concentration would be split.

They were already feeling strained from the Mythical mana that Ezekiel had channeled through them. Had that not happened, their spells would’ve been much weaker, and the battle would’ve taken much longer. Too long to stop any of them from escaping and passing on word to others that their group had passed through her.

 ‘I should get back now. I don’t think there’s anything else I need to be concerned with now.’ With one final look, Shine used their magic one more time, further reinforced by Ezekiel’s mana.

A rift opened beneath the pile of corpses Shine had made. In moments, the already dissolving bodies were torn to shreds, and no traces of their existence remained.

The only evidence of Shine’s presence that existed were the scars of battle that were still present in the area. A few more marks were created, to indicate forces that were moving in a specific direction.

After things were finished, they focused entirely on Ezekiel’s current position.

A silent [Jump] later, and they were gone.

----------



Once Shine returned, alerts were distributed throughout the convoy, and the direction was changed once more. This time, they diverted to a significantly rockier terrain, where it appeared that there were little to no ground mushrooms spanning multiple kilometers wide.

However, doing this would mean that they would no longer have the light provided by the bioluminescent fungi.

“Should we set out once more? Create more trails to throw them off?” One of the Hunters that had been focused on the return of the previous outriders had asked this after they had gotten a fair distance from the previous area.

Ezekiel shook his head. “No. That would defeat the purpose of having Shine set up a false lead at the previous battlefield. I also need to conserve my mana. At least until I manage to fully recharge.”

The mana that he had managed to absorb from the Ichor that Shine had brought back was helpful, but ultimately not enough for him to fully regain his reserves. It did mean that they could go for a few more hours before Shine would need to take over long enough for him to recover.

The fact that no one else would need to go off to create false trails for the foreseeable future was an immediate relief for the assembled Hunters.

Each one was willing to do as Ezekiel ordered, they wouldn’t be here otherwise, but that faith didn’t mean that the thought of risking their lives doing so was a pleasant one.

For now, they were just a few kilometers away from the shadowed area, where the mushrooms seemed to not exist. Yet, as they got closer, it seemed like something either moved into the area, or their presence was now known, because Ezekiel’s danger sense was now blaring at him.

“Hold up!” his voice filled his [Domain] and the entirety of his group stopped moving.

Expanding his senses forward, he tried to get a feel for what was wrong with the direction they were headed in. Yet it merely registered as regular rocks and earth. No fungus, no growths, no anything, and that’s when Ezekiel realized that there was something wrong.

“There’s nothing alive in there...” They were only a hundred meters or so away from the edge of the fungal forest. It was disturbingly quiet to the front, but the sound of the forest was distinctly present behind them.

“We’re heading back to the original path.” The Hunters looked dismayed, since there was no indication that the paths they were on were dangerous, but they didn’t have Ezekiel’s premonitions to help guide them.

“... We need a reason. If we’re taking the more dangerous route through the forest, we need a reason, or the others won’t be as cooperative.” Riley leaned in, to whisper into his ear. She wasn’t disputing his commands, but she could see the looks on the Hunters’ faces.

Sighing in dismay, Ezekiel reached out with his telekinesis and picked up several lesser creatures. The Tier one and below Umbral Beasts thrashed about in his grasp but failed to break free.

“I don’t know what will happen, so prepare yourself with whatever protective means you have.”

The Hunters tensed and fell into defensive positions. After they were ready, Ezekiel launched the beasts in his grasp into the darkened area just ahead.

For a moment, nothing seemed to happen as the beasts struggled on the ground. Then the Hunters and Mages collectively realized that the Beasts’ struggles hadn’t stopped, even several seconds after landing.

Minutes passed, and the struggles didn’t stop.

It wasn’t until the crunch of bone and tearing of flesh as growths appeared alongside twisted flesh. Something was changing the bodies of the Umbral Beasts. Something that was present, but utterly impossible to sense, within the area where the fungal forest didn’t grow.

Then, much to the horrified eyes of the Hunters who watched, the bodies of the Umbral beasts fell apart. They decayed at a rapid pace, and not even the parts that usually remained after death stuck around for long.

Instead, everything became shriveled and dried up, only to turn into dust that was blown away in the wind. The bits that blew into the fungal forest caused whatever it touched to die and fall apart.

“... We turn back and take a risk that comes with walking over the giant mushrooms.”

This time around, no one dared to look at Ezekiel with even a hint of reluctance.

‘We need to get out of here. As soon as possible.’ Shine said with a quiver in their voice.

Ezekiel just stayed silent. Even as the level of danger seemed to drop, something nagged him at the back of his mind.

He could just tell that this wouldn’t be the last time he came to this area.

            

    
        CH 268 (Book 7 Ch 8): Light It Up

    
    
    
    
                Five figures gathered around a pool of Ichor. Their forms were composed of the very substance that ran through their veins. The missing Broodlords would be informed of the situation at a later date but were aware of what would be discussed today.

“Do we know if Rafael and Jillian will be joining us at the next meeting? They are meant to be challenging the human Exalts to the north, are they not?” Serin inquired while looking at the different spots in the group.

“No... given the current plan to draw out this war for as long as possible, they will both be taking hits that will keep them occupied for at least a month. The push in the Archipelago should make up for it, but since the Ocean Spirits and the Exalt of Death have relocated, it is slower going than we had expected.” Tryskan, the Wyrm Broodlord, and next oldest alongside Rafael and Jillian, was currently leading this meeting. “Derrick and Christopher will be informed later as well but given their current mission they do not need to know as much about the situation as you do.”

Serin flinched at the reminder of why they were here. The others all looked toward her.

“It is not my fault that the Herald destroyed the primary nest for the Deep. I did nothing that should’ve brought him as close to the Desolate Lands’ center as we suspect he is, nor do I know what he expects to do when he is merely a Mythical being. We all know that he’s not yet strong enough to fulfill the purpose we are cultivating him for.” Serin’s words were met with grimaces from the other Broodlords.

While there had been reluctance in the beginning, after several years of fighting, they were all hoping that the Herald of the Void would be powerful enough to see their goal fulfilled.

Even if they knew that it would be a difficult thing to achieve. It was still more preferable than the alternative of waging war for a hundred years.

“Regardless, Christopher and Derrick have called for the Herald’s head. Obviously, we can’t do that, but we still need to get him out of our territories. Before he does something that might disrupt the balance we have been developing within our central regions. Creating an entirely original ecosystem from scratch isn’t easy, after all.” Tryskan muttered that last part.

The other Broodlords looked at him in pity, knowing that much of the infrastructure for the new biomes was due to him and the other Wyrm’s work in tilling and reconstructing the land to be more suitable for Ichor reliant lifeforms.

“He’s only reached the middle regions of the Illuminated Fungal Forest, right? If we can just divert him and his group to the east, then we can get rid of him before he causes any problems.” Kereena’s idea had some merit, but it was shot down after some thought.

“That would not work,” Leon said through his bone faceplate, “if we do not threaten his life, he will suspect something is wrong. Yet, at the same time, if we kill his entire party, he might seek revenge before we are ready for him.”

“Perhaps we can ignore him, then? Simply let him go where he wishes? We need him alive, but we can’t be blamed if it is the normal rank and file that swarm him instead of us, right?” Kereena proposed another idea, but it was met with shaking heads once more.

“... It is likely that our only course of action is a limited push. Serin, you will have to come after him with the intent to kill. Feel free to leave the other Hunters and Mages to the regular Cruor. But if your actions can grant them some reprieve to get out of here, let it happen. Just don’t get caught, and don’t catch the Herald either.” Tryskan’s whispery voice proposed the most feasible action for them to take. “For now, work on finding him, but don’t dedicate everything to it. Given the situation, it would basically be impossible for us to not find him eventually.”

“What if he gives up in order to let the others escape?” Serin asked with a hint of worry. “While I don’t think he would necessarily do so, he took risks to remove me from the fight, temporarily, and strained himself to gather his followers to escape. He might try to do something similar, at a greater cost.”

The Broodlords fell silent as they pondered what to do. It wasn’t until several seconds passed that Drake’s amorphous form shifted. The cacophonous whispers that they made when speaking filled the minds of the other Broodlords.

Deep in the pool that lay between them, images began to appear in the swirling colors.

A number of Umbrals Beasts appeared as if they had crossed through an invisible border. Their bodies struggled uselessly as tumors and mutations ripped them apart from the inside out.

Heavy silence permeated the meeting while the Broodlord’s watched. They couldn’t see what had happened beyond the invisible barrier, but they all recognized what had happened. Along with where it had occurred.

“They stumbled upon one of the Seals...” Tryskan’s voice was quieter than before, and a hint of concern filled it. “Forget my previous orders. Find them as soon as possible and drive them out before they can trip any of the other traps laid by the Ancient Void. We cannot afford to allow him to die to things he knows nothing about before we can finish using him!”

“Of course! I will send out my spores personally. It will spread me thin, but I will find them within the next day or so. So long as they are still within the Fungal Forest.” Serin nearly bowed to the older Broodlord as he gave his orders. “At least we know that they won’t be stupid enough to enter such areas moving forward. But I must ask, would such a place kill the Herald? He has the same magic, after all.”

Tryskan bit his lip as he thought about it. “I am not certain. The ways of Void Magic are still strange, even after the developments revealed by the Herald. It might not harm him, or it might take him in as fuel to ensure the seal is further empowered. Perhaps his magic would run wild, and he would explode from forcibly absorbing too much mana. The mutations occur due to the chaotic nature of the strange energy within the area around the Seals, but we don’t know if that’s due to Ichor or not.”

“Let’s not worry about that for now. They were smart enough to turn away, for some reason, so we should focus on pushing them out. Even if most of them die.” Leon’s words were slow and steady, but they also had a bit of worry in them. “Serin, if needed, tell your Brood that only small groups of Cruor will be able to come. Explain it as not being willing to risk more Ichor than necessary, since a fight between you and the Herald would be too destructive for those weaker to survive.”

Sering nodded in agreement. “I will do so. Is there anything else I am needed for at this time, or can I leave to hunt down the Herald and push him out?”

“You are fine to leave. The rest of the meeting will be a status update of the different borders and how we will arrange our current forces. We will exempt you from it for now, since you won’t be changing your battle lines any time soon.” Tryskan’s words made Serin nod before her form fell into the pool of Ichor once more.

The remaining Broodlords were silent as they thought about what they had just discussed. But talks began again, for there was much to do.

Regardless of how worried they all felt about the events surrounding Ezekiel and his Hunters.

----------



The sounds of battle echoed through the area as Ezekiel and the Hunters approached the area where several scouts had cleared a path for the convoy to travel through.

It had been a full day, or roughly there-about, since they had nearly crossed into the strange dead-zone that he had diverted them from. Since then, things had changed from their initial setup.

Other outriders had taken up the role of creating false trails, and it had been decided that those with stealth capabilities would scout out new paths for the rest to follow.

“Seems like they ran into some trouble. Should we send out some people to ensure that none get away?” A Hunter approached Ezekiel with this question as they finally saw flashes of elemental magic.

Ezekiel stayed quiet while expanding his senses. Bringing an expanded waterskin to his lips, he pushed down the need to gag as the Ichor inside it refilled his mana reserves.

“It’s fine. They’re all here, so it’s just a matter of surrounding and killing them. Go take a team to support the scouts. Then return to my [Domain] we’ll be picking up the pace once I recall the outriders.”

The increase in mana allowed him to expand his [Domain] to cover the enemies to the front. From what he could tell, none had tried to escape yet.

Nodding, the Hunter who had spoken up moved to do as ordered. Several others looked at Ezekiel with a worried expression on their faces. Fiana and George looked particularly concerned, but neither of them spoke up. Only one person really had the right to.

“Are you certain that there won’t be any side effects from consuming Ichor like that?” Riley, who had stayed behind rather than create false trails today, watched him close his waterskin with a look of distaste on her face. “There won’t be much point in reaching Quintessa if you’re in no condition to do whatever it is they called you for.”

Ezekiel waved her off, burning some of his mana to purge the more physical aspects of the Ichor.

“I’ll be fine. I’ve taken in far worse than this before. Besides, so long as Shine breaks through, I’ll be able to stop and still keep up.” He wiped some sweat from his brow, even as his mana made his eyes glow from the exertion it took to keep himself going.

Off to the side, Shine rested in the middle of the transport vehicle that Ezekiel was sitting on. This time around, there was no sphere of mana that indicated they were exercising their soul to grow stronger. Instead, there was an eerie quietness that surrounded them.

They were currently dedicated entirely to the task of determining their [Truth] so as to make the breakthrough to Tier five. Something that would allow Ezekiel to finally take a proper break, rather than just taking the time to recover his mana to continue working.

“We’ve also come up with several contingencies that will be able to buy us some time to flee, should the need arise. So, please, worry more about how you and the rest will get out of here. Not just what my current condition is. Okay?” While he knew that Riley wouldn’t do so, Ezekiel still felt the need to ask her to stop worrying about him. Even as she glared at the waterskin he reattached to his belt.

Given the ever-increasing strangeness of their surroundings, and the increasing need to be able to move faster, Ezekiel had forsaken all pretense regarding his ability to take in Ichor.

It was well known before this, even though Harras had ensured that nothing leaked from his end, the efforts that Ezekiel had been forced to go through had revealed his Ichor absorbing abilities a while ago. Not that he had to worry about it being revealed.

The biggest problem was the fact that it was another mark that the Cult of Light had begun to use as an excuse to purge Void Mages. Apparently, there were no longer any Void users in the western side of the Continent.

“... We’ll be waking Shine up once we reach our next swapping point. I don’t care what you say, you need time to recover, and to ensure that there are no lingering effects from constantly absorbing Ichor for a full day like you have. Understood?” Riley’s tone left no room for argument.

“Of course, dear. We’ll do so in a couple of hours. For now, we need to-”

Ezekiel whipped his head around to the side. The rapid movement was immediately the focus of all the Hunters nearby. Even the ones that were returning from wiping out the Cruor that were ahead of them.

“What is it? What happened?” Riley, being closest to Ezekiel, was the first to notice the changes in his posture.

For Ezekiel, he could feel a sense of anger and guilt welling up inside of him as he sensed the loss of one of his amulets. Even though it was within the sensory range of his magic.

“We’re picking up the pace. Flame Hunters and Mages gather up around me now!” He released a pulse of mana through his connection to the remaining amulets while the others followed his orders.

A sense of urgency settled over the convoy. The only reason that Ezekiel would be summoning them to his position would be because they would be enacting one of their contingencies.

“Reinforcement circles will be prepared in a moment! Ready your strongest spells, and fire on my command!” A second later, as several [Void Panes] appeared in the sky, all but one of the outriders reappeared within the midst of the convoy.

No one said anything, but a quiet gasp could be heard from one spot near the back. Ezekiel knew it was one of the Hunters that was friends with the outrider that didn’t come back.

There was a slight stirring in the vehicle behind him. Shine seemed to be coming out of their meditation, but Ezekiel could sense that they were right on the cusp of finding something important.

A slight nudge and feeling of reassurance from Ezekiel put them back into the depths of their meditation. Shine had more important things to deal with right now.

In the distance, a figure appeared that began to grow bigger at a rapid speed. The hunters in the area began to fidget when the massive form of Serin, the Rotting Matriarch, came closer.

“Keep calm! So long as you operate as explained beforehand, we will be able to get out of here without even having to fight!” His words helped reassure the Hunters, but only a little bit, as a new danger made itself known to them.

All around them, the forest came to life. Shifting and warping into different shapes. Ready for the Rotting Matriarch to take control and attack them. A burst of [Nothingness] stalled it for a moment.

Fear inducing spores and vapors filled the area but failed to pierce through Ezekiel’s [Domain].

“Focus fire in three,” he took out his waterskin again and took another swig, refilling his mana and further empowering the [Understanding] infused in the [Void Panes] he’d formed, “two, one, fire!”

Beneath the [Shroud] of Ezekiel’s [Domain], a [Grand Spell] was enacted, wherein several Flame Hunters and Scholars released their most powerful spells at once. Cast in conjunction with Ezekiel’s [Reinforcement], via his [Void Panes], the collective flame magic turned into a massive inferno.

A massive fungal halberd struck down on his [Domain], and the magic within was released.

In an instant, the world was consumed by fire.

----------



For Serin, she had been feeling somewhat exhausted after having spent nearly a day straight doing nothing but searching far and wide for the traces left behind by the Herald and the other Hunters.

A small army followed behind her during her search, but she had quickly outpaced them. Even as she directly intervened and killed the obvious distraction that Ezekiel had sent out for the lesser Cruor to chase after.

It had only taken her a few moments to determine where Ezekiel was after she had killed the Hunter beneath her foot. By extending her senses deep into the Fungal Forest, she was able to determine where there seemed to be a distinct lack of mushrooms and molds.

“There you are!” her cry didn’t quite reach where Ezekiel was, but she knew that her followers would be able to follow after her, even as she ran at top speed.

It would only take her a few seconds to reach her destination, but she couldn’t help but wonder what Ezekiel’s plan was. From what she could tell, neither he nor any of his Hunters were trying to get away from the area.

“Do you think that you’ll be able to simply [Jump] away from me again? Or do you plan to send me flying like you did before?” Serin’s pondering distracted her, even as she tensed up in preparation for a fight. “Either way, I doubt that you have improved so much so quickly that our fight will be anything different than before. Especially since the world itself will be turned against you.”

A wave of her hand sent the mushroom trees and moldy underbrush into a frenzy. Something happened, and her control over the Fungal forest around her target stalled. But it didn’t matter.

She had already arrived at her destination. A massive, hardened, and specially grafted halberd, covered in corrosive fluids and emanating toxic gases. The weapon was raised into the air, ready to strike like a meteor on the enemy she couldn’t see but knew was right in front of her.

For a single moment, she grew concerned. If this attack managed to kill Ezekiel, then all the plans enacted by herself and her fellow Broodlords would be for naught. Their past few years of effort would be worthless, and it would take them decades before they would gather enough power to see their goal fulfilled.

It was only a moment later, when her halberd impacted on an unseen [Domain], condensed and hardened for both stealth and defense, that her enemy’s true plan was revealed.

The sound of glass shattering filled the region, and a wave of force was released from the impact.

Along with the condensed, blue-white Flames of magic that had been prepared just for her.

As the world was filled with fire, Serin screamed in shock and pain. The might of a Mythic level fire spell, built purely for destruction, struck her directly in the face.

Half her body was taken out in one go, and she was forced to retreat and take over her back up body, hidden deep beneath the earth several kilometers away.

By the time she returned to the place that the Hunters and Mages had been hidden by Ezekiel’s [Domain] the fires had spread rapidly. It was as if they were rapidly feeding on the Fungal Forest, and it spread without slowing down.

“Damn you, Herald. How in the world could you have come up with such a thing?”

With the rapidly spreading flames, the only thing that could put them out, in the land without rain, was the fire-retardant molds that took time to grow.

If she wanted to forest to survive, and not spread too far, she would have to personally intervene, and allow Ezekiel and the other Hunters to escape her personal pursuit.

Not even the lesser Cruor would be able to find them, and Ezekiel had [Jumped] away a moment after releasing the Flames.

They had successfully escaped, without even having to fight.

----------



Over the past estimated day or so, several contingencies had been created for the sake of getting the convoy through the Fungal Forest if they were either swarmed by massive numbers or attacked by a Broodlord.

Most of them would result in the deaths of at least a few, if not half, of their total group. Something that Ezekiel wanted to avoid as best he could.

The current plan was a costly one, and it threw all attempts at keeping somewhat hidden out the window. Yet it would buy them a significant amount of time.

Even if it meant that they would be hunted down even more fiercely later.

“How far did the fire spread?” Ezekiel asked once they created another section of forest.

At this point, the Hunters with flying Spirits were carrying the rest through the sky. Due to the difficulties of maintaining a close enough group, Ezekiel couldn’t cover everybody with his [Shroud] [Domain. So, this was very much a last resort for their transportation.

“It seems like you were right. The Rotting Matriarch did stay behind to deal with the fall out. But if things go right, then the [Understandings] imbued into those Flames should be able to overcome the dousing aspects of the special molds they used to become fireproof.” Riley had a set of binocular Artifacts held up to her face. “It looks like the fire has spread to cover at least a few dozen kilometers of land and is spreading further. It’ll take at least a couple of days for them to put it out. Especially if the surprises we left behind end up going off.”

Ezekiel winced at the reminder of the surprises. They had been forced to jerry-rig some explosive Artifacts that were usually made for blowing up Spines. In this case, they were tweaked to spread fire as quickly as possible.

“Good. I’m going to need some rest after that last second [Jump]. Did anyone from our side get burned?” This had been one of the issues that the convoy had with this plan. Even though it was still the most efficient one they had.

Riley bit her lip but answered after Ezekiel continued to stare at her.

“A few got some serious burns and won’t be walking under their own power for a while, but the Life Mages have said that they should be able to recover within a couple days’ time.”

“So, they’ll be ready to move on their own right when Serin and the Cruor will be able to catch up to us. Dammit!” Wincing in pain, Ezekiel knew that they needed to make more space between them and the Cruor. Serin, in particular.

Waving a hand, more explosives were telekinetically pulled from his Void Pouch. Riley and the other Hunters who witnessed it gaped in shock.

“How many of those do you have!?”

“Not enough,” Ezekiel said before imbuing the altered explosives with mana. “But this will hopefully distract them long enough for us to buy a few more days.”

Snapping his fingers, Ezekiel sent the bombs flying away. The mana keeping them floating would be drained in the Miasma filled sky, but the mana that would ignite the Ichor in the Fungal Forest below would burn for a while after making contact with the ground.

“... The Church won’t be happy about this. These bombs could turn the tide of every single battlefront being fought right now.” This time it was George that spoke up. “Why have you not been sending them out to the different defensive lines?”

Ezekiel just glared at his friend from the corner of his eye.

“Making these things isn’t cheap. This is several years of stock being used up in less than a month. Not only that, but I couldn’t properly create a lasting seal for the mana. The longer these things are outside my [Domain] the less potent they become. Until they eventually go inert or explode into Lightning.” It was a problem that he had been trying to fix, since he knew that bombs of this level, being used en masse, would quickly turn the tide of numerous battles.

There were other problems, of course, but Ezekiel didn’t want to explain his concerns that the Cruor had been holding back. While it was apparent that they could survive without humanity, or Spirits, it was also obvious that they were keeping the war from going too far.

Other than a slow and steady push, no major changes in borders had occurred, nor had any Mythics died. While not something he had been worried about recently, the more he fought, the more Ezekiel had been realizing that the Cruor were planning something.

Something that he knew needed a ridiculous amount of mana. At least, as far as he suspected.

“For now, I’m not sure how many more times I’ll be able to do that. So, for the moment, we need to lay low even more than before. We’ll do a [Sling] this time, and when we stop, we will need to land.” Ezekiel focused inward, on the tugging sensation that had been ever present since his meeting with the representative from Quintessa.

Taking several long pulls from his waterskin, he overloaded himself on Ichor once more. This time, he winced in pain as he felt his soul stretch in a way that wasn’t easy to deal with.

But as he channeled as much mana as he could into a [Sling], he felt something shift in his bond with Shine. Upon disappearing from their current position, a smile formed on his face, even as he felt his mana drain while maintaining the constant movement that brought them far away from the burning fungi.

The opalescent blade of his partner flickered with power as a transformation began to take place.
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                A featureless humanoid avatar sat silently in contemplation. Rings of mana circled around them. Runic scripture slowly engraved itself onto these spinning loops of magic.

They were translucent and flickered in and out of existence. An anchor to keep them manifested in reality, even within their mindscape, was needed to keep them from falling apart.

The lack of mana that they would need to fully form them would be resolved later. For now, simply being able to hold onto the thing that embodied their [Truth] was all that mattered.

[Understanding] flowed all around, as the laws that governed the Void manifested in front of Shine. Their meditation had reached a new point, and they were at the cusp of a breakthrough.

“I light the path...” they shook their head. “No, that’s not right...”

It was the most recent phrase that they had come up with. For the purpose of realizing their [Truth] into the world and condensing their [Mana Core] for the sake of reaching Tier five.

A flash of panic that wasn’t theirs filled them, as well as anger and guilt. It was almost enough to pull them from their self-reflective contemplations. Worried as they were at what could be happening.

Only a sense of comfort, reassurance, and confidence reached into them from their bond with Ezekiel. As if to tell them that they weren’t needed for now.

That they needed to focus on the current task. Anything else would be a waste of an opportunity.

So, that is what they did. They allowed time to pass them by, focused almost entirely on the task of discovering the words that would embody their existence. Though, not without voicing some of their complaints. If only to themself.

“I am supposed to be your blade... How can I be your blade if you keep getting so far ahead of me that I can’t keep up?” They spoke with a sense of melancholy that filled their voice.

Images of battles in the past appeared in their mind. Memories of a time when they were truly equal with Ezekiel. Fighting alongside him and lighting his path while they fought against the Cruor. Standing with him when they were on the run.

“A blade...” The quiet whisper that was their voice grew stronger.

“That’s right... I’m not just a light that shines in the dark...” The rings that floated in circles began to settle into position. They spun faster, and the [Understandings] that were slowly merging together with them beach to flow more quickly. A bright light emanated from them, even as Shine stopped speaking.

A deafening silence filled Shine’s soul. Their thoughts raced with a frantic need, and new phrases, all much closer, but not quite right, rushed from their mouth.

An unknown amount of time passed, but Shine didn’t notice it at all.

Finally, something that sounded right was spoken.

“I am the Blade that Shines Light on the Path!” The words echoed through the Void that was the symbolic form of their soul. A pulse of magic that only Ezekiel would’ve been able to notice spread through Shine’s soul, and the bond between them and Ezekiel grew, both in size and in strength.

The rings that embodied their [Truth] and [Understanding] channeled mana into their center. 

A ball of light condensed, and the representation of their [Mana Core] took form. It was hollow at this point, but with enough mana it would take form, and they would cross the threshold into Tier five.

Suddenly, without prompting, mana filled them, originating from the place within their soul where their bond with Ezekiel was located.

Greedily taking in the mana as fast as they could, Shine knew that it was just a small matter of time before they ascended to the next Tier.

----------



Although the fires that had been spread by Ezekiel and his convoy had significantly delayed Serin and would keep her occupied for at least a couple of days, that didn’t mean that they didn’t run into any further complications.

Now that they had gone loud with their movements, they began moving much faster, though still under the [Shroud] created by Ezekiel.

The only good thing they had going for them at the moment was the fact that, since this was the Desolate Lands, the amount of Cruor that were grouped together was much sparser when compared to the front lines. Though, that meant there would be another problem once they reached the border.

“Incoming to the left! Aerial bombardment about to make impact!” Ezekiel’s warnings had the Hunters spring into action.

It had been roughly a day, at least according to Ezekiel’s inner clock, and they had been forced to fend off against nearly a hundred Cruor of varying Tiers. Most were Adepts, but at least a third had been Legendary.

At the same time, there had been significantly more Umbral Beasts that were directed their way. These ones were almost entirely Adepts, but the sheer numbers were troublesome.

“Lightning Hunters, fire when ready! Cavern Hunters feel free to unleash spells when ready, just don’t block our path!” The indicated spell casters unleashed a torrent of Lightning into the sky, destroying most of the projectiles, while holes opened up in the ground, tearing apart the mushrooms that made up most of the ground.

“Riley, can you lead a team out to take out the turrets before they can take another shot?”

The draconic Flame Hunter in question had just let loose a wave of blue fire that had once again ignited the forest. Now that they weren’t bothering to hide, the Flame user in the convoy had started to much more freely use their magic.

“I can do that. Flame Hunters, on me, now!” Streaks of red light filled the sky as several Flame Hunters at the middle and upper Steps of Tier four slew into battle.

“Lightning users, lay down some cover to give them an opening! Death Mages, can you help widen the path?”

While Ezekiel was giving orders, he left the more ranged spell casters to do their thing. At the same time, most of the convoy that remained within his [Domain] engaged in melee with the weaker Cruor and Umbral Beasts that had gotten close.

It seemed like all the beasts in the forest had gathered to fight them.

“Exalt! We need help in the rear! There are Amalgams charging after us!”

Ezekiel whipped around upon hearing the worst possible scenario occurring.

Behind the convoy, a dozen Legendary Amalgam Beasts were ripping through the barriers erected by the Hunters as they moved. They would be on top of the group within moments.

“Dammit! I don’t have enough mana to keep [Jumping] us further away!” This had been one of the other problems with burning the forest. Enhancing the spells of the Flame magic had drained a large chunk of his mana.

He could attempt to absorb some Ichor once again, but the strain of doing so on a constant basis had begun to wear him down. Better to let the others get some work in while they traveled. It seemed like a few Hunters were almost ready for a breakthrough at this point.

“I need two dozen reinforced stone spears! Now!” His order was fulfilled in moments, and several spears floated in the air in front of him. “Brace yourselves!”

With that, he let himself go wild, and threw the spears with all his might, all without using any additional mana to enhance himself. His physique was already strong enough to punch through a Legendary Bone Cruor’s body armor with relative ease.

Throwing the spears like this didn’t guarantee that the Amalgam Beasts would die in one hit, but it would damage them enough that they would be forced to stop moving forward in order to heal.

Twelve wet and meaty slams could be heard as the impact from his makeshift weapons nearly tore the Amalgams apart. Several did die, due to their heads and upper body being destroyed, while the others tumbled on the ground.

“Watchers! Are there anymore--”

Just as he was about to request an update on their pursuers, the area was filled with a bright, opalescent, light that emaciated from the now floating sword that had been resting on his transport.

Ezekiel’s face split into a massive grin. He could feel the change in his bonded Spirit. A pressure that was only slightly weaker than his own, but still stronger than Legendary, settled over the area.

“Recall! Recall! All forces fall in together, as tightly as you can!”

Whilst confused as to what had changed, the convoy stopped their progress forward. The Flame Hunters and Mages returned from the freshly decimated Cruor, and once they were inside Ezekiel’s domain, everybody disappeared.

Whilst costly, Ezekiel had [Jumped] knowing that the price would be worth it in just a few hours.

----------



The glow of the burning forest brought a frown to Serin’s face. She had been running around, putting out fires throughout the Fungal Forest for hours at this point. Yet, the moment she put out one of them another would pop up.

“How many firebombs does that bastard have?” she growled out her question to the air. No one else was nearby, the fires having diverted the majority of the Umbral Beasts, and the Cruor that had followed her had broken off to chase the Herald. “I’ll be at this all day...”

Holding out her hands, fire retardant mold grew from her fingers. It broke apart and turned into a thick blanket that covered the flames. It wasn’t immediate, but the fires in the area around her did go out.

“That’s one more area down,’ she turned to look at the orange light that glowed on the horizon, “just a few dozen more to go.”

A wave of exhaustion passed through her as she felt the Ichor in her veins thinning from the effort that she was going through to put out these fires. Such things were rare in the Desolate Lands. The naturally occurring circumstances that would allow such things didn’t exist, so forest fires had never occurred before.

The thing closest to this event that had happened before was when Hunters created fires on the edges of the Desolate Lands. Places that had much less vegetation.

“At least we developed these molds.” She held up a hand and let the heavy growths fall from it in a shower that smothered another flame. “I would hate to know how badly we’d suffer if we hadn’t.”

Just thinking about how quickly the destruction of the Fungal Forest would spread from an uncontrolled fire was enough to make her shiver in horror.

“Matriarch!” A voice called out from above.

Looking up, Serin saw a Winged Cruor descending on her position.

“What are you doing here? Why are you not chasing after the Herald?” she asked, her voice a quiet growl that expressed anger at the other’s presence.

It was a partially false anger. For the moment, Ezekiel needed to escape so that he could grow strong enough to fulfill the Broods’ goals. At the same time, she was utterly hateful toward the man that had caused such destruction to her home.

“My lady, we need your aid! The Herald disappeared once more. Right after his sword shone brightly, with a heavy pressure reminiscent of a power equal to the Herald himself.” The Winged Cruor bowed his head while hovering in the air. “We believe that the Void Spirit underwent a breakthrough.”

For a moment, Serin remained silent as she pondered over what this would mean for herself and the other Broodlords.

Previously, it had been estimated that Ezekiel would need to be at least in the middle Steps before he would be able to fulfill their desires. If the Herald’s Spirit had also broken through, then it would mean that he was one more Step closer. The ability of a Hunter to share and use their Spirit’s mana meant that his strength was greater than expected.

Of course, she couldn’t allow her followers to know this. The need for the Herald of the Void to live was a secret that none could know before the time was right.

“This bodes ill for us. To allow the Herald to grow stronger, even if it is through his Spirit, means that it will be even harder to bring him down.” Her words were purely for the sake of the Cruor she was speaking to. “Yet, I cannot divert my attention at the moment. We do not have enough Cruor capable of growing the mold needed to douse the fires. If I leave now, then the remaining flames will spread even further, and the damage might take years to recover from.”

She acted as though she was thinking hard on what to do.

“Divert our forces to the border. Command the Umbral Beasts to continue tracking and hunting the Humans and their Spirits to push them forward. Give them no rest.” This was the best plan she could think of that wasn’t likely to succeed but would seemingly do so for the sake of the lesser Cruor.

“As you command, Matriarch!” The Cruor clasped his hands as if in prayer and bowed even deeper before returning to an upright position. “What shall our forces do at the border?”

At this question, Serin smiled, a true one this time.

“You shall provide assistance to the forces fighting the Human nation. If the humans wish to destroy our territory, then it is only fair we do the same to them.” The thought of destroying more of humanity’s territory sent a thrill through her spine. “Lord Rafael will be there. Tell him everything that happened here and get him ready to intercept the Herald when he crosses through that territory.”

“As you command, Matriarch!” The Winged Cruor bowed shallowly once more, before turning away and flying at his top speed.

Serin watched for a few seconds, before turning back to the flames once more. They had grown bigger and spread to more areas during her talk with the messenger.

With a sigh, she got back to work, frantically taking action to save as much of her forest as possible.

----------



The Hunter Convoy was quiet, and there was a tense and heavy atmosphere that had settled over them. It had been an hour since they’d gotten out of the area where their last attack had been.

Now, with the work and efforts of all the Legendary Hunters, they had crafted a rough but stable defensive fortification that had given them a reprieve from the constant onslaught of enemies.

In the center of the fortifications, Ezekiel was meditating while maintaining hie [Shroud] over the temporary base. But with how he was sweating and shaking, it was obvious that the was struggling to continue with his current actions.

Of course, the brightly glowing sword that was as long as he was tall was more than a good enough reason for the group to stay where they were. A pool of Ichor surrounded the blade, where it was slowly being absorbed into Shine in order to fill up their now Mythical mana levels.

The fact that the power being released by Shine’s form was stabilizing brought a sense of hope to all the Hunters present.

“Riley,” he called out, his voice weak and strained, but steady enough to still be heard by those close by, “how is the barrier? Have there been any sightings of Umbral Beasts of Cruor?”

“Not at the moment. We’re doing fine for the moment, so you just concentrate on keeping steady. Okay?” Riley was fretting as she sat in front of Ezekiel.

George was working on him, doing his best to keep Ezekiel’s condition healthy. There were no problems at the moment, but with the increase in strain, his efforts had forced him to push himself to the point where he wouldn’t be able to stay conscious for much longer.

“We’ve got maybe a few hours left before you’re going to collapse from exhaustion. That last [Jump] really drained your energy. Both mana and stamina.” George shook his head. “That said, other than some stress on your soul, you’re healthy enough that bed rest is all you’ll need to recover.”

“Heh... Well, that won’t be a problem for long.” Ezekiel opened his eyes, his face widened into a smile. “They’re awake.”

With a pulse that spread through the temporary base, but was stopped by the [Shroud], Shine turned into a strobe-light. Seeing this, Ezekiel pulled the various vessels he had made for Shine from his Void Pouch.

Each one flew through the air toward Shine’s body. They were filled with light, the same as Shine, and melded into the floating blade.

The sword didn’t increase in size, but as it slowly descended to the ground, it became apparent that Shine’s mass had vastly increased. The indent that surrounded them sank several feet down the moment the light from their blade turned off.

A loud ‘boom’ echoed through the area, and the ground shook from the force of the impact.

Shine disappeared a moment later, reappearing in front of Ezekiel, and settling onto his lap.

The foot wide blade now had an image of a featureless humanoid figure that moved across the flat side of the opalescent blade.

“Congratulations.” Ezekiel barely finished speaking before he allowed himself to relax.

Falling forward, he fell unconscious, draped over his bonded Spirit.

----------



There was a brief panic when Ezekiel pitched forward, but the gentle invisible hand from Shine that held the others back prevented an outbreak of chaos.

“It’s fine, he’s just unconscious.” Shine was calm as he seamlessly took over for Ezekiel in holding the [Shroud] that covered the group. “He’s just resting, like you said he would need to. He’ll probably be out for at least a few hours. Though, I’ll keep him out for a few days if possible.”

Shine’s words calmed the others, and they gently lifted Ezekiel into the air, floating him over to Riley, who took him into her arms to take care of him.

“...Will you be able to keep up the [Shroud]?” Fiana approached from where she had been observing everything that had happened. “Not that I think we’ll need to leave anytime soon, but if we need to, it would be good to know that you can keep us hidden.”

Shine rose into the air, before sinking point first into the ground. A pulse of mana filled the [Domain] that Ezekiel had created to make his [Shroud]. A shift occurred, and the one-way translucent barrier that kept them hidden disappeared.

Instead, there was not a single thing that could be seen. It was nothing more than a pitch-black [Void] that surrounded them. One that was lit up purely by the light that emanated from Shine, and the little campfires that a few of the Hunters and Mages had created.

Alien [Understandings] and a strange [Truth] that seemed separated from the World filled this [Space], and while it was somewhat uncomfortable, there was no sense of danger or threat to be felt. Just an itch, like something wasn’t right, but you couldn’t tell what was wrong.

“Keep calm.” Shine’s voice filled the camp. “I have moved us into a [Space] similar to what exists within a Void Pouch. We are completely hidden. To the point that not even the [Shroud] that kept us hidden before can compare. Nothing will find us here, and I can maintain this for as long as Ezekiel can. Indefinitely, so long as I meditate to expedite my mana recovery.”

There were murmurings throughout the camp as the Hunters discussed what had happened.

“Why didn’t the Exalt do this?” Everyone turned to the Scholar that had spoken up. “That’s not a critique. I was just curious.”

Everyone turned back to Shine.

“It has to do with my specialty, and the [Enlightenment] I received when I ascended. Once he wakes up, Ezekiel will be able to do this as well. But there are limitations that the standard [Shroud] does not have.” Shine’s words drew concerned looks from the Hunters. “Don’t worry. We simply won’t be able to move from where we were in the Forest. So long as we don’t run out of food and water, you will all be fine. Given our supplies, you all should be able to last for a few weeks.”

That made the others calm down. If it was simply a matter of not being able to move, it would be fine, so long as they didn’t stay longer than their supplies lasted.

“That should be fine,” Fiana said, a sigh of relief escaped her chest. “That’s more than enough time for Ezekiel to recover. At which point, with both you and him being Mythical Beings, we should be able to move far more quickly.”

Shine’s face on their blade nodded. “Indeed. I estimate that, with my power now capable of multiplying his own, we shouldn’t take more than a couple of days to get there.”

The Hunters goggled at Shine’s statement. That was significantly faster than they had expected.

“Don’t be so surprised. We no longer need to constantly move under cover. We can actually rest and recover our mana without being interrupted by Cruor or Umbral Beasts. That means that we can use our mana freely, rather than conservatively.”

A collective expression of revelation spread through the camping convoy.

If Ezekiel could freely use their mana to [Jump] or [Sling] them into the distance, without having to worry about being overwhelmed by battles, then their speed would indeed increase as exponentially as Shine had said it would.

“For the moment, everyone should rest, meditate, and recover as best you can. We’ll be here for at least a day. So do what you need to do to get yourselves into your best condition.”

A sense of relief passed through the camp, and the Hunters and Mages did as Shine suggested.

After a few minutes, there was nothing but silence in the [Closed Space] that Shine had created.

----------



Taking into account the extra rest time, each of the Hunters was much more relaxed and ready to go once Ezekiel awakened for the final time. He had actually woken up several times, but due to Shine and Riley insisting that he get more rest, along with the assurance that they were fine, he allowed himself to get a full day of sleep thanks to George using his magic to help him recover.

“Alright then... Is everybody ready?” he asked, his voice calm and collected, with more control and confidence than he had had when they had first set out on this journey.

Seeing nods and grins from all the Hunters in the camp, Ezekiel smiled as well, before wincing as the pulling sensation on his soul grew to levels he could no longer ignore.

He kept it hidden, however, and pulled Shine from the ground instead. When he saw that Riley had noticed, he gave her a reassuring grin that seemed to work, but he knew they’d be talking later.

‘It’s gotten worse again, hasn’t it?’ Shine asked with restrained anger filling their voice.

‘It’s fine for now, but we need to get moving. How does it look outside?’ Ezekiel decided he would worry about his own issues later. ‘Do we need an explosive exit, or are we okay to ease ourselves out more comfortably?’

He felt Shine divert their attention, and his sight was filled with a three-hundred-and-sixty degree vision of the area around where they would be exiting the [Closed Space].

Other than a few lesser Umbral Beasts, there was nothing that was of any major concern, but their vision was limited, so it was possible that something was there. It just wasn’t something they could see at the moment.

‘...Defensive [Domain] with quiet exit. No need to grab attention if there’s no one watching.’ Ezekiel’s decision received a mental nod from the Void Spirit, and he held up an open hand.

Counting down with his fingers, he merged his own mana with the [Closed Space], turning it into a defensive [Barrier] that would deflect at least a few Tier five attacks.

Once he closed his fist entirely, the world shifted, and the pitch-black dome that had covered the convoy was once again filled with the sight of the Fungal Forest.

A second later, Ezekiel grabbed his chest, as a sense of danger that was so great it forced a physical reaction on him passed through his body. He immediately fell to his knees. His eyes gazed into the distance, and a vision of something happening far away passed through his mind.

“Ezekiel!” Riley’s shocked cry grabbed the attention of the other Hunters, who were dazed by the effects of the change in their vision.

But Ezekiel didn’t reply, nor did he accept help getting up.

Instead, he glared into the distance, and the group was [Slung] away at the fastest speed he could make possible.

----------



Thousands of kilometers away, at one of the eastern borders of the Desolate Lands, Wolken was in trouble. The defensive line he had joined for the sake of supporting the Hunters that had gathered together to defend the southern parts of Quintessa had fallen.

His Spirit Armor was cracked, and there was blood running down his side. Scars lined his face from where Life Mages had been forced to heal him as quickly as they could. In his hands was a broken set of daggers that were once enchanted but were now useless pieces of scrap.

He had been forced to order a full retreat and was now looking down on a monstrosity that stood nearly a hundred feet tall.

It was covered in spikes, with wicked looking claws and fangs. There was a passing resemblance to a wolf, due to the fur and general shape of its head, but the countless mouths that opened into jagged holes that seemed to eat whatever magic Wolken threw at it twisted the wolfen image into something too bizarre to be compared with.

“Rafael, the King of Fangs...” Wolken’s words were a whisper in the wind, yet, even so, he could tell that his opponent could hear him.

“Wolken, the Sky Leviathan... You’re weaker than the last time we fought.” Rafael’s voice sounded twisted and echoey, coming from multiple mouths at once. “Tell me... are you ready to die?”

Wolken remained silent. The battlefield was empty except for these two combatants.

Twisters formed and tore at Rafael’s form but did little as the mana that made them was eaten.

At the same time, muscles flexed, and sharp, toothy, protrusions shot out of Rafael’s body at breakneck speeds.

Without any further banter, the battle between titans began again.
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                High in the air, Ezekiel’s convoy flew. Their speed was so fast that they couldn’t even see the ground moving beneath them. Shine was glowing brightly with shifting lights but was primarily pure white in their brilliance.

“Ezekiel! Talk to me! What’s going on?” Riley was holding herself in the air within Ezekiel’s Domain. One hand was holding onto her weapon, and the other was holding onto Ezekiel’s arm.

She and the other Legendary Hunters had equipped their Spirit Armor and gotten themselves ready for battle. However, since Ezekiel hadn’t told them anything, they were unable to do anything other than worry about their destination.

Ezekiel took a moment, breaking his focus to address Riley.

“When I exited the [Closed Space] that Shine created, I was struck by a vision of something important. They very rarely happen, only when the world itself needs me to do something does it strike me that hard.” His voice was low, and there was an angry growl that filled it. “Usually, I have to consciously seek out visions, especially when they happen so far away from me.”

While he was speaking, Shine readied another [Sling] spell to keep them moving. While it would drain them both, they couldn’t afford to hold back at this time. The needed to get to the border of the Desolate Lands today.

“What did you see?” Riley asked, seemingly uncaring of the abilities that he had just revealed. “What could be so significant to the entire world that you would be brought to your knees from the impact?”

Ezekiel was quiet for a moment. His jaw was tense, and he grit his teeth as the memory of the vision, still fresh in his mind, flashed before his eyes once more.

“The death of a Mythical being...”

While he had kept his voice low and hadn't done anything to ensure that he was heard by anyone else, the fact that several Hunters flinched in shock was enough for him to know that they had heard him. Those that had been in the Prime Guild immediately spread the news to their fellow Guild members.

“...Was it Wolken...?” Riley asked, her tone filled with disbelief and fear.

Ezekiel merely nodded his head, and muttering broke out between the other Hunters. But he didn’t bother paying attention to it.

“If Shine and I both burn out mana, and put ourselves to the limits, we should be able to get there in time. We won’t be able to help him fight, but we’ll be able to get him out of there.” Ezekiel pulled his waterskin filled with Ichor out once more. “If we use the last of the bombs I have, we’ll be able to wipe out the forces they dedicated to pushing into Wolken’s territory as well. But we’ll more-or-less be out of the fight once that happens.”

The flying [Domain] shifted, and those that weren’t Legendary Hunters stumbled on the non-existent ground as Shine used his magic to [Sling] them once again. The decelerating sphere that held the convoy flashed with blurry images of the Fungal Forest below. Though it was much less densely filled with life than before.

“Just because your fatigue is gone, doesn’t mean that your soul has recovered from the strain of downing that shit on a constant basis for several days.” Riley nearly pulled the waterskin away from Ezekiel, but he jerked it back before she could grab it.

“If Wolken dies, there will be a hole in the border that I won’t be able to fill. That means that the Cruor will have basically a straight shot to the Temple of the Void.’ Ezekiel glared at Riley for the first time in years. It was so out of character that she recoiled in shock. “If that happens, then my contract will do far worse than sever my bond with Shine. I can’t afford to hold back at this point.”

Taking a swig from the waterskin, he felt the familiar pressure on his soul as he crushed the lingering [Will] that was infused into the Ichor. The burn that accompanied his mana being refilled was new, but a side-effect that he would have to accept. At least until his soul could truly recover.

‘We’ll get there in time.’ Shine’s attempt to relieve Ezekiel’s worries was met with a smile. But it was one that didn’t quite reach their partner’s eyes.

‘I know we will...’ Ezekiel replied, 'I'm just worried about whether or not, ‘on time’ will be good enough.’

Feeling the burn once more as his mana refilled while it was drained for his spells, Ezekiel readied himself for the conflict he was about to enter.

----------



The sky was filled with an assortment of broken weaponry. Shards of steel were thrown about by twisting winds at gale force speeds. The ground was ripped up, and massive rents filled the region.

At the same time, jagged gouges in the earth, formed by the massive fangs and claws of the Broodlord that Wolken fought, crossed the land in a manner that was similar, but still different.

“Is that all you have, little Exalt?” Rafael asked in an almost idle manner, at the same time bringing his clawed arm, wider than a house, down on Wolken’s form.

The downed Exalt was quick to recover. A blast of wind threw him out of the way of Rafael’s attack. He flipped through the air, landing on an upturned three that hadn’t yet been turned into wood chips.

“I have more than enough to keep you from moving any further forward!” Wolken shouted over his 
Tempest as a construct, just as large as Rafael, took shape around him. “I wonder, how badly did you suffer to obtain this power from your master? I know you didn’t earn it, none of you bastards ever earned your power.”

Hardened air formed a hammer that slammed into Rafael’s side. The force was partially absorbed by the Broodlord’s mana eating mouths, but he was still sent tumbling backward from the force.

“Just because you were born as one of those blessed by the Ancients doesn’t mean that your power is any better than my own.” Rafael rolled out of the way, standing back up and leaping for Wolken’s figure, even though it was still protected by the wind. “You judge me for the choices made in the past, yet you have fought with that blasted Cult! How can you say that a Void Mage from my time chose wrongly, simply for wanting to get back at a world that had renounced them since birth!?”

This time, Wolken didn’t have anything to say. Even he hadn’t been totally supportive of Void Mages prior to Ezekiel’s discoveries. He considered them an eyesore at worst, and an extra set of hands at best. Not that it ever affected the way he treated them.

It was just hard for a world so focused on the use of magic to appreciate the people that couldn’t.

“Seeking power isn’t wrong, but there are right and wrong ways to do so.” Wolken formed a gray spear from the air that he swung at Rafael’s head. “And bringing about the suffering of others, even those that were not involved in hurting you, will always be wrong.”

Rafael shifted; a massive maw opened on his shoulder. It caught Wolken’s wing spear inside it, clamping down and nearly causing the spell to shatter.

“Big words for one who hasn’t suffered near as much as I have!” Rafael released a roar from a mouth that formed on his chest. The compressed air and force of the soundwaves coming out of it forced Wolken backward. It was too much for him to take control of to defend himself.

“The world is different! Void Mages are accepted, far more than ever before! You are the ones that sold your souls! Stop forcing others to pay for it! The ones that hurt you are dead and gone!” Wolken dispelled part of his giant construct to avoid Rafael’s follow up attack at his legs. “Not that it would matter, even if you didn’t want to wage this war, your masters would simply find another puppet for them to control instead.”

Rafael frowned at Wolken’s words. The Tempest Hunter smiled. Happy to have finally struck a nerve after yelling back and forth at each other.

“It seems I struck a nerve. Upset that I am free to fight as I wish, but you are forced to do so at someone else’s whims?” A bloody grin spread across Wolken’s face. It was mocking, and his half-lidded glare showed just how much contempt he had for the Broodlord.

“...At least the ancient being that granted me power is around to support me. Where are your Ancients? Why did they abandon you?” Rafael’s voice was quieter, though still loud enough to be heard over the maelstrom that had formed around the two combatants. “Perhaps it wasn’t the Cruor that were abandoned by the world after all.”

Wolken snorted and spat to the side. “The Ancients locked you away millennia ago. You lost, accept your defeat and roll over already.”

Rearing back once more, Wolken had realized that a battle of attrition and exchanging blows would tire him out far faster than it would the Broodlord in front of him.

So instead, he channeled more mana than he had ever used in a single spell before. It would leave him enough to keep fighting, but only barely.

“As entertaining as this talk has been. It’s time we finish this.” Whipping his arm forward, Wolken released the condensed mana as he threw the slowly forming spinning ball of razor-sharp winds forward. “Today is the day, that a Mythical being dies once more!”

It was a spell that was built upon the [Understandings] that his Spirit had gained over the past several years of war. Stronger than the solid air constructs that he usually used, this attack had not been used before, due to the sheer devastation that it brough when it was cast with far less mana than this.

The spell had also only been possible for him to use after his Spirit had managed to break through once more. Something that had come as a surprise but was ultimately the only reason he could currently match the original Broodlord in front of him.

“Hah! That looks tasty!” The jaws in Rafael’s torso merged to form one massive mouth with fangs that began shaking back and forth. A buzzing whine filled the air as a sucking force drew in Wolken’s attack. “You’re not the only one with new tricks!”

Wolken watched with a stoic glare as his attack was pulled toward Rafael’s chest. Holding up one hand, he waited until it had passed into the Broodlord’s body.

With a snap of his fingers, the compressed ball of air exploded outward, and Rafael screamed in pain as his body was covered in cuts and gashes from the wind that shredded him apart.

The razor-sharp sphere of wind expanded to cover his entire body, and it lasted for several seconds before it faded away.

While it hadn’t been enough to kill him, Rafael crumpled to the ground. His wounds slowly knit themselves closed, but it wasn’t nearly as fast as the regeneration from the earlier stages of their battle.

Descending from where he stood, several hundred feet in the air, Wolken raised his hand. Ready to lay down the killing blow. His senses were still spread out, just in case there was a surprise from the Desolate Lands, but from what he could tell, there were no surprises coming for him.

This was it. A Mythical being was about to die, for the first time in over half a decade.

“Die,” Wolken said, his voice level and easily heard over the slowly dying storm that surrounded him and the fallen Broodlord.

The blade of wind fell on Rafael, ready to take off the head of the massive body.

Only for the Ichor that was still flowing freely from his wounds to shine brightly.

In an instant, the massive, semi-primal, body of the Fanged King shrank down to a human sized form. One free of any wounds, and with legs coiled and tensed. A fanged grin split his face as he launched himself at Wolken’s neck.

The sound barrier broke, and the hastily formed barrier that the Tempest Exalt tried to bring up was torn apart like tissue paper.

A second later, three loud ‘thumps’ could be heard.

One was Rafael, who landed with a mouth full of blood, several meters behind where Wolken had been floating.

The second was Wolken, who fell from the air due to the impact of the attack that he had narrowly avoided being fatally injured by.

The third was Wolken’s arm, which had been severed at the shoulder, and was covered in Ichor.

“I hate doing that,” Rafael said with a muffled voice, his posture was slumped, and his breathing was heavy. Exhaustion seemed to ooze from every part of his body. “The aftereffects I’ll suffer from later are always frustrating.”

Spitting out the meat in his mouth from the chunk of meat he had torn out of Wolken’s shoulder, he turned to approach the barely conscious Exalt. “You see, the thing about a Broodlord’s battle form is that, unlike our Primal Forms, they take a great deal of Ichor to maintain. However, if you train well enough with it, you can reabsorb the Ichor that it spent keeping your in such a state. So far, only I and the other original Broodlords have achieved this. But it’s good enough to deal with Exalts like you, who have surpassed the first Step of Tier five due to your Spirit’s progress.”

Wolken didn’t reply. Instead, he coughed up a mouthful of blood that was disturbingly iridescent and oily. The veins in his neck were changing color from the Ichor that was now freely flowing into him. Injected by the fangs of the Broodlord that was nearing him.

“Tricky bastard...” he coughed again, this time falling over as he tried to stand.

The searing pain of the Ichor that was slowly eating him from the inside out was enough to keep him down. If he had even half as much mana as he did before he’d used his final spell, he’d be able to fight off most of the corruption. But with how drained he was, there was nothing he could do.

Looking to his missing arm, he saw that it had become nothing more than a warped and twisted lump of tumorous meat. There would be no salvaging it at this point.

A foot on his back pinned him down.

“The words of the defeated mean nothing.” Rafael raised an arm into the air, the claws on his hand extended outward, sharpening into jagged blades that were more like swords than daggers due to their length. “Though, you were right before. Today is indeed the day a Mythical being dies!”

Pulling his arm back, Rafael tensed up before swinging his arm down as fast as he could. There was a brief flash of light, as Wolken’s Spirit dispersed his Spirit Armor, intent on taking the blow as they materialized on the Exalt’s back.

But the blow never landed, since a ball of [Force] appeared out of nowhere, and sent the Fanged Lord flying into the distance.

A second later, the fallen Exalt and his injured Spirit disappeared.

All that remained was the rage filled roar of the Fanged King.

----------



Several minutes, and several hundred kilometers away, a sphere of mana passed through the sky, too fast for most beings to see, but not hidden beneath a [Shroud] as it once was.

There was a flurry of activity as the Hunters that followed Ezekiel fretted over Wolken’s fallen form. Ezekiel was also on his last legs, and if it wasn’t for the fact that he could tell that Rafael’s Ichor was nearly barren, he knew that they’d be in a lot more trouble than they were.

Although Ezekiel didn’t believe that Rafael would be chasing them anytime soon. Not only did the Broodlord need to recover from the hidden injuries that wouldn’t have healed from that trick he pulled, but he would need to go and reinforce his hold on his territory. Else the push and loss of numbers from the ongoing battles would leave him open to attack by a combined force of Exalts.

“How is he?” Ezekiel asked, his voice was a mere whisper as sweat dripped down his body from the stress that it was under.

George was glowing with verdant light, as were several other Life Mages, with a Few Death Mages checking on Wolken’s soul. Several Glacial Mages also acted, using their magic to do everything they could to support the specialists they were working with.

“His soul seems fine, but his body has suffered severe degradation from the Ichor the Fanged King injected him with,” one of the Death Mages replied.

“Shine, help him.”

A flicker of pure white light shot out from Shine, touching Wolken’s body and sinking into it. Immediately, all the mana that was still inside the Tempest Exalt’s body was erased, but so was the Ichor.

“That’s the best I can do. My [Understanding] of [Nothingness] isn’t as finely tuned as yours is.” The Void Spirit then went back to supporting Ezekiel as they continued moving toward the back lines of the Human forces.

“It’s good enough. Now we can begin helping him recover.” George and the other Life Mages placed their hands directly on Wolken’s form.

This action got them an angry hiss from Wolken’s Spirit, but Ezekiel turned back and glared at the winged snake. The fact that it was so drained of mana meant that it stood just a bit below Ezekiel in power at that moment. So, it reluctantly backed down.

Suddenly, the world around Ezekiel’s [Domain] slowed down, and the blurry mess took shape once more. To reveal two armies clashing with one another in a massive battle.

“Holy shit...” one of the Hunters couldn't help but exclaim, the sight before them being one that no one, not even Ezekiel, had seen before.

“They must’ve... gathered all the... Hunters in the south...” Ezekiel’s voice was coming out in tired gasps. Riley rushed to his side to help him stay upright. “Are the bombs ready?”

“Yes, but we can’t be sure that we won’t hit the human forces too.”

This had been a concern that they had discussed before, but Ezekiel had just waved it off.

“Just get them as deep... into the Cruor groups... as possible...”

Riley looked back at Fiana, who nodded her head in acceptance.

“Artillery, set!” The Hunters with ranged propulsion spells readied themselves. “Launch!”

With that one command, Ezekiel shifted his [Domain] to allow the explosives to pass through without issue. The bombs filled with his mana and [Will] rapidly fell toward the largest groups of Cruor.

For several seconds, there was silence.

Then, there was light and sound and destruction, as several dozen [Void Magic] explosives went off at once. These ones weren’t altered to inflict elemental damage. They had left the Fungal Forest, and the current landscape was too barren to make a wildfire worth spreading.

Instead, it was purely magical force that shook, pushed, pulled, and tore apart the Cruor that were caught up in the explosion. It was barely enough to cause some discomfort to the Legendaries, unless they were directly in the blast radius.

For a Mythic, it would only have been enough to knock them on their ass.

But much of this army was composed of Adepts and below, as was the Human one. The difference being that the [Will] Ezekiel had long since infused into these bombs was given two objectives.

Harm the Cruor and help humanity and the Spirits.

With that in mind, Ezekiel smiled as the explosions seemingly passed over the Hunters, Mages, and Spirits in the human army with little effect. It would still harm Apprentices, but only due to the physical force that would send them flying.

The effects of the spell on their magic and soul would be negligible.

For the Cruor, the Adepts and Apprentice levels disintegrated if they were too close to the explosions. While the Legendaries were thrown about far more viciously than their human equals.

“Rise up! Fight! Take them down!”

Using a small dreg of mana, Ezekiel made sure that his words were heard across the battlefield. Uplifting the humans and Spirits, and the remaining Cruor were set upon by a tsunami of human spellcasters.

Unfortunately, Ezekiel knew that he wouldn’t be able to celebrate this sudden windfall. Especially not when Shine had just used up the last of their mana and had gone from Ezekiel’s hands to the sheath on his back.

“Riley... Everyone...” A wave of fatigue passed over him while the others turned toward him, his vision going dark, “Catch.”

With that, he finally lost consciousness, less than half a day after he had woken up from his first serious bout of rest.

His last thought was that he hoped that the others could get them back and into safety before the Broodlords regrouped.

----------



Elsewhere, hours later, behind the Cruor’s battle lines, and deep within the Desolate Lands, Rafael sat upon a throne of flesh and bone. Tendrils had dug into his body, and pools of Ichor that laid about on the ground around the dilapidated castle he had retreated to flowed into him.

His body was covered in wounds, and he stood nearly double the height of a normal adult human man. Larger than he had been when he had attempted to land the final blow against Wolken, nowhere near as large as his hundred-foot-tall battle form.

His breathing was calm and steady, yet every now and then he would wince, and the muscles near the wounds that hadn’t healed would wriggle and pull together.

“Damned Herald! The war will be delayed for months now.” His muttering was heard only by the few Cruor attendants that remained in his castle. “What news is there from the front lines?”

With quivering steps, a Tier three Cruor approached and knelt before recounting the events that had occurred, just minutes after Wolken had been taken away from the battle with Rafael.

“So, what you are telling me, is that the efforts I went through, and the forbidden skill I used, were worthless!” Clenching his hand, he broke off a chunk of bone from the temporary throne he was sitting on and threw it at the Adept.

A wet ‘splat’ filled the room, as the small bone boulder crushed the Cruor before they could get out of the way.

The others in the room started shaking much more violently as their fear grew exponentially.

For a few seconds, Rafael breathed much more deeply, to calm himself down. He then slumped into his throne after a few seconds.

“Leave me. I must inform the other Lords of what has happened.”

The was a quiet scurry as the Cruor and Umbral Beasts in the room fled as fast as they could.

Once everyone was gone, the Fanged King raised a hand. Ichor flowed from some of the surrounding pools and took shape in front of him. A circle with Runic markings, utterly alien to the ones used by humans, took shape, and a new pool formed in front of his throne.

Several Tendrils reached out and sank into his arm. Similarly to the ones that were jabbed into his back and limbs, but these ones glowed with Iridescent light.

They pulsed; once, twice, several dozen more times, before shapes took form around the circle.

Not all of the Broodlords were present, since this was an emergency meeting, only those that had practical access to their communications would be able to attend.

“... You’re looking worse for wear.” Rafael let out a grunt and rolled his eyes at Tryskan’s words.

“The Herald had a breakthrough. Him, or his Spirit. The crosses what must’ve been close to half the Fungal Forest, and the outer regions past that, in barely half a day.” The other Broodlords’ jaws dropped in shock. That was not a minor distance. “He got Wolken away before I could deal the finishing blow. I even shifted into my minor form to restrain my injuries so I could catch him by surprise. Hence the wounds that are still healing.”

Tryskan and the others nodded in understanding. While mana induced injuries were annoying to heal from, since they literally ate mana that had been converted to Ichor, such injuries should’ve healed quickly.

“... I think I might have some insight on what the Herald has gained...” Serin spoke up next, and the Broodlords turned toward her.

“Why does knowing the specifics of the Herald’s breakthrough matter?” Kereena asked while Derrick and Christopher nodded along. “It won’t matter until he has at least two more. He needs to have at least five Steps worth of Void mana to do what we want. With this breakthrough, he would only be Step three at best.”

Rafael grimaced at the thought. Now that they had begun focusing on the plan to use Ezekiel for their goals, the actual power that it would take to bring him in was horrifying.

While more powerful, individually, than the majority of the Exalts, particularly the old generation’s Hunters, who couldn't proceed past Step one, relying on their Spirits to advance, that didn’t mean that they could match a Step five Exalt at this time.

Tryskan, Jillian, and himself were the oldest of the Broodlords, and they were merely at the third Step of Tier five. The others were at Step two, and that had put a strain on the younger ones, who had forcibly enhanced themselves with the Broods’ aid.

This didn’t account for Drake, whose power Rafael couldn’t measure, but was limited in other ways. Without the Chaos Lord’s help, it would take at least three of them to take down Ezekiel, while also keeping him alive to get him to do as they wanted.

“Actually, it was only estimated that the Herald would need to be Step five to have the power to break the seal. That doesn’t take into account spells and magic specifically designed to create specially [Closed Spaces] that none can get in or out of.” Serin’s words were like a balm on Rafael’s soul, and a wide, toothy, grin spread across his face.

The other Broodlords also smiled at the thought of not having to wait several more decades before Ezekiel would be ready to fulfill their goals. Even Drake, whose amorphous blob form rarely changed, shifted into an upturned smile.

“You’re sure of this? You can confirm that the Herald has acquired the correct [Understanding] needed to make the estimated mana cost irrelevant?” Rafael’s words held the others back, but Serin’s nod kept them happy. “What did he do? I trust you wouldn’t be stupid enough to give us false hope, but we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

“I cannot confirm exactly what he did, but I can confirm the effect of what he did on the area that he did it. A similar dead zone appeared in the Fungal Forest.” Elation filled Rafael’s heart upon hearing Serin’s words. “The Ichor in the Rot nearby was inexplicably drawn to it and went wild after reaching a certain point. It was only earlier today that I was able to personally investigate this phenomenon, the fires had finally been put out, and I sacrificed a finger to check it.”

Serin held up a hand, which was distinctly missing a finger. One that she hadn’t been able to grow back. Something that Rafael and the others could tell from the feeling that her body gave off through the link that made this meeting possible.

“Will there be long lasting consequences of the seal being in the Forest.” Kereena asked, though Rafael could tell that she didn’t care that much. Though it was still a valid concern.

Serin shook her head. “No. After several hours, the effects faded away. If I hadn’t been alerted, and gone there when I did, I would’ve missed it, and we wouldn’t have learned that he could make such spaces. Since he was inside it, and left so suddenly, I doubt he even knows that the traces even existed.”

“Good. It wouldn’t be good for us to have our new target know what he was truly capable of.” Rafael nearly let out a bark of laughter at Tryskan’s concerns.

“It doesn’t matter. Once I am recovered, we shall begin our assault. The battle lines and borders no longer matter. So long as we can get the Herald into the central regions, we win.” Back in his throne room, Rafael waved a hand, and several more tendrils began pumping him full of Ichor. “We need bait, but the Archipelago would be too difficult to invade.”

The Broodlords thought about it for a moment. They needed something they could use to force Ezekiel to do what they wanted, but his family on the islands wasn’t a feasible option.

It was only after several minutes of contemplation that Drake’s form shook. A silent message passed through the others, and Rafael’s smile turned into a frown.

“That will be difficult. Who will lead this mission?”

Drake shook again. Rafael’s eyes widened, and he saw that the others were in a similar state of surprise.

“If you’re able to go yourself, then none of us will stop you. But I don’t think we will be able to assist you either.”

This time, Drake seemed to shrug, and Rafael knew that his leader didn’t care.

“Then we have a plan. Within a year, we will capture Ezekiel Luminance, the Herald of the Void, and force him to free our masters, one by one.”

With those final words, the Fanged King retreated from the meeting pool. One of the others would send word to the ones that weren’t there, and more defined plans would be made in the future.

For now, however, his primary concern was to rest, and recover. So that the day when his master, and patron, was freed could arrive all the sooner.
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                Rolling over in his bed, Ezekiel couldn’t help but contemplate the unfortunate fact that the world was likely to undergo yet another change. One that would, once again, be centered around him and the people he cared about.

‘Instead of moping about it, maybe you could help me figure out how we can avoid whatever it is that’s coming for us.’ Shine had been meditating, using Ezekiel’s comprehension of their danger sense to peer into possible futures, but had only gotten blank images, and the odd sense of caution.

‘I’ve come to realize that avoiding the future always ends in failure. It’s only by facing it that you can take a hold of your fate.’ This had been one of the things that had aided Ezekiel in comprehending more ‘Understandings] regarding the Void.

The end was inevitable. It was only by facing it that you would be able to overcome it.

‘Though, that doesn't mean that we can’t prepare and tilt things in our favor,’ he thought, and ideas of how to take down whatever it was that was coming for him. ‘For now, let’s get ready for the meeting with the Void Temple. I have no doubt that we’ll be off on yet another mission of some sort or receive even more bad news once we get there.’

Without letting it through his bond, Ezekiel also had the sinking feeling that whatever it was the Void Temple of the Church of Ten wanted had something to do with Ancient knowledge.

Each time he had gone to a Void Temple, secrets of the Ancient Void had been revealed to him. He saw no reason to expect anything different this time.

A knock on his door grabbed his attention, and Shine flew into the air, taking a defensive position at the foot of the bed.

“It’s me...” Riley’s voice came from the other side of the doorway.

“Come in.” Ezekiel climbed out of his bed, letting the blanket that covered him fall.

As Riley entered the room, with Celia trailing behind her, she stopped at the doorway. Ezekiel looked away, not wanting to see the look of pity in her eyes.

While he hadn’t suffered any permanent effects from consuming Ichor for days on end, his physical condition had still deteriorated after the last stretch when he had strained his soul.

While he was recovering just fine spiritually, his body was somewhat emaciated from the lack of sustenance beyond Ichor and mana. Something that neither George, nor any of the other healers had noticed due to the mana he had been flooding his body with.

“Do you know when you’ll be in top shape again?” Riley approached while Ezekiel was turned away.

He had begun dressing himself and had just pulled up his pants when he felt her arms wrap around him. With a sigh, he turned around, still within her grasp.

“They have me on a diet that should let me recover within a week. Much sooner than what they expect Wolken to take.” Given that the older Exalt had lost a limb, that was expected, but still worrisome.

Now, with Ezekiel having to speak with the Void Remnant, there were two Exalted Hunters that were out of commission for the foreseeable future.

The fact that Wolken was still one of the more powerful Tier fives in the world, even with the Cruor having been further blessed by their Brood patrons, meant that the balance that was previously there would now be leaning slightly in the Cruor’s favor.

“Riley, I have a favor to ask you, when we reach the Void Temple.” Ezekiel finished dressing, and turned toward his wife, a solemn tone painted on his face. A wave of his hand put up a barrier around the room to prevent any eavesdropping. “I need you to head back to the Archipelago. Leave me here, no matter what happens, and return to my family.”

“No.” There wasn’t any hesitation in Riley’s voice as she denied his request, but Ezekiel didn’t change his expression. “There’s no way that I’m leaving you here when you don’t know what you’re up against. You said it yourself; the Ancient Void is not the purely benevolent being we thought he was. Especially with how he’s simply using you to fulfill the unspecified goal of ‘saving the world’. You need me here, even if it’s only to keep you from falling over when you push yourself too far like always!”

“Given that I haven’t fulfilled my purpose yet, it’s not the Void that I need to fear. It’s what the Cruor might do to my family if they get the chance while I’m away.” Ezekiel kept his tone even as he spoke.

He knew that this was going to hurt the both of them, but he needed Riley gone, so that she couldn’t be used against him. As well as to make sure that the rest of his family was safe.

There was no one that he trusted more to keep his sisters and mother safe in Sanafalls than his wife. Even more so when he didn’t know if he’d be returning anytime soon.

Riley glared at him, but he figured that she must’ve seen something in his gaze, because she backed down without much more of a fight.

“I don’t like this.” She turned her eyes to the ground.

Ezekiel reached forward and placed his hands on her shoulders.

“Neither do I, but I think this might also be something you need.” His words made her look back up at him. “I think that, when I’m gone, you need to look into what and who you are. I think that this will help you figure out the last step you need to ascend to Mythic. Something I don’t think is going to happen if you’re always near me.”

Riley remained silent for a moment, but Celia came up and nipped her legs. The Flame Hunter and her Spirit had a silent conversation between them.

Once they were finished, Riley looked less reluctant, but still unhappy.

“Fine. But only because I can’t let you leave me behind when you go even further in the future.”

With that said and done, the two finished getting ready. The Void Temple wasn’t in this city. So, they would need to head out soon, and start flying at full speed to get to where they needed to.

The other Hunters would be fine here, for now, and it would give them a chance to rest from the stress of traveling through the Desolate Lands like they had.

All the while, the plots and plans of others were put into motion.

----------



On the other side of the Desolate Lands, towards the Frozen Fjords in the north, a small army led by a man in Radiant Spirit armor marched toward a tall Spine standing proudly in the distance.

“Lord Luminance! We are approaching the miasma of the Spine. Given the events happening in the south, with the Swarm making an attack, we need to move now if we wish to push the Cruor back before they can settle in.” A woman with gray Spirit armor and covered in an enchanted cloak with the image of the Cult of Light descended from where she had been scouting in the air.

“We move now.” Warren’s words were stilted, but clearly understood, and the army headed out.

A sphere of Radiant mana emanated from Warren. It pushed back the miasma and kept the group safe. Besides the Void, the next best element to fight against the Cruor was Radiant magic.

Its purifying properties were often used to purge the effects of Ichor in the environment. But it was only effective against Ichor that was of equal or lower Tier than the mana used. An issue that Void magic didn’t have.

This shouldn’t have been a concern, since the magic was coming from a Mythical being. An Exalted Hunter working for the Empire on behalf of the Followers of Radiance.

However, this time, it seemed like there was something different. The closer they got to the Spine, the smaller the [Domain] being maintained by Warren became.

“Lord Exalt, is something the matter?” One of the Hunters asked when the fourth Hunter was forced to move closer to Warren. “Is there something different about this miasma? Why is your [Domain] getting smaller?”

Warren didn’t reply. He just kept moving forward.

“Lord Exalt! Lord Luminance!”

Warren’s steps increased in speed, and the other Hunters were either running or flying to keep up with them. All to stay within the Radiant [Domain] that had kept them safe so far.

“Something is wrong! Lord Luminance, we should turn back and-”

The Tempest Hunter from the Cult who had previously descended was cut off. Her head having been removed from her shoulders by a thin tendril of iridescent substance emerging from the miasma.

“Cruor! Defensive -”

The Hunters cried out one by one and were silenced before they could move into a proper formation to protect themselves. All the while, Warren continued to run toward the Spine in the distance.

It was only minutes later when he arrived. No Cruor were in sight, nor were there any Umbral Beasts. The Spine itself was surrounded by a massive pool of Ichor. One that formed a moat that was hundreds of feet wide around the Spine. From the sheer size of the pool, it was more like a lake.

Approaching the Ichor without stopping, Warren’s [Domain] began to falter. The purifying effect seemed to lose its power, and the miasma seeped into the magic, eventually touching Warren’s body directly. Yet the man’s mana didn’t seem to be drained.

It was as if the Ichor didn’t want to harm him.

Stopping at the edge of the lake of Ichor, Warren waited. For nearly a full day, he remained there, utterly still and silent.

Only when the sun had set in the distance, beyond the border of the Desolate Land, that something happened.

The Ichor in the lake began to ripple as something beneath it moved.

An enormous splash of Ichor sent the lake well past the previous edge it had once settled into. From the depths of the Ichor lake, and amorphous blob, Drake, the Broodlord of the Chaos Brood of Cruor, emerged and made his move.

The oily liquid that made up his body wrapped up and around Warren’s motionless figure.

After the Radiant Exalt was totally covered, Drake returned to the pool. His figure merged seamlessly with the lake itself. Even as Ichor flowed up and into the Spine.

As the glowing, iridescent, veins of Ichor crawled up the Spine, it began to sink into the ground.

The Ichor then drained down toward the center, until the entire lake was empty.

Nothing remained, and even the miasma of the Desolate Lands in this region faded away.

----------



Ezekiel walked into the Void Temple on his own. The pull from his contract with the Ancient Void was powerful, and the moment he had set down in the city he had been forced to march forward. He hadn’t even had the time to properly say goodbye to Riley.

All he could do was watch as she flew away on Celia’s back. They would need to go around the Desolate Lands, but since they didn’t need to go in a group composed of Hunters who couldn’t move as fast as they could, he knew it’d only take her a couple of weeks, even with the increased travel length.

Though, he hoped that the contingency he had given her remained safe, and unneeded.

‘I’m surprised that the city is in such good condition. I would’ve thought that the number of Hunters, Mages, Scholars, and Spirits would be far lower than this.’ Shine’s musings pulled Ezekiel from his thoughts. Their blade was more dull than usual. A side-effect of the magic they were using for Ezekiel. ‘Plenty of opportunities to make escape routes though.’

The sensation of yet another waypoint being placed sent a ping through Ezekiel’s soul. He wasn’t certain that they would be useful once he entered the Temple, but it was better than nothing at this point.

Especially since he had a few that were placed outside the city as well. Though, time would tell if those remained functional for long enough.

For now, Ezekiel turned his attention to the city itself, and noticed the same things that Shine had. It was far fuller and more active than any other city they had been to.

The war efforts had resulted in an incredible loss of life on both sides. The fact that the Cruor were actively working in tandem with one another, rather than fighting separately with their respective Broods, meant that the fighting was mostly a back-and-forth push all around.

‘It’s likely to do with the fact that this is the last place where the Ancient Void has a legacy remaining. At least as far as the rest of the world is aware.’ Ezekiel knew there were at least two more places where the Ancient Void’s presence still held power. ‘It’s still better than Morncrest and the Legacy under the mantle. At least here, there will be witnesses for when we have to break out.’

He had hoped that his remark would remain sarcastic, but as he and Shine walked through the large entrance to the Void Temple, located within the deeper sections of the Grand Cathedral’s grounds, he could already tell that things were not going to go well for them.

“Greetings, Exalt Ezekiel, I am Wilma Sanyew. The nominal leader of the Church of Ten, and representative of the Void Remnant within the Temple. Please follow me. The Remnant is waiting for you.” The woman that stood just inside the temple’s interior turned and began walking further in.

For a moment, Ezekiel nearly tripped as he stopped himself from following right away.

Instead of going in without questioning it, he turned to look over at the guards. They were standing at attention, and their focus was directly in front of them. Completely ignoring his presence as he walked forward.

Usually, this wouldn’t be a problem. He was used to guards that were well disciplined and didn’t allow those that were stronger than them distract them from their duties.

However, the fact that these guards were connected to a formation that had an unknown effect and were subtly sweating as they did everything to avoid eye contact with him alerted Ezekiel to the fact that something was wrong.

Yet, the pull on his soul grew too strong to deny, and he finally stepped into the Void Temple.

A loud ‘slam’ filled the room he had entered. The large stone doorways that sealed the temple shut with a force that almost sent him stumbling forward.

“Not a great first impression,” he said as he immediately went on guard.

Wilman looked back at him over her shoulder with a sad smile on her face. “Given what you will be learning while you are down here, we cannot afford to be kind. Not when you are too much of a possible threat to the balance of this world.”

In that moment, Ezekiel knew that Wilma was aware of his reincarnation. The fact that the Void Remnants were well aware of his existence meant that they could tell whoever they wanted. So long as it didn’t conflict with any standing orders from the Ancient Void.

“How much do you know?” Ezekiel and Wilman began to descend into the depths of the Temple. The familiar winding hallways that led to the core of the temple passed them by as they slowly proceeded.

“I know less than your wife, I think, but more than your family.”

Wilma’s response sent a chill down his spine.

‘Calm down! She’s just saying these things to throw you off!’ Shine’s words calmed him down a bit, but he still grew worried. ‘Don’t forget, you’ve got me and Riley to help keep them safe!’

Ezekiel nodded his head in response but couldn’t help but think of everything he knew so far. While he had told Riley basically everything, he had refrained from sharing the same with his mother and sisters. Even when his sisters grew more powerful. Now nearly in the realm of Legendaries.

He didn’t think that they’d respond well to knowing all that he had been through. Riley was made of slightly sterner stuff, and her relationship wasn’t tainted by the same type of love that he and his family had for each other. So, she was much more willing to accept certain things.

At least, that’s what he assumed.

“To simplify things, I know that your soul was not originally from this planet, and that the reason you became so strong so far is because your soul was already in the later stages of Tier four in strength and size when you were reborn on this world.” Wilman continued to speak, unaware of Ezekiel’s inner turmoil. “I also know the true origins of the Cruor, and the connection between the Broods and the Ancients. Though, the latter is a more recent development.”

Ezekiel smiled, even as his grip on Shine tightened. “I don’t suppose you could give me an early preview of that? I have my own suspicions, but nothing concrete.”

Wilman shook her head and didn’t say anything. The two humans, and Shine, then walked in silence for a little while.

“...Thank you... for saving my little brother...”

Wilma’s words drew Ezekiel’s attention back to her, but his guard hadn’t dropped in the slightest.

“...Don’t worry about it... Given all he’s done for me, of course I would take the risk to save him.” Ezekiel wasn’t speaking empty words. He truly meant what he was saying, and when he saw Wilma flinch out of the corner of his eye, all doubts regarding this being a trap disappeared.

“I see... still, not everyone is as good at paying their debts as you are.” Wilma sounded wistful to Ezekiel, and he wondered if there was something else going on that he was missing.

Suddenly, a tingle at the edge of his senses told him that the layout of the temple had changed.

‘Several more barriers just formed. I’ve also lost contact with the waypoints we left in the city.’ Shine’s voice was rushed as they spoke, but the pull in Ezekiel’s soul was still strong, so he had no choice but to continue to descend.

“You know I’m not going to do anything to you, don’t you?” Ezekiel tried to ignore the feeling of claustrophobia that was starting to settle in. “It’s actually your brother that you’ll need to worry about. I know you two already have a strained relationship because of me. I find it unfortunate that it’s about to get worse because of me as well.”

They had finally arrived at the core room of the Void Temple.

Unlike in Morncrest, there was no avatar of the Void Remnant to greet him. Just the door to the room that held a Remnant of the Ancient Void.

Off to the side, Wilma nearly reared back at Ezekiel’s words, but grit her teeth and steadied herself.

“I follow the will of the Ancients. Their one true purpose is to keep this world alive. To do as they command cannot be wrong. My brother will forgive me. I’m sure of it.”

The last few words came out as a whisper, and Ezekiel knew that she had her reservations about keeping him here.

“Well, let’s get this over with.” With a mental nudge to Shine, he stepped into the core room.

The opening behind him closed, but he continued forward. Without stopping, he placed his hand on the core, where the Void Remnant was waiting for him.

----------



Outside the core room, Wilma gazed at the closed doors for a few seconds. Only after her hands stopped shaking did she turn around and step into a black sphere that had appeared behind her.

The sound of multiple barricades slamming down was the last thing she heard before she stepped outside the Void Temple. The [Gateway] formed by the Void Remnant having granted her access to the surface in an instant.

“Lady Wilma, are you alright!?” one of the guards asked when she stumbled and nearly fell on her face after stepping out of the [Gateway]. “Did the Void Exalt do anything to you?”

There was a hint of anger in the guard’s voice, but she just waved him off.

“The Void Exalt did nothing to me. He was a perfect gentleman and accepted the Remnant’s summons without complaint.” An image of Ezekiel walking into the core room passed through her mind. “I will have no one speak ill of him for following the will of the Ancients. Understood?”

The guard who spoke, and the others who followed him, all stood at attention and replied, “Understood!”

Giving them one last look over, Wilma sighed, “That’s enough. All of you head back to your normal positions. There is no need to keep on high alert any longer.”

With that said, the crowd dispersed, and Wilma turned back to the entrance of the Void Temple.

“I hope that I am doing the right thing...”

Turning away from the temple once more, she headed back into the Cathedral proper.

Thoughts of how she was going to explain this to her brother and the other Cathedrals and Scholars not of Quintessa passed through her mind.

----------



For a moment, Ezekiel allowed himself to get lost in the vision of an infinite darkness filled with stars. It was a view he had witnessed numerous times before, but it never failed to fill him with a sense of awe. The sheer scope of that which existed beyond himself, and the world, was beautiful.

“How arrogant...” a toneless voice called out from behind him, “To think that you would be so confident in your abilities that you would ignore the one that called you here.”

With a sigh, Ezekiel turned around to face the Remnant that had summoned him here.

“I am Quintessence. The first and oldest of the Remnants left behind by the Ancient Void. I am also the most knowledgeable, and the one that was granted the final will and word of the Ancient Void.”

Unlike the other Remnants he had seen, this one didn’t even slightly resemble a human figure. It was simply a perfect sphere of mana that shone with the opalescent light of Void mana when it was maintained by a [Will] to keep it from mixing with the mana in nature.

For the moment, he decided that he would ignore the arrogance that the Remnant before him was displaying. It was never a good thing to feed another being’s ego. Especially when they were likely to be enemies.

“I did not think that my admiring your maker’s design would be an act of arrogance. But I guess with your lack of [Understanding] it would seem that way.” Ezekiel’s voice was also monotone, with his emotions consciously suppressed from the mana he was flooding himself with. 

It wouldn’t be good for him to fly off the hand at this point. No matter how much he wanted to punch this Remnant in the face.

Focusing more on the Remnant itself, Ezekiel realized that he was actually bigger than it. At least within this mental plane. Proof that his soul was actually just as powerful as these Remnants, but previously lacking in the power necessary to manifest himself properly.

“If you think my [Understanding] is lesser than yours, then you are truly incapable,” The Remnant said, their tone shifting to one with a hint of disappointment. 

A moment after, they manifested phenomena with their magic that Ezekiel had only ever witnessed the Ancient Void create in the memories he once reviewed in the Ancient Legacy.

“Impressive, but we both know that you can only do that because the Ancient Void granted you those abilities. Not because you obtained them with your own power.” Ezekiel wasn’t surprised by the Remnant’s power. If anything, he’d be disappointed if it wasn’t capable of at least this much.

But he would not allow himself to be suppressed by this thing that was clearly opposed to his existence. Though, he knew that he couldn’t be too antagonistic. Doing so would prevent him from getting the answers he needed in order to figure out what was going on.

“Now, are you going to give me whatever it was the Ancient Void left behind or are you going to keep stalling for whatever convoluted plan you have to keep me trapped here?” his posture shifted a bit, and the pulling sensation in his soul lessened. 

He had already fulfilled the command that summoned him here. Now, if the Remnant displayed any hostile intentions, he would be able to defend himself. Something that he knew would be incredibly destructive if it came to a conflict.

“If that is what you seek, then fine. You shall receive the final message of the Ancient Void.”

A beam of light shot out from the Remnant, but Ezekiel didn’t move to avoid it. He could tell that it wasn’t dangerous. 

While the light consumed him, his mind was filled with a massive humanoid figure composed of stars. It was a being that filled a space greater than the whole of the world.

“Greetings, contractor. Now that you have reached the fifth Tier, it is time you learn the truth.”

Silently, Ezekiel settled down. Ready to accept the last words of the Ancient Void.
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                Standing in the depths of the Void created by the memory of the Ancient before him, Ezekiel waited for whatever message was left for him. Though he couldn’t stop his hand from clenching as he gazed at the figure that still stood so much larger than he did.

“First of all, I wish to congratulate you for being not only the first Void Mage to reach this level, but also the first human at all to reach what you would call the fifth Tier on your own. Without any aid from the Spirits that were originally created to aid you. Only by doing this have you proven that it is possible for a human to reach the level at which the world will be saved.”

He could instinctively tell that the presence of the Ancient Void within this memory was grand enough to utterly crush him if he was still just a Legendary being. Regardless of whether or not he had one foot in the Mythic Tier.

“You must be wondering why I am telling you this directly, rather than having my Remnants speak to you in my stead. That is simply because they do not have all of this information. As for why I do this at all... simply put, I doubt that any human could reach this level without having questions. Questions that might bring about a result that would be less than ideal.”

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes, now suspicious as to what the Remnant had been doing, if it hadn’t known what this message really was. He made a mental note to interrogate it when this memory was finished.

“For you to have made it this far means that you now stand on the precipice of fulfilling your contract. A delicate point where you have proven that you have lived up to the potential that the pieces of myself saw in you to save the world. Either through destruction, or salvation. Which is all that they would know and have made their own decisions that they would feel are for the best.” 

The Ancient Void’s words were confusing to him. His contact was to save the world. How could it be saved through destruction? Was the Remnant choosing its own means of saving the world?

“This might be confusing to you, so I will simply say that, neither humanity, Spirits, nor the Broods or their eventual spawn, are the World.”

Ezekiel felt his heart grow cold as he heard the Ancient Void speak. 

A part of him had always known that the terms of his contract were vague, but to hear it laid out like that threw him for a loop. He could feel his jaw drop open in surprise at what he’d just heard.

“To save this world, merely means to ensure that it will continue to develop, to recover, and to grow powerful enough to not be consumed by the forces that exist beyond my boundaries. Beyond the protective sphere created by the winds of energy emitted by the star that the world you call Eldramir orbits.”

“Beyond... the heliosphere?” It took Ezekiel a moment to recall what the Ancient Void was talking about. It was a topic he hadn’t known the inhabitants of Eldramir, even the Ancients, were aware of. 

Astrophysics, or whatever the specific field of study was called, wasn't his expertise, and it had been a long time since he’d been reborn, but he could vaguely recall nights filled with deep dives on the internet in his past life. So, while it was difficult for him to find the appropriate words, once he did, new ideas pertaining to his magic formed in his mind. 

“These threats stand beyond even the Ancient Spirits, the Broods, and myself.”

Pulled from his musing, Ezekiel latched onto the way the Ancient spoke.

It had referred to itself as separate from the other Ancients. His previous suspicions and assumptions were coming to the forefront of his mind once more.

“Threats like humanity, which were never truly native to Eldramir. To myself, and the world that was my cradle.”

“...What?” Ezekiel’s question echoed through the memory space, but the recording from the Ancient Void... no, the recording from the [Will] or Spirit of Eldramir itself continued.

“I am sure that you must be surprised. But a part of you must have known. To have made it this far, the concept of fighting fire with fire must not be new to you.”

Gritting his teeth, Ezekiel refused to admit that Eldramir was right.

“At first, I was a simple world, with nothing more than the most basic of flora, fauna, and elements calling my body home. Until one day, the [Outsiders] came to me, and their armies attempted to defile my being, and rip me apart for resources. I retaliated, or course, and slew many of their kind with the pure might of my [Presence].”

There was a shift in space as Ezekiel felt the world around him press down as Eldramir spoke that last word. There was a meaning to it that he could only barely grasp. One that he knew was important, but it would elude him for some time.

Simultaneously, the Void he stood in shifted. Colors flashed, and the world around him changed, as a memory from long ago appeared before his eyes. 

A memory composed of a massive ship the size of the moon, shooting beams of light deep into Eldramir’s core. With millions of tiny figures, swarming toward a planet that was both familiar, yet not. One that he instinctively knew was nearly ten times greater in size than the current Eldramir.

Yet, although it was so much bigger, and there was so much more, he could see a resemblance in the borders of the continent. As if it had broken off from a much bigger piece.

This planet was being consumed by an army of magic users that were all at least equal in strength to himself. One of the most powerful people on Eldramir right now.

Worse yet, he could sense the weight of the mana from hundreds more. All at least a Tier higher than him. 

His stomach heaved, and if he could, he probably would’ve thrown up.

There were powers even greater still, but their presence was being stunted in this memory. The sheer might of these higher beings’ existence was enough to crush him even now.

It was a humbling thing to know that, as he was right now, he was barely even cannon fodder for these [Outsiders].

“The humans fought back, however, and it was only by detonating a piece of myself that I managed to stop them from killing me outright, and simply harvesting my corpse for meager morsels afterwards.” 

The once pristine and beautiful planet burst in an inferno of multicolored light. The power of the armies that had tried to harvest Eldramir were destroyed. Not even the strongest of them had been able to survive the blast. One so large that it covered the entirety of their army.

After the light faded away, it was like the planet had been bitten into, like a person might bite into an apple. With a molten core that weakly flickered with heat and light.

“Back then, I was far more than I am now. If we were to go by the scaling that you humans used before my Ancient Spirits’ departure, I would have been at the pinnacle of Tier eight, stronger than the commander of this army. Who had been at the lowest end of the same level.”

If the massive figure that stood before him had a face, Ezekiel knew that it would be smiling at the memory of the human commander dying in a blaze of rainbow light. There was an incredible amount of detail in this part of the memory, and he could tell that Eldramir cherished it a lot.

“Yet even though all their forces were wiped out, in my exhausted, and greatly damaged state, I received a vision. Through the threads of [Karma], I sensed it. More were coming, and this time, I would not have the power to stop them. So, I chose to create guardians instead. Capable of maintaining my recovery as I slept in the hopes of regaining my former power. They would be too weak to defend against the army I had foreseen, but they might be enough to defend against any lesser threats until I woke up.”

The scene shifted once more, and from the broken husk of the original Eldramir, the earth and matter that remained closed in on itself. A new world formed, and the dust and debris that surrounded the planet formed a new moon. The old one had been destroyed in the prior blast.

This was now a fully familiar sight, as Ezekiel saw the Eldramir that he knew.

From this newly formed world, eighteen beings arose from its depths. 

Nine Spirits composed of the mana that flowed through the ethereal layers of the world. The breath of Eldramir’s soul. Born to protect that very thing.

Nine Broods composed of the fleshy and physically diverse matter of biological life. Formed from Ichor, the blood of Eldramir. Born to protect its body.

“These defenders were meant to be the ones that would protect me from humanity, and other [Outsiders] until I had recovered my strength once more. I even fell into a slumber once they were created, content that I would be protected. Unaware that humanity had learned from its mistakes.”

It was a subtle thing, but even as the vision of the memory turned hazy while Eldramir slumbered, Ezekiel could make out the many thousands of projectiles that were sent flying toward Eldramir.

They broke through the protective layers of the solar wind shields that had previously required the barriers of the massive ship from before to break through.

These objects snuck past the sleeping soul of the world and landed everywhere, opening themselves up to release their payload. 

A substance containing the genetic information of the very race that had tried to destroy the planet itself. It quickly spread across the world, and this time, rather than violently invade, they laid down roots, as if native to this world in the first place.

“I awoke, hundreds of years after the seeds of humanity had landed on this world, to find that I had given birth to the very species that had tried to kill me. A species that only the Broods knew did not belong. For they could tell that your flesh, your blood, was not entirely of me.”

The blood of countless beings was spilled during the war between Ancients and Broods. Yet, as Ezekiel saw the lesser beings that were born of the Broods, the animals that looked like less twisted Umbral Beasts, all had iridescent blood. All except humanity.

“Even now, I do not know what the ultimate purpose of your species infecting me was supposed to be. It did not matter, in the end, for your ties to the [Outsiders] eventually fell apart as multiple generations passed, and your bloodlines developed separate from them.”

Staring at the scenes of war playing out before him, Ezekiel couldn’t help but wonder why the Ancients had helped humanity. They and the Broods were both created by Eldramir, so why would they fight when the Broods knew that humanity didn’t belong?

“Fortunately for humanity, while your flesh and blood were foreign, your souls were not.”

Little lights appeared within the chests of the humans that had spread across the world, protected by the Ancient Spirits. A light that had an assortment of colors shifting around within it.

“Hence why my Ancient Spirits could fight my Broods. They were protecting pieces of my soul. Fragmented and insignificant as they were. Something the Broods were not instructed to do. Something that I had never once thought could happen. To see the pieces of my soul turned into the very enemy that had forced me to destroy and lessen my original self should have disgusted me. Yet it did not.”

The faces of the humans that fled from the Broods as the Ancient Spirits defended them were twisted into fear and wonder as they worshiped the Spirits and cursed the Broods.

The sheer variety of expressions, or emotions, that were shown across the species as a whole filled Ezekiel’s vision. Their creativity as they began to figure out how to use the light inside them, as the Ancient Spirits guided them into using the elements that they were composed of, brought a smile to Ezekiel’s face.

“They’re just like me.” He recognized many of the looks that formed on the humans that discovered something new with their magic. It was a look that he had had many times when discovering something new with his Void magic.

“It was enough for me to wonder, were these truly the enemies that had nearly killed me? Ultimately, I decided that no, you were not. However, there was still a tie that bound you to the ones that did. So, while I was unwilling to simply wipe you, and the sparks of your souls that had been born from me, out of existence, I knew that something had to be done. Unfortunately, before I could take action, something happened.”

The memory shifted once more, and the image of the Ancient Radiant Spirit fighting the shapeless ooze of the Chaos Brood appeared. A group of humans was fleeing off to the side but had split into two as the landscape was altered around them.

The ground was glassy in places as a rain of light melted the earth, all while a sea of Ichor grew fleshy tendrils, each one being several kilometers long, that swung at anything and everything. The impacts from these growths were enough to shatter mountains.

At the moment, things were not looking good for either of the grand beings. Both were scarred, and their vitality was flowing away, but while one was split between protecting two groups, the other was not. Which ultimately turned the tide of battle.

Chaos attacked one, and the Ancient Radiant Spirit moved to defend them, getting struck down in the process. Its mana began to fade, just like the Spirits of the modern day, but something that made Ezekiel’s blood turn to ice occurred. The Chaos Brood approached the still fading Ancient.

Flowing over its body, the Chaos Brood consumed the essence of the Ancient Radiant Spirit.

For a moment, Ezekiel couldn’t believe what he had just witnessed. He actually stepped back in shock, stumbling over his own feet and falling on his ass.

“What the hell...?” While he had always known that, because they were composed of mana, Spirits were vulnerable to being consumed by Cruor, to see it happening to one of the Ancients was almost too much to handle. 

But that just raised more questions. The most obvious of which was why did the Church of Ten still have a Radiant Ancient in their records, and the second, which was much more horrifying, but matched the facts that he had come to obtain during his dealings with the Cult of Light.

Holding his head in his hands, Ezekiel nearly ripped his hair out trying to figure things out.

It was only the fact that Eldramir’s message wasn’t finished that pulled him back.

The image of the Chaos Brood undergoing a strange evolution was next. Its iridescent Ichor shifted to a liquid gold that eroded everything it touched.

“Upon feasting on my first Ancient Radiant, Chaos changed, but was clever, and knew that its new nature would not be accepted, for it was not done by my hand.” 

As Eldramir spoke, the golden Chaos Brood changed color back to its original state.

“Knowing that I couldn't allow the Broods to wipe out the rest of my Ancients, I created a new Ancient Radiant. As well as ensured that the Broods were somewhat suppressed. Their very bodies were constantly put under enormous pressure and strain, holding back their abilities by magnitudes. Which led to the stalemate that you would have witnessed prior to our contract being formed.”

Time passed as the new Ancient Radiant fought against the Broods with the other primogenitor Spirits. Eldramir continued to recover, but this time they remained awake. Until an old, yet recognizable, event played out. It was the scene of the Broods being sealed as Eldramir, finally recovered after generations of fighting, descended in a physical form.

“This is what I show all of my potential contractors. In the hopes that they will not be daunted by the image of the Broods. In the hopes that they will have the [Will] to face this madness, and fight.”

More events played out. This time of the Ancients teaching more about the elements to humanity. But as they did, the light of their souls settled into one element over all the others, and while they never had the ability to use them all at once, it became apparent that their affinities settled, and were now reliant on their heritage. Spread far and wide so as to not have any of the elements die out.

Yet, there was a bottleneck that could not be surpassed. Humanity simply lacked the necessary [Understanding] that the Ancients innately had regarding their elements. No matter how hard they trained, no human could break past Tier three.

“Unfortunately, while this war prevented you humans from rising up and fulfilling whatever plan you were sent here to enact, it also meant that I was further weakened. Much of my strength was now being spent to contain half of my children. I knew that something had to be done, as soon as possible. So, I decided that I, and humanity, needed to be forgotten.”

All around the world, an opalescent barrier formed. One that Ezekiel recognized. One that not only [Shrouded] the planet from [Outsiders], but also altered the flow of time so that Eldramir would experience time passing much more slowly than the universe outside.

“With this, even when the greater armies of the [Outsider] humanity came, they could not find me. They searched for thousands of years, from their experience, until they finally gave up and left. Yet, I knew that I, the world, would not be safe once the [Shroud] around me fell. So, I tasked my Ancients with leaving me behind, granted a wisp of my power, but relieved of their memories of me, so that lesser Remnants of myself could send back souls that might help me find an answer to my problem. As well as give humanity a chance to both prove and save themselves from their fate at the Broods hands. All while I once again fell into a slumber. One that I did not know if I would wake from. Due to my essence being spread as thin as it was.”

The sight of the Ancient Spirits leaving, and memories of countless other worlds being sent Relics much like the one he’d been given in his past life flowed before Ezekiel’s eyes. In these worlds, he saw an assortment of magic that he’d never witnessed before. 

Technology that was both more, and less, advanced than that of Earth’s. As well as [Understanding], regarding the rules that dictated these worlds, and the rules that dictated Eldramir. These rules determined how the different races upon them could cultivate magic and grow stronger.

Yet, it was the words of Eldramir, saying that this was a chance for humanity to survive, that grabbed his attention.

Eventually, the scenes of different worlds, memories of the souls that had been sent here from other worlds, just like him, faded away.

“For the most part, it will be assumed that you, and any other ‘saviors’ I have contracted will be here to save the world from the Broods and their eventual spawn. This is wrong. Your purpose, the purpose of any and all Void Mages that break through to the Tier equal to my Ancients, is to reinforce the barrier that protects me. That keeps me, Eldramir, the World itself, safe from [Outsiders].”

Once more, Ezekiel stood across from the image figure that had started all of this. His reincarnation, his path of magic, and his place within the world. Bound by a contract that he wasn’t sure he could fulfill.

“Now that you know the truth, we shall go back to where we started. Destruction, or salvation. I don’t care which one you choose. Destroying the seals on the Broods will release the mana used to contain them. This would allow me to recover much of my mana and ensure that the barrier remains intact for millennia to come, but not only that, it would allow me to recover faster, to the point where I might even awaken once more, rather than dreaming endlessly as I am now.”

The thought of doing this passed through Ezekiel’s mind, but he immediately dismissed it. If it was possible for humanity to survive, then he might be willing to do so, even if they ended up being physically altered.

Unfortunately, the effects of Ichor on humanity and the lesser beasts that had developed without it were too damaging, and he knew that whatever was left wouldn’t really be humanity anymore.

Not when they would be enslaved to the [Will] of the Broods. Worse yet, there was no guarantee that the Broods were still loyal to their purpose of protecting Eldramir after all this time sealed away.

It was possible, after such a betrayal in their eyes, that the Broods would be the thing that destroyed Eldramir next.

“The other path, salvation, involves becoming strong enough to reinforce the barrier directly. But to do this, you would need to reach my level prior to my slumber. You would call it Tier seven. Only then, will it be possible to save both me, and humanity, while keeping the Broods locked up.”

Ezekiel couldn’t help but wince at the thought of that. If his premonitions, and the way things were developing on Eldramir right now were any indication, it was likely that the Broods would break free on their own. 

The mana from their seals seemed to already be fading. Either into nothingness, or into the [Shroud] around the planet. Ezekiel didn’t know which it was, but it meant that salvation was looking less and less possible at this point.

“Regardless of the choice you make, now that you are aware, know that I hope that you can make the final steps needed to reach the level needed to fulfill your contract. The fact that you have made it this far means that you now [Understand] things about my World that even I did not know.”

He couldn’t help but scoff and roll his eyes at the failed attempt at encouragement. 

The fact that Eldramir hadn’t been able to help humanity reach a higher level, or even teach the primitive Void Mages how to use their magic meant that, even as old as it was, Eldramir was shit at teaching. Though, whether or not that was intentional wasn’t something he could figure out right now.

The Ancient Void, Eldramir, seemed intent on forcing humanity to prove itself, even if it did grant the lesser Spirits the ability to bond with Mages to grow stronger.

“I’ll need to think about this more later. There’s no way you’ve really told me everything, but I can’t do much about that right now.” Taking a deep breath, Ezekiel entered a meditative state to settle himself.

Rather than let himself grow angry, he let his body fill with his mana, allowing it to flood his mind as well. While he had let up on it while witnessing the memories, right now, he needed to be calm, and even now he could feel his emotions, his rage, pushing him to start lashing out.

He barely even noticed the world around him consuming him in light once more.

----------



Ezekiel remained silent; his eyes closed in contemplation after being blinded by the light of his shift from memory to real-time once more. The emptiness of the Void brought him a semblance of comfort as his suppressed emotions churned deep within his soul.

It also allowed him to organize and separate the additional memories of those that had been brought here before him. Their souls having passed through the barrier, just like his, and the memories passed onto him an instant after he had left Eldramir’s message behind.

“That wasn’t very nice of you,” he muttered, the visage of the Remnant before him was unrepentant in his now opened eyes. “Dumping that knowledge on me, right after I had received your maker’s memory, might have broken my mind, if I hadn’t already begun meditating.”

“You would have survived. My actions were not performed with lethal intent, nor is your soul, or mind, so weak as to have collapsed from the sudden influx of knowledge.” The Remnant’s voice was reminiscent of the voice of Eldramir.

Yet, now that he had heard it once more, Ezekiel realized that Eldramir’s voice held a certain [Authority] to it that was respectable, and awe inspiring. This Remnant utterly failed to match it, even though the tone was similar.

It was almost enough to make Ezekiel laugh. The comparison reminded him of a child trying on their parent’s clothes.

“Regardless, now that I have received the message, my reward, if you will, for reaching Tier five and blazing the trail for humanity to improve, I have to ask,” Ezekiel spoke with a calmness, even as his fists clenched in frustration, “What was the point of all this? Even with the knowledge imparted on me, without care for my well-being, what was this supposed to do? How does this change my goal?”

“...It doesn’t. It simply makes you understand what your ultimate goal truly is. In fact, Eldramir could’ve solved these problems long ago, though at a cost to itself that might’ve been even greater, by destroying humanity when it took physical form thousands of years ago.” The Remnant was indifferent as they spoke, but Ezekiel could see it tapping its fingers on its arm at the thought of what it had just said. “However, Eldramir has never enjoyed killing its children, for all that hold the essence of the World are bound to it, much like you are bound to your... Spirit...”

Ezekiel smirked when the Remnant finished speaking. It had been hard, but hiding Shine’s presence, or lack of, in this case had paid off.

“Where is your Spirit!?” the Remnant demanded, its voice caused the Void around them to tremble.

“Right now, I’m asking the questions, and I want to know what you have planned for me, now that your mission has been fulfilled.” Ezekiel decided that he would no longer play nice, and simply give into the demands of the Remnant before him.

While his mana might not be nigh endless, fed by a formation that was thousands of times better than his own when it came to accumulating mana, his strength was no less. At least not in regard to the amount that could be brought to bear in an equal timeframe.

Once he ran out, however, that would be a different story.

However, the next few words from the Remnant threw all hostile intent out the window and replaced it with confusion.

“My intentions are to keep you here, so that you are incapable of freeing the Cruor to fulfill your contract.”

The mana that Ezekiel had been subtly gathering within himself faltered, and he nearly stumbled on nothing as he floated in the Void.

Lost for words, he simply stared at the Remnant, until one word finally left his mouth.

“Huh?”
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                Silence pervaded the Void, with Ezekiel’s face twisted in confusion and the Remnant continued to float in front of him like nothing was wrong. It took him a moment to process what the Remnant had just said. He just stood there, blinking, until finally he pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.

“Why, in the Cruor infested hells, would you believe that I would want to free the Broods just to clear my contract?” he asked, his hands flexing as he silently reached out to his bond with Shine. “I have no reason to do such a thing! It might take a couple of decades, but there’s no reason to believe that I won’t reach Tier six on my own. I have no reason to release the Broods!”

“That is what every other Void Mage I deemed to have the potential to fulfill their contract has said,” the Remnant replied, crossing its arms in disdain as it looked down at Ezekiel. “The last one is one that even you know of. As you have no doubt learned, Drake Cross is not the reason the world is in its current state. Had I, and the other temples, not trusted the Void Mages so easily, perhaps humanity would still have time to save itself.”

The sheer vitriol in the Remnant’s voice was enough to send Ezekiel reeling back. While it hadn’t changed its posture, he could tell that the spiritual form of the Remnant was tense. 

Looking more closely at it, he realized that its fingers were digging into its arms. It was holding itself back from lashing out in anger.

“Besides, we both know that while you have no reason now, all it would take is a few specific people being taken away to make you rush into the Desolate Land. Regardless of the fate of the rest of humanity.”

Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed in thought before they opened wide. 

His loved ones. Riley, Shine, Wendy, Ellen, his mother, and even his father. If there was a chance to save them from death, or whatever other fate might await them, he knew that he would undoubtedly do something stupid. He had done so before, so he could understand why the Remnant believed that he would do so again. Something that he couldn’t deny.

But he also knew that there was a limit to how far he would go. After all, what point would there be in saving the people he cared about if there was no longer a world for them to live in; if there were no longer other people for them to live with.

Worse yet, even with the creation of the Cruor, it wasn’t possible for humans to live in the Desolate Lands full time. Nor was it possible to convert anyone other than Void Mages into Cruor.

Freeing the Broods would lead to his family’s death. Any salvation for them would be temporary.

His best, and only, choice was to save the world through his own power.

“I’m sorry you’ve constantly been disappointed over the millennia, but even if my family was at stake, releasing the Broods wouldn’t be worth it. Their rescue would be temporary, and it wouldn’t matter in the long run.” Ezekiel glared at the Remnant, his mana channeling through him once again. “The only option I have is to save humanity as a whole.”

Yet the Remnant did not seem convinced.

“Does that include the Cruor? Were they not born from humanity?” Though its voice had become monotone once more, Ezekiel could tell that the Remnant was mocking him.

He shook his head, nonetheless. Refusing to rise to the provocation.

“My loved ones cannot become Cruor. Only Void Mages can, and I am the only one in my family.”

The Remnant unfolded its arms. Ezekiel tensed up as it leaned toward him. He was wishing that Shine was still with him now, but the final back up plan wouldn’t work if they were.

“For how much longer do you think that will be the case?” it whispered in Ezekiel’s ear.

For a moment, he wondered what the Remnant was talking about, but a pit slowly formed in his stomach as he understood.

“That’s not possible... It's been centuries, and no progress has been made in converting humans with elemental mana in them.” The more he spoke, the more Ezekiel knew he needed to get out of here.

If what the Remnant was implying was true, then he needed to take further precautions to ensure that things didn’t take a turn for the worse. He almost didn’t want it to clarify itself. 

The thought of himself and his family being converted to Cruor might’ve been something others were willing to do for safety, but it was just another form of slavery to a higher power. What the Broods would do with the rest of humanity converted was something he didn’t want to know. He could tell that it would just give him nightmares.

However, it seemed like his fears were going to be confirmed, since the Remnant continued to speak. “You saw for yourself that the power of the Broods and the power of the Ancients can be combined. What do you think the Broods will do once they break free? They might have tried to wipe out humanity before, but now, when they know that they can make an army, and that they might stand a chance of reaching for the stars, and wiping out the [Outsiders], do you think that they would waste such precious resources?”

For a moment, Ezekiel was surprised. From what he’d been told, the Remnant shouldn’t have been made aware of what had happened to the first Ancient Radiant. For now, however, that was not as important as the other thing.

The memory of the humans that had attacked Eldramir thousands of years ago flashed through his mind. The Broods were nowhere near that powerful. Not if they were only Tier six entities.

“They would be destroyed! Are they really so stupid as to want to break the barrier [Shrouding] this world just to fight a war they can’t win?” Ezekiel didn’t want to believe it, but he had a feeling that his worries were correct.

“If they had been informed of the true power of the [Outsiders] then perhaps, they would not, but just like me, they don’t know the full story. Only that they were originally created to defend this world from humanity and other [Outsiders]. Given how weak humanity is, at least in the beginning, I find it difficult to believe that they would consider humanity a threat. Not when they have conquered all the ones that are here.” The Remnant’s words rang through Ezekiel’s head.

He wanted to deny it, but if the humanity that was born on Eldramir was the only humanity that the Broods were aware of then it was highly likely that they couldn’t even fathom the existence of a Tier eight being. Tier seven was probably what they thought was the one and only peak.

A ‘click’ was felt in the back of his mind. The bond that had been weak since entering the Remnant’s power core strengthened once more.

‘I’m ready when you are,’ Shine’s voice echoed through Ezekiel’s soul.

‘One moment. I have one more thing I need to know.’ Even as he held his Spirit back, Ezekiel prepared himself all the same.

“Remnant... With this information, there are a few more things I want to know.” He kept his voice low and slow, to present the image of being unsure of himself.

The Remnant narrowed its gaze at him but seemed unbothered.

“Ask, but I expect answers from you as well. I have already provided more information that you need.” The Remnant seemed to ooze superiority, even as Ezekiel took on a defensive stance.

“How do you know all this? The Ancient Void told me that you weren’t made aware of everything that was within the memory.” While he knew that the Remnants were made from portions of Eldramir’s soul, he was explicitly told that the Remnants’ weren’t made aware of everything.

The Remnant scoffed, “Each Remnant has different memories of the time before our creation. Most of us shared so that the others would be equal. I happened to be given knowledge of how Eldramir came to be the, compared to before, broken husk that it is now, and knew that the origins of humanity would be too devastating for most, so I kept it secret.”

Ezekiel processed that but knew that there was more. This explained one bit of the Remnant’s knowledge, but not how it knew about the fact that the first Ancient Spirit was dead, and what happened after it fell.

“The origins of the Radiant Chaos, and the death of the first Ancient Radiant, were provided to me by Drake Cross, who returned here not long after cracking the seal, and being gifted the power of the Chaos Brood. Alongside a hint of Radiant magic that he had used to infect others. Something I know you have already witnessed for yourself. Needless to say, after he tried to convince me to join him, I did my best to destroy him, but his new powers allowed him to escape before I could strike him down.”

Ezekiel didn’t know what to say. The Remnant had inadvertently answered his next question, pertaining to what the connection between the Cult of Light and the Radiant Chaos Brood was. He had already connected the dots some time ago, but he needed that confirmation.

“Now, my question for you,” the Remnant threw its arms open, forming constructs that were poised to attack Ezekiel at a moment’s notice. “Where is your Spirit? You entered here with a Sword that I know held its mana, but it disappeared without my noticing, and even now, I cannot sense it. So, where is it!?”

Though he couldn’t be certain, Ezekiel felt like the Remnant had noticed his bond with Shine strengthening in stability once again. He focused on the situation at hand, however, since the situation was taking a turn for the worse.

Slowly turning his head to look at the hundreds, if not thousands, of constructs made of Void Panes in front of him, Ezekiel could tell that the Remnant was no longer fooling around. Nor did it seem willing to indulge him any longer.

“I thought you needed me alive? This seems fairly lethal.” A drop of sweat rolled down his face.

“You paved the way to grant the Void Mages the means of reaching the same height as yourself. I do not wish to kill you, but since you are not irreplaceable, I will do what I must to ensure that you cannot fulfill your contract by freeing the Broods. Those that come after you would not be bound as you are, and I could make them swear to never release the Broods, under any circumstances.”

Though it hadn’t said as much, Ezekiel could tell that the Remnant meant to enforce contracts that would prevent the Void Mages of the future from breaking the seal.

“You truly love humanity, don’t you?” This level of dedication was something that Ezekiel could appreciate. If it wasn’t threatening his life. “It’s almost enough for me to not resent you for what you’ve done. Rather, what you’ve tried to do.”

“Where is your Spirit?!” This time, the Remnant didn’t go along with Ezekiel’s conversation. It simply moved its constructs closer.

In an instant, Ezekiel’s perception of time sped up as the world slowed down. A second later, he had focused his mana into a sphere in his chest. Letting it explode outwards, he filled the world with a flash of light, while also bringing an arm down in front of him.

In that instant, all the constructs tried to move forward, even as the Remnant recoiled from the impact, but were stopped by the force of Ezekiel’s spell. At the same time, a rift appeared in front of him in the space where he had dragged his hand through.

It was a jagged and uneven abomination of a spell. One that he knew wouldn’t remain for long, but that didn’t matter. It just had to last for long enough.

“Come on! I can’t hold this for too long!” Shine called out from the other side of the rift.

They floated within a [Closed Space] that they had created the moment Ezekiel had taken that final step into the Void Temple’s core. Born from their personal [Understanding] it was a spell that wasn’t even kept as a part of the Ancient Legacy. Only alluded to as something that would be possible.

With that in mind, it was the only spell they could think of that the Remnant wouldn't have the power to counter, or even react to.

With a hurried step, Ezekiel crossed the boundary into the [Closed Space], the rift connecting the two utterly separate [Domains] destabilized in the next instant.

All that Ezekiel heard as it closed was the enraged scream of the Remnant as it tried to come after him, and the joyful laugh from Shine at having one upped the archaic Spirit.

----------



It was several hours later that the cathedral and those working within proximity of the Void Temple found themselves going through a minor panic. On the outside, numerous Scholars were milling about after the bells of the cathedral rang in a specific pattern, unplanned and unscheduled.

Sitting inside the meeting chamber within the Grand Cathedral, Wilma and the other Grand Scholars in the capital city of Quintessa had answered the emergency summons sent out by the Void Remnant. A large Com-Slate was on one side of the room. Usually hidden, it was now revealed to the room and displayed the image of the Remnant in full size.

There had been murmurings filled with concerned questions pertaining to what had happened. For the Remnant to have summoned them, only something that could spell the end of the world could have happened. Such was the level of the emergency recall that was released.

“I am declaring Ezekiel Luminance an enemy of humanity, and he is, as of now, wanted, dead or alive,” the Remnant said, its voice filled with malice.

The Grand Scholars’ eyes widened, and the room remained silent as it took a moment to process what had just been said. Until Wilma decided to speak up, her eyes were soft and dull, and a frown was plastered on her face.

“If that is-”

“Now hold on just a minute!” one Grand Scholar rose from his seat, cutting Wilma off, “Honored Remnant, if we are to do this, then we need to know the reason! Exalt Ezekiel is one of the most meritorious Hunters in the world. One that has contributed more in his relatively short life than any other Scholar we have had, in the history of the Church of Ten! We deserve to know what has happened to warrant such an order!”

“The secrets of the Void are not for you to know. Not only can I not tell you, due to the bindings placed upon me from my creation, but such knowledge would throw this world into chaos.” The slate that was displaying the Remnant glowed brighter as it released more mana, but due to the limitations placed on it and the other Remnants, it couldn’t act beyond the boundaries of the temple.

Another Grand Scholar was about to speak up, but a pressure brought about by Wilma’s mana forced them all into their seats. A second later, it became difficult to breathe as the air began to thin from the room. Usually, such power would be difficult for a Legend to do against so many peers, but with the connection she had with the Void Remnant, she was currently borrowing its power.

“The Remnant has been aiding humanity for thousands of years. It has proven itself to be a guardian whose sole purpose is to keep humanity safe. If it says that Ezekiel Luminance cannot be allowed to remain loose in the world, then we shall accede to its request.” Wilman still had a frown on her face, but as she slumped into her seat, she seemed to be resigned to what they would all need to do.

“Since when did we follow the methods of the Cult of Light!? Obeying the command of a higher being without question. Without consensus!” Though his words were stuttered from the pressure, the original speaker against the Remnant’s command still managed to voice his thoughts.

“How dare you!” Wilma stood from her seat and the pressure in the room increased. “The Remnant is the only reason half the knowledge we have of the Void Exists! It was one of the ones that was able to prepare us for the Cruor when they first started the war hundreds of years ago!”

By this point, the other Grand Scholars were actively combining their mana pressure to defy Wilma’s. It was difficult, but with a dozen of them combined they were able to shrug off even her reinforced mana after a few seconds.

“That’s enough,” the Remnant spoke up again, this time its tone was more even and controlled.

The Scholars all returned to their seats, though everyone was looking at Wilma with a glare. She avoided their gazes, but straightened in her seat, utterly unrepentant.

“I cannot tell you everything. Just know that Void Mages of a certain caliber have the potential to affect the seals on the Brood Masters. Due to contractual reasons, Ezekiel Luminance cannot swear any oaths that would prevent this from happening. Worse yet, even though he has not reached the strength of the Ancient Spirits, his [Understanding] has. Which is how he escaped my [Domain] within the Temple. Thus, while he could not release them all at once, he could release them one by one. Something that the Broodlords will soon learn of. At which point, it is possible that they will forsake the war entirely, and simply act together as one to capture him.”

Jaws dropped in shock, and the fight went out of the Grand Scholars with a tired sigh.

“... What of the other Void Mages and Hunters?” one of the Grand Scholars asked. A different one from before.

“They will need to be bound by contracts that will kill them if they get too close to the seals within the Desolate Lands. Only after they reach the Legendary Tier, but they cannot be allowed to fall prey to the Cruor and brought to the Broods to be forced to aid them.” The Remnant’s words softened, at the mention of the other Void Mages in the world.

Although they were a threat, no one who wasn’t an insane monster like the cultists of the Cult of Light, wanted to single out a person just because of what they were born with.

“Is there anything good that can come from a Void Mage becoming more powerful?” another Scholar asked, the question broached a topic pertaining to Ezekiel’s higher power, and the potential threat that he apparently posed.

“The power to release them is also the power to keep them locked away. Binding them with contracts ensures that they cannot do anything that would let the Broods break free, leaving the only option for them to be to take actions that would aid humanity.” Given the Remnant’s previous words regarding Ezekiel, the Grand Scholars easily figured out what the issue was.

Silence pervaded the meeting room once more, and it appeared as though the gathering was winding down. No more questions were raised, and it was apparent that any prior complaints were no longer an issue.

“We shall do as you have instructed. With the reason we give to the public being that, while not a criminal, Ezekiel Luminance poses a threat due to being the central target of the Broodlords. One that they will stop at nothing to capture and convert. To keep his powerful falling into the Cruor’s hands, he must be killed or captured.”

This was the final decision that the Grand Scholars collectively came up with. A compromise between their acceptance of issuing the warrant for Ezekiel and following their laws for only doing so for the most heinous of crimes. Especially since this was one of the most respected figures allied to the Church of Ten in the world.

Before the order could be given, however, a frantic knocking emanated from the closed and sealed door. Upon being granted entry, a messenger nearly fell into the room due to her rushed movements.

The Remnant had faded away to ensure that its communication wasn’t discovered. Its presence being an open, but not advertised, secret.

Yet, once the messenger spoke, the Grand Scholars could only rush outside themselves. Panic and worry flooded their veins, even as they finally got outside.

Only to see several screens in the air, all filled with the image of Ezekiel Luminance.

----------



It had been a few minutes since Ezekiel had escaped from the core room in the Temple of the Void. The [Closed Space] was still connected to the temple, but with the anchors that they had placed earlier, along with speeding up his perceptions and reactions, Shine was able to drop the [Closed Space] while Ezekiel ensured that they could [Jump] away.

“We need to figure out how to [Jump] from within our [Domain] to outside of it as soon as possible.” Ezekiel leaned against a tree while he sat on the ground.

While it hadn’t been too taxing, he and Shine were still mentally drained. The amount of information that they had received was significant. Plus, the revelations were more than enough to ensure that the two of them would be busy planning for contingencies, and doing their best to ensure that their loved ones were safe.

“I think we have bigger problems to worry about. The Remnant won’t just let you go.” Shine was currently manifesting their avatar and floating next to where Ezekiel was resting.

The pair were several dozens of kilometers away from the city. Well within the patrol ranges for the Hunters, but not so close as to be immediately noticed, even if they weren’t using a [Shroud] to stay hidden.

“...I don’t like this. It’s almost certain that they’ll put out a warrant for my arrest, but the fact that I haven’t done anything wrong irks me.” He was accustomed to being blamed for stupid reasons. The Cult and the Empire being the ones that were the most obvious perpetrators of such things. “Perhaps we should give them a reason this time. While also letting the world know that the world doesn’t have the time to try raising another Ancient Void user.”

Through their link, Ezekiel could tell that Shine was confused.

“How do you suppose we do that? Go on a rampage and break every law there is so that the Church will remove all our merits?” Shine sarcastically remarked while idly spinning in the air.

“Not exactly...” Reaching into his Void Pouch, Ezekiel pulled out a Com-slate.

This one was much larger than normal and was covered in Runic formations that were far more complicated than the norm. It also had patterns that were reminiscent of the ones sent out by the Empire over seven years ago. The ones that conveyed the message of the prior Willowbrush Emperor.

“What were you thinking of telling them? Also, who were you planning on letting know?” Shine had worked on the new Com-Slate alongside Ezekiel, so they had some idea of what Ezekiel planned on doing.

“Well... to answer the latter first, I figured we could tweak and over charge it, just enough to resonate with the Anchors in the city. Which would then resonate with the other Com-Slates, and so on.”

The energy requirements would be extreme, but with three Steps of Tier five mana, Ezekiel believed that they could do it. At least for long enough to get the message through.

“That would affect every Com-Slate in the world. What with them all being connected via pure Mana crystals infused with Void Mana.” While the scale was shocking, Shine didn’t sound surprised at what Ezekiel had suggested. “What’s the message?”

“I figured we could just tell them what the Ancient Void told me.” Ezekiel shrugged while Shine goggled at him in open mouthed shock. “That, plus the fact that I’m pretty sure the Broods are going to break free within the next few decades at most.”

“What!? How can you tell?” This was news to Shine, since Ezekiel hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort previously.

“It’s just a guess, but if the seals need to be refueled, either by me or by releasing the Broods so that the mana keeping them locked up can recover, I can only assume that the current consumption of mana is greater than the recovery. Which would explain why the Broodlords are more powerful, even if only by a couple of Steps, than before.” Ezekiel cupped his chin and leaned in while his mind raced. “Plus this war... in truth, it could’ve been far more devastating, but instead, it seems like the Cruor are more focused on gathering people up, and maintaining a hold on their expanded territories. Almost like they’re cultivating us like cattle, or grain, and are now reaping us for the harvest.”

“You think that they’re using the mana gathered from the fighting to further chip away at the seals. If that’s true, then it doesn’t matter if we aren’t in the picture anymore. The Broods will break free even without a Void user releasing them.” Shine wobbled in the air.

Ezekiel could tell via their bond that the Void Spirit was losing focus as they followed along with Ezekiel’s thought process. He hoped that they would both be able to get a bit of relief with this information being revealed. If they were on a timer, then it would mean that the world would have a reason to keep them around.

“The biggest problem will be the Cult of Light. No doubt they won’t believe us, but even so, the idea of an entire Empire now being sworn to the creators of the Cruor will at least cause some chaos.” The thought of his mortal enemies suffering brought a smile to his face. “It’s just a shame that the leaders of the Cult won’t just switch sides entirely. Given the mind control, I doubt that they’ll just implode.”

The consequences of revealing the Cult of Light’s true ruler were undoubtedly going to be significant, but he found himself not caring.

Now, with their immediate plans in place, the two got to work setting up the formations and rituals needed to connect to every Com-Slate in the world.

----------



In every city, town, and village in the world with a Com-Slate available, said Artifacts began to glow with opalescent light as a foreign spell began to affect them. One that caused damaged and smaller ones to simply break and turn to dust from the power forced through them.

At first it was shocking, but then, as the image of Ezekiel appeared in the air, projected by the Com-Slates that were so much more advanced than the ones he’d made over a decade ago.

Yet, people managed to calm down after a few seconds as Ezekiel explained himself. Then he told them why he was doing this, and the shock returned, followed by horror and paralyzing awe as Ezekiel resonated with the crystals in all the Com-Slates, allowing the memories and knowledge to be conveyed directly from his soul. The display formations from the Com-Slates then took over, and the memories themselves began to play for the world to see.

“As you can no doubt figure out for yourselves, we are in trouble. Especially me, since I’m now the most wanted man in the world. So, I’m just going to say this... You don’t know what I’m capable of, not entirely. So, just know that I can make it so neither side will win. If you go after the ones that I love.” Ezekiel’s warning was for the sake of bluffing his enemies into not targeting his family, but he wasn’t entirely lying.

While it would be difficult, he had a few ideas that would allow him to go through with his threat. None of them were preferable to being left alone, but that didn’t matter at this point.

“With that in mind, for the Void users of the world, and for my family... I’m sorry that things have come to this. If there was another way, then you know I would try to go for it, but at this point, keeping this information secret would be more detrimental than anything else. So, please grow stronger, for it will be the only way to ensure that this world is saved properly.”

A moment later, the Com-Slates all around Eldramir blinked off. The people that had seen it were all in a silent state of awe. Until, finally, people began to talk about what they had seen.

Some nearly went crazy, screaming about how Ezekiel couldn’t be believed, but the facts were there, and the power of a Mythical being couldn’t be ignored. Why would he need to lie about something like this? His reasons were laid out for all to see, and many could tell that, yes, this was the best way to keep himself from being the number one target of the world under false pretenses.

In some places, fighting happened in the streets, in others, people just sat down in silence, the knowledge that the world would likely end within the decade was too much for them to react to.

Others were worried, not for the fate of the world, but the fate of a son, a brother, a husband. A man who was now shouldering the enmity of the entire world.

Yet the target of it all. The one who had revealed the lost secrets of the world, wasn’t aware of any of this. For after they had completed his message, he had a different problem he needed to deal with.
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                After Ezekiel’s announcement, the ripples from his words, and the memories he displayed, created massive shifts throughout the world. Something that was to be expected, but still had significant consequences, nonetheless.

One of the things that had been prevalent in the world, since the war with the Cruor had started up once more, was the extreme differences in how Void Mages were perceived within the Empire, and outside the Empire.

The former did everything they could to wipe them out, and the others had fully integrated Void Mages into their society. Though specialized in regard to what sort of jobs they could do. Yet that was the norm for all the elements, for there was a niche for all of them.

“How have the people begun to deal with the sudden changes?” Linette asked her assembled Scholars, her head hung low as she thought about the chaos that had occurred just a day before.

For now, there were a few Grand Scholars that were there, but she and Scarlet were the most senior of them, so the others were allowing these two to lead the assembly.

“For the most part, the riots have been dealt with, and the loss of life was non-existent. Though, there were still a significant number of injured parties. Mostly Void Mages and those that protected them.” Scarlet, who had once more taken up the military leader role in Sanafalls, replied with a somber tone. “That could change, however, since we weren’t able to capture all the individuals that started it. So long as they’re out there, it is highly likely that misinformation will be spread. Especially since the ones who escaped were dissidents from the Church.”

This had been one of the most disheartening things for them to learn. There had been no members of the Cult, nor other sympathizers that were truly against the Void users. However, there were many who were opposed to Ezekiel’s rapid rise in power.

Now, to learn that he was the key to either destruction or salvation of the world was just too much for those that were envious of him and his achievements. Less so for those that had risen as well, but for those that hadn’t, their inadequacy was getting to them.

The fact that the Broods were set to break free within a decade regardless wasn’t something that they allowed themselves to be concerned with. After all, that would mean that Ezekiel was basically the hero of the world, and a villain was much easier to target than a hero.

“The other Grand Scholars have taken steps to ensure that the dissidents will be captured. They are simply too outnumbered to escape our net at this point. I am more concerned about the regular citizens. We cannot allow them to continue spreading chaos, but to punish them for their concerns would be wrong as well. Does anyone have any ideas as to how we can placate them for the moment?”

Linette’s question was met with silence as the others all thought over it. This had been the problem plaguing all of them, alongside the issue of what to do about Ezekiel, but that was something that they could delay for now.

The Void Exalt was well outside their reach for the moment, so it would be weeks before he became relevant.

“First and foremost, I believe that we will need to ensure that the Void Mages and Hunters are recalled and kept safe. Until they swear the oaths and sign the contracts that will prevent them from being capable of unwillingly aiding the Cruor, we cannot afford to let them risk themselves by coming into contact with the enemy.” One of the younger Grand Scholars spoke up after a few minutes of no answers from anyone else.

“That might be for the best, but if we single them out then it is just as likely that they will feel that the targeted treatment is unjust. Both by the Void Mages, and by those that will not be recalled from the front lines.” Another Scholar spoke up against the suggested course of action. “It might be best to send out supplies for creating contracts at the front. That way the actual battles will be interrupted as little as possible.”

Once the first suggestion was proposed and disputed, the floodgates opened, and other Scholars began voicing their opinions and ideas.

Some stayed quiet; content to see how things would play out, or otherwise unconcerned with the situation. The few Void Scholars in particular were doing their best to not draw attention to themselves. A failed effort, but the other Scholars were made aware that these Void users had already sworn the oaths necessary for keeping themselves from being used by the Broods.

“Enough!” Linette called out, only to start coughing a moment later.

The Life Mages in the room were quick to rush over to help, and she started to look better within a couple minutes of treatment. All while the other Scholars remained quiet out of respect.

“... I’m fine... I’m fine... Now, I believe that we can agree to the fact that recalling Void Mages from the battlefield is not an option. The change in forces would be too significant.” Linette said, and the others nodded in agreement. “With that in mind, sending contracts to ensure that oaths are made will not be an issue, so we will start that, and hopefully get the ships under our control sent to the islands under our jurisdiction. As for the Void Mages and Hunters that remain unaffiliated... that shall be something that we need to deal with more forcefully.”

Grim expressions filled the faces of the Grand Scholars. While it had only been touched upon, no one wanted to discuss the outliers of the Void users of the world.

“With that in mind, I believe that that issue needs to be dealt with only after the other islands are brought in to have a discussion. However, we will send out a notice for all unaffiliated Void users, to ensure that whatever actions we take moving forward, will be above board, and none can call us out for acting underhandedly. They will be given notice, and we shall also publish the oath that will be used, and make sure that it is fair to all.” Linette’s words were answered with a soft applause, and the matter of what actions they would take was decided.

“Thank you, Grand Scholar Linette. Now, we must further determine the exact wording of the oaths that will be published, as well as decide how best to allocate resources for distribution of contracts to the frontlines.” Scarlet then frowned as a thought seemed to cross her mind. “We also need to figure out what we’ll be doing with Evelyn Luminance. Needless to say, she will need to be protected, because while he won't do anything beforehand, I can tell you for a fact that Ezekiel Luminance is one of the most vindictive people I know. If he feels that his loved ones are threatened, or otherwise a lost cause, he may not destroy humanity, but he will create a warpath that will see countless people dead. So, if anyone has any ideas of what to do, as well as how to get his sisters back, since I think we can all agree that having those two on the front lines is no longer acceptable, please speak up.”

This time, the silence as the assembled Scholars pondered the problem was significantly longer, and it wasn’t until several hours later that a decision was made.

One that nobody felt particularly happy with but knew was their best choice of action.

They all just hoped that Ezekiel and his family would agree with it after he returned.

----------



Earth shattering shockwaves filled the capital city of the Willowbrush Empire. The many citizens that resided within the high walls of the city, in all districts and sectors, cowered inside their homes as the anger of those that now ruled over them was made known to the world.

“How dare he!? How dare that wretched Anathema proclaim such blasphemous slander upon our Lord! Such lies cannot be permitted to spread!” Endaria screamed, her rage flooded her mana as the once beautifully sculpted and cared for garden became a twisted nightmare of twisted vines and steel hardened thorns. “I’ll hunt him down and tear him apart! His entrails will hang from my branches, and his blood will water the grass!”

To the side, the aides and supporters of the Emperor were huddled in a corner. Their bodies shook from fright and pressure. The mana weighing down on them was nearly enough to crush their souls, but the efforts of the Legendary Hunters in attendance were enough to protect them, just barely.

Protect... the Emperor... Do not... let him... come to harm...” Though terrified of what was happening to them, the attendants showed their loyalty by requesting their Emperor be protected first and foremost.

Fortunately for them, there were still enough Legendaries gathered in the palace to keep them safe in conjunction with the Emperor. However, the exact time that they would be able to hold out was yet to be determined. Even now, the Legendaries that had gathered to protect the Emperor were shaking at their knees as they held on as best they could.

“Exalt Endaria! We cannot hold out much longer! Your anger is justified, but the Emperor is in danger!” One of the Legendary guards of the Imperial court managed to squeeze out his voice.

It was strained, and there was a wheezing gasp at the end. Beside him, one of the weaker Hunters actually collapsed from the strain.

Only when she looked to the side and saw the handful of guards on their knees, the mana within them collectively pushing up against Endaria’s presence, did the Exalt let up on her wrath.

“...Where are the other Exalts? What news is there regarding the frontlines?” Endaria ignored the recovering guards and attendants while they recovered.

“Perhaps we should discuss such things elsewhere. It is not yet time for the Emperor to take part in such discussions.”

Sweat dripped down the brow of the Legendary Hunter that had just spoken. He glanced to the side, eying the young boy that was holding onto his mother’s dress.

It was the Emperor and his mother, Meli Kindled. Both of whom had been under the care and protection of both the Cult of Light and the forces of the Empire.

The previous Emperor had died not long after his child had been born. Well within the time limit that had been predicted when he had begun exploiting the Radiant Lord’s Blessing.

He had died so early in his son’s life that the boy hadn’t even had the time to grow up with a name. His was immediately proclaimed the Emperor before he was even a year old. Regents ruled in his place, of course, but no true decisions had been made or enforced by the will of the child that stood within the Willowbrush family’s palace gardens.

“There is no need to make things difficult for those that are bound by their contracts to the Empire. Involving the young Emperor too soon will only cause us problems in the future.” The Legendary Hunter said with a steadier and more confident tone. “Don’t forget that the only reason the other Exalts haven’t turned on us is because of the mutual oaths that were sworn to keep him safe.”

“Very well. Emperor! It is time for your lessons. Please follow your instructors to your classroom. Your mother may accompany you if that is your desire.” Endaria walked off before anyone else could say something. “Come along. Give me an update while we walk. This will be something that will likely be discussed with the other Lights, but you can at least finish briefing me for now.”

A man dressed in the garb of the Cult of Light then approached from the group of attendants. “Come along, Emperor, you and your mother need not worry. The blessed Lights of Radiance will handle everything.”

For her part, Meli just followed along without saying anything. Her eyes were dull and vacant, even as she held her son’s hand. Her Spirit was nowhere to be seen.

“Okay,” the Emperor said, his voice barely quivered, and his golden eyes went back at Endaria.

Said Exalt was striding toward the chamber where she would be meeting with her fellow Lights of Radiance. Behind her, the Legendary guards hurried to catch up.

One of them, a Tempest Hunter, waved his hands, and a dome of silence covered them.

“What happened!? There shouldn’t have been any reason for me to be unable to speak in front of that child.” Endaria spat out the word ‘child’ with almost as much vitriol as when she spoke of Ezekiel.

“Simply put, the front lines are in disarray, and Warren Kindled is missing. His routine quest to take out one of the Spines in the northern territories was a failure. The remains of his teams were found being eaten by Umbral Beasts. Yet there were no traces of his body, nor were there any traces of the Spine he was set to destroy having existed at all.” The Hunter who spoke held out a clipboard with a handful of reports pinned to it. “Here is the summary of what was reported by the scouts that returned from the last known location of the Spine in question.”

Taking the reports, Endaria’s eyes darted back and forth as she reviewed what had happened in detail. She snorted in disgust upon finishing.

“Either that report was made by the most incompetent fools in existence, or something strange is going on. Either way, I’ll get some answers once I’m finished meeting with my fellow Lights. You may go now. Let the other Exalts continue with protecting their respective borders with the Desolate Lands and what was once Morathi. We need a clear victory on one of the fronts as soon as possible. Increase the number of Inquisitors that are hunting for the Anathema as well. At this point, we might as well dedicate all their forces to finding him.”

The Hunter grimaced at Endaria’s commands but bowed his head in deference and left with his fellow Legendaries.

Ever since she had been chosen as the guard for the Emperor, she had been forced to learn administration, but for the most part just ordered others to do stuff. All while leaving it up to them to figure out how to make it work.

“Damned scheming always gives me a headache,” she stopped and rubbed her eyes upon reaching her destination. “I hope that the Speaker has good news for us. Hells, I hope any of them have something good to say. Otherwise, I might just have to head to the front and kill something myself. Ancients know that the others are too incompetent to do.”

Pressing up against the door to her chambers, she entered with the intention of joining the meeting with the other Lights and finishing quickly.

Yet, as she fell into the strange state that joined them together in the special meeting place provided by their Radiant Lord, a chill ran down her spine.

It took a moment to figure out why she was feeling this way, but she soon figured it out.

She was in danger, but she didn’t know why. Worse yet, after activating the Relic for communicating with her peers, the world turned black, and she felt herself Spirit screaming at her through their bond.

Only for a golden light to fill her vision and permeate her soul.

Her Spirits screams were silenced, and all that remained was golden light.

One that, this time, was tainted with an iridescent stain.

----------



Similar meetings began taking place all over the world, and it appeared as though the only ones that weren’t in the know were the Cruor themselves. But even they had access to humanity’s information. The lands that they had conquered had ample supplies and Artifacts that were left behind when citizens retreated, after all.

“Is this true? The words of the Void’s Herald are not merely a fictitious story, are they?” Kereena, the Broodlord of the Blood Brood of Cruor, stood within her temporary throne room within the land that used to be Morathi.

While the Empire had moved in, the Cruor's forces had managed to hold onto a portion of the land that wasn’t inconsequential. Even if the true nature of their presence was unknown to the forces of humanity.

“I can’t be certain, but if this is just a ploy to buy himself time and freedom, it is an elaborate one. It is also one that could backfire in many ways.” Christopher, who was currently covered in bandages and salves created by the Rot, was sitting in a smaller throne next to Kereena. “I may need to take a dip in your pools. I cannot afford to remain here for much longer. My presence here is already an unexpected consequence of those damned Ocean Spirits changing positions.”

Kereena raised an eyebrow while turning to face her fellow Broodlord. “I thought it was the Exalt of Death that caught you off guard?”

Christopher winced at the reminder. His face twisted into an angry snarl.

“That bastard might as well be considered an ocean Spirit in and of himself. He can traverse the seas just as well as the Kraken and the Whale.” The armrest of his throne cracked beneath his hand.

“...Before you go, there is a meeting set to take place. Will you be attending, or recovering? From what little I was informed of before this, it seems like all of us are required to attend. Drake himself called for it, and if the news is true, I don’t think we can afford to not be present.”

Kereena’s words forced Christopher to calm down. The revelations of late had been chilling, and if Drake was already aware of these facts, then there wasn’t a Cruor alive that wanted to get on his bad side. Even if the Chaos Broodlord’s presence had always been much less noticeable than the others, Drake had a power that was strange compared to the rest.

Besides, even if they didn’t want to, Kereena and Christopher could both feel the pull from their connection to their Respective Broodmasters. To deny this call would be to deny their gods. Such a thing would have consequences that neither could afford to suffer.

“How long until the meeting?” Christopher had to rely on Kereena, since his own forces were cut off from most of their communications.

“An hour. You’ll have time to close the remaining cuts and recover from the lingering Death mana that’s eating away at you. However, regrowing your arm and eye will need to be delayed until tomorrow.” With that said, Kereena stood from her throne. “I am going to check up on my other channels for information. See if the Archipelago has any news. It’s the Herald’s current hometown, after all.”

Christopher didn’t say anything as she left. He just took a few deep breaths before standing up and heading toward the pools of Ichor that he could take a bath in.

Death aspected mana, infused with a destructive [Will] that sought to kill him wafted off his body, even as it shifted from decaying to regenerating at a rapid rate.

The castle was barren save for the Cruor that were lost and confused from the recent revelations.

----------



Wolken was somewhat dazed when he had awakened from his temporary coma. But he had recovered to nearly the peak that he had been at before his fight with the Fanged King. A battle he had spent time reflecting on, so that his previous loss could be rectified.

However, for the moment, his focus was entirely on the fact that his once, for a short time, protege was a wanted man yet again. This time, to the point where the Church of Ten and the citizens of Quintessa were actually questioning him, and asking where the missing Exalt was now.

Something that had annoyed him, since he was currently in the middle of eating his dinner, and as far as he was concerned, that was the most important thing right now. At least, that was what he wanted to let the Scholars think he felt.

“You understand that I am not his minder, correct? I only taught him a few things regarding what we’ve learned about the process of reaching Tier five. Something he still figured out how to do on his own.” He didn’t even bother to look at the Scholars that had come to greet him.

Their robes denoted them as being Legendary Mages, but the new badge system also reflected the fact that they were not granted the title of Grand Scholar, likely due to inexperience or lack of merits. Something that the Church had begun to implement in recent years due to the rising number of breakthroughs in Adepts, lifting them to the Legendary levels.

“Even so, the Exalt of the Void’s most recent actions prior to throwing the world into chaos was to rescue yourself. We have already taken his followers into custody, and they are being kept safe within the walls of the Cathedral. We are hoping that you might have additional information that you could provide that would point us in a direction we could start searching in.” The Scholar who spoke was sweating and his hands were clenching in an attempt to stop them from shaking.

Even though Wolken wasn’t releasing any mana pressure, the eyes of the large, winged snake Spirit were glaring at him and the other Scholars that had come as part of a delegation to speak with him.

“Well, if I did know something, I gotta ask, what’s in it for me to tell you?” Wolken turned to glare at the Scholars alongside his Spirit.

For a moment the Scholar seemed to want to answer, but all he did was open and close his mouth a few times. He slumped after a few seconds, and Wolken decided that he’d had enough fun.

“Look for Ruins and other places with connections to the Void. Places outside of Quintessa.” Wolken went back to his meal, even as the Scholars perked up in interest. “Now that he’s confirmed that there’s a time limit, he’ll be doing everything he can to grow as powerful as he can, as fast as he can. With that in mind, check the borders of the Desolate Lands as well. He’ll probably take action to push his soul to the limit, just to grow a little bit faster.”

Faces paled when Wolken mentioned the Desolate Lands. That was the very last place that anyone wanted Ezekiel to go to. Something that Wolken knew full well but didn’t seem to care as he continued to eat.

“Would he really risk himself by going into enemy territory?” one of the Scholars in the back whispered under her breath.

Wolken snorted into his food. “Of course he would. Though, I can guarantee that he will not be freeing the Cruor. They could torture that man for decades, and he would never break. Not in a way that would be useful in removing the seals, at least.”

Just then, Wolken narrowed his eyes as something pinged at the edge of his senses. The Tempest Exalt released a burst of mana, and the Scholars fled the room.

A few minutes later, a Hunter entered the room. Garbed in heavily enchanted Artifact armor, a Cavern Hunter walked over to stand at attention at the foot of Wolken’s bed.

A large river otter Cavern Spirit stood next to him. Its eyes were narrowed as it gazed at the winged snake that was wrapped around Wolken.

“Guild Leader...” Strom, the once Vice-Leader, now fellow Guild Leader, of the Prime Guild, spoke to his old teacher.

“Strom... Are you here to ask me questions, give congratulations, or finish me off?” Wolken tensed as he looked at his previous subordinate. The last he had heard, Strom had been fighting at the border, so to see him here was not a good thing.

“Not exactly. The Cruor have pulled back from the border. I’m here to discuss what we, as the leading Exalts of Quintessa, are going to do next.” Strom released his stance, to which Wolken relaxed as well. “Specifically, I think it’s time we gather up the Exalted Spirits. Now that we’re on a time limit, we need to push, or else everything will be lost.”

“...That’s a fair assumption.” Wolken held his chin in thought. “I can think of at least two that we can pull in easily enough, but the rest will be difficult. Once I’m fully recovered, I will head out to the sanctuaries I am aware of. For now, let’s plan out the new offensive going forward.”

The two Exalts began their discussion regarding how they would be maneuvering their respective forces. It was a talk that went late into the night, but by the end of it, the two Exalts seemed to be content with the results. Even with the quiet tension formed from the topic of the nation’s Exalted Spirits.

Mentioning the other Exalts in Quintessa was something that very rarely occurred. Only when things were truly dire were they ever reached out to. Yet they were a defensive force that had aided in ensuring that no external forces were willing to truly invade.

Otherwise, the Empire’s higher number of exalted Hunters would’ve been far more threatening.

But given the way the winds of fate were blowing, Wolken knew that lines would need to be crossed to ensure that the war was won in their favor.
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                Ezekiel stood in a crater surrounded by barren land that was torn up in multiple areas. There was a near-perfect circle that spread out for a hundred meters from his position. His mana thrummed periodically while he took several deep breaths to keep himself calm.

The decaying bodies of several Cruor, Winged, Rot, and Blood, laid strewn about. Their Ichor tainted the land, but Shine was quick to gather it up before it could seep in too deeply or dissipate before they could make use of it.

“This is a problem,” Ezekiel said as he used his magic to speed up the process of destroying the bodies of the Cruor. “The Broodlords are getting impatient. I would’ve thought that they’d be willing to wait, what with the seals only being good for a decade or so. Do you think that they know something that we don’t?”

Shine moved over to float next to him, and the two finished up within a few minutes.

“Maye. But that doesn’t matter that much, does it? For all we know, the information they have could be different. They could think that the seals aren’t anywhere near being broken, and that’s why they’re pushing so hard to get you.”

Their words made sense, and Ezekiel took a moment to ponder over it. Yet, he couldn’t help but think that the situation was far worse than Shine was assuming it was.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he let out a tired and frustrated sigh. “This is exactly what I wanted to avoid. I mean, I knew we’d be hunted, but the fact that it’s the Cruor that are the closest to catching us means that they really have been sandbagging.”

The back and forth between humanity and the Cruor had been something that had bothered most of the leaders that he’d spoken to, but nobody could determine why the Cruor would do this.

If they were capable of getting this far into humanity’s territory, then it was more than possible for them to cause more damage. The war would take a massive shift in direction if the Cruor weren’t set on maintaining certain battle lines.

“What do you think they were trying to tell you?” Shine turned horizontal, lying flat in the air and allowing Ezekiel to climb on to sit. “They said that they had a message for you.”

Ezekiel shrugged, “They probably had some sort of false promise from the Broodlords to try and get me on their side. Best not to think about it or allow them to speak.”

He didn’t voice the nagging feeling he had in the back of his mind that told him it was something else. It was fully possible that the Cruor would have something to say that would succeed at manipulating him. So, it was best to ignore such things and simply take action to eliminate them before they could run their mouths.

“It’s not something we should concern ourselves with. Not when there’s so many things for us to do. We still need to get the necessary supplies to make new Artifacts for the battles to come. As well as figure out a way to gather the necessary mana to push for more breakthroughs.”

Shine took to the air while Ezekiel was speaking. A bubble surrounded them to keep out the wind pressure. They flew with no resistance, easily breaking the sound barrier, but also going as high as possible to stay out of sight.

Only Wolken would have a chance of reaching their current altitude. The other Elements simply didn’t have the means to effect the atmosphere in order to survive.

“Fow now, we’ll head north, and avoid the Desolate Lands. That’s almost certain to be the first place the others will look for us. Even though it means that our progress will be slightly slower.”

The Desolate Lands were the best place for Ichor to be harvested. Something that Ezekiel wished he could afford to avoid, but with the new deadline in sight, he couldn’t afford to wait.

“... I might actually have an idea about that,” Shine said, their voice still coming out aloud, rather than mentally. “Perhaps, rather than simply crushing the [Will] within this Ichor, we can use it to train. You can’t tell me that your soul didn’t grow after the strain it experienced cleansing the Ichor from before, can you?”

Ezekiel thought about it for a moment. That was a possibility, but not one that he had considered, since it meant needlessly suffering for gains that weren’t very significant.

“We’ll discuss that later. For now, I’m going to meditate, and try to find a more accurate course of action than flying around looking for clues.” He craned his neck to look at the barrier covering the world that was invisible to all but him.

He didn’t notice it from below, but this close he could sense the ebb and flow of mana that was filtered in from the Void outside of Eldramir. The similarities to his own [Shroud] were the most prevalent features he could recognize. Yet the most interesting aspect was how the different [Understandings] mixed to make it stronger and more efficient.

For a moment, he was tempted to push himself higher, to try and take a bit of that mana for himself. But his instincts flared up, and he could tell from his contract that such actions would count as damning the world, not saving it. So, he gave up on that thought process.

Instead, he reached out his senses, falling into a deep trance as he attempted to divine where he and Shine should go next. There had to be some secrets left for him to discover that would be of use.

Something that could help him had to exist out there. If there wasn’t then fighting off the Cruor was going to be harder than he hoped it would be.

In the darkness of his own mind, his thoughts and emotions mingled with his mana, and a hazy image took shape within the darkness. A mixing of different colors. Elements, specifically Spirits of different elements, were gathered together within a similar geographical feature.

A massive caldera-like structure. Hidden from human eyes and ears. Not even Spirits that weren’t welcome inside would be able to find it. Yet now, he had a direction.

“That way. We’re looking for a mountain range. I’ll know more when we get there.” He pointed off to the side, and Shine changed directions while speeding up.

While he wasn’t certain he’d be able to get them into a Spirit Haven without an invite, others had done such things before, so hopefully he would be able to as well.

If the Cult could do it, then he, as an Exalt, should be able to as well, right?

----------



Flying through the sky, Ezekiel gazed down at the world with a level of focus he usually reserved for when he was fighting the Broodlords. At the same time, he was mentally reaching out to the [Shroud] that was above him, hoping that it would grant him some answers.

Every now and then, he’d gain a flash of insight, and Shine would change their direction according to his instructions. But such moments were fleeting, and while he could feel a vague push or pull, here and there, while they flew, the two of them had yet to find a single trace of a Spirit Haven.

Even though they were well outside any city regions or other human controlled territories.

“Are you certain that this is the best way to look for a Spirit Haven? For all we know there’s no haven currently formed within Quintessa right now.” Shine had been flying around with Ezekiel standing on them for the past few days.

The pair had stayed far away from civilization, and while their supplies weren’t anywhere near running low, the efforts they were taking to remain hidden were wearing on them

“...No need. I think I’ve found it.” Ezekiel narrowed his eyes, a slight glimmer of mana appeared in his vision, while the slight tug in his gut pulled in the same direction. “Even if it isn’t, then at least it will be something that breaks up the monotony we’ve been suffering.”

Since their senses were shared right now, Shine saw the same thing that Ezekiel had.

“What should we do if it’s Hunters instead?” they asked, a hint of concern lacing their voice.

Ezekiel didn’t reply, instead, he just sighed. He could tell that Shine didn’t care about the Hunters. They could easily take anyone that came after them down, but at the same time, Ezekiel didn’t want to do that. Not unless they were members of the Cult of Light or Willowbrush Empire.

“If it’s Hunters, then we’ll just see how things develop. So long as it isn’t Wolken or Strom, it won’t be an issue.”

With that said, Ezekiel leaned forward, and Shine tilted toward the ground. The pair descended at an angle, headed toward the glimmer that they could see in the distance.

A [Shroud] covered the two of them. Air flowed around them, and the world seemed quieter as Shine touched upon his [Closed Domain] to further conceal them.

They didn’t fully understand it, but by borrowing aspects of the spell itself, the [Shroud] became even more secure and hidden. Instead of merely being concealed, the barrier that surrounded them was more like a different state of existence.

“This new trick is certainly helpful. Same as being on our own. I’m grateful to the Hunters that came with us, but for the moment, taking them with us is truly a hindrance.” Ezekiel allowed Shine to fly them forward while he more deeply examined the spell that covered them.

Shine didn’t reply, but a sense of satisfaction and pride flowed through their bond, and the duo approached the ground. They only remained high enough to recognize the greater geographical features.

“We’re almost there,” Shine said, their voice was more relaxed and easygoing.

Only for the shimmering light that was in front of them to disappear.

“Hurk!”

Ezekiel pitched forward, nearly heaving up his lunch, and Shine twisted in the air. The two tumbled, their senses warped and shifted. Both fell through the sky, unable to recover themselves as their souls seemed to spin in place. A sense of utter disorientation basically petrified them.

Two large dust clouds formed and rose into the sky upon their respective impacts with the ground. The craters that formed were dozens of meters wide, and nearly as many deep.

‘What the hell was that!’ Shine exclaimed; their words were silently sent through their bond with Ezekiel. ‘It felt like when we [Jumped] but... more like it was forced on us and cobbled together, rather than controlled and specific like our spell.’

The world slowly stopped spinning, and Ezekiel pushed himself up. He wobbled for a few seconds, and even after he managed to get into a sitting position, he didn’t dare to channel his mana. With how disorientated he still was, he knew that if he tried, he was likely to blow off one of his own limbs.

“I think that was whatever the Spirits used to conceal their Havens... It seemed like it was some sort of quasi-Void spell...” His words came out in choppy bursts. His stomach was still rolling from the sudden shift that had messed with his senses.

‘Do you think the Void Remnant can do anything like that?’ Shine asked, their voice was steadier now, and it seemed like they were coming to better than Ezekiel was. ‘Do you think that we’ll be able to do this to others?’

Ezekiel thought about it for a second and realized that this was simply the same effect that others would suffer from when he would [Jump] with them in the past. Such things stopped happening when he had reached Tier five, however, and he knew that weaponizing it would be hard.

“That would require us to force others to [Jump] in a chaotic and uncontrolled manner. Something that can be disrupted and canceled if the target has sufficient energy to alter their environment.” He thought back to the number of times he’d had to fight for openings in battles to [Jump]. It was significantly easier now, but since he couldn’t control the energy that surrounded others, it was hard to determine whether or not the spell would work. “For now... I just hope that they didn’t notice us... I don’t think we’re in any condition to fight right now...”

He was steady enough to stand up now, but he knew that a fight would be difficult for him. Especially if they were set upon by a large number of Legendary Spirits.

“It’s too late for that, Hunter.”

Ezekiel whipped his head around, and Shine crashed into the ground next to him from how rapidly they moved to get back to his side. He grabbed their hilt and got ready for a fight; his vision tilted once more.

At first, he thought that it was simply his dizziness acting up again due to his sudden actions.

Then a hole opened up below him and a large crocodilian maw was spread wide beneath his feet.

Even as befuddled as he was, Ezekiel’s sensitivity to mana was still great, so he could easily tell how strong this Spirit was, and it nearly made his heart stop.

“Mid-Step Mythical Spirit!”

He brought Shine back with the intent to swing before he was snapped up in the Spirits jaws. Only for his body to freeze in midair. Feeling a hint of foreign mana affecting him, he glanced out of the corner of his eye.

A pitch-black Spirit that looked like a raccoon was pinning something to the ground. It was only the moment after the jaws of the Cavern Spirit snapped shut around him that he realized that the other figure was a Mythic Obscure Spirit. One that had pinned his shadow and stopped his movements.

‘Damn it all!’ Unable to yell out loud, Ezekiel could only rage internally.

All while he remained stuck inside the mouth of the Mythic Spirit that had eaten him alive. The binding placed on him by the Obscure Spirit still held, even now, when he was out of range.

----------



The ground where Ezekiel and Shine’s impact craters formed was flattened out with the departure of the crocodile Cavern Spirit. To the side, in the shadow of a tree, the Obscure laid on the ground, panting in exhaustion.

“That brat was incredibly powerful...” the Spirit muttered, their voice was a soft and raspy whisper. “I haven’t had to use that much mana for a single binding in nearly two and a half centuries...”

“High praise coming from yourself.”

The Obscure Spirit jerked back in surprise, before glaring at air in front of her. A sea of [Shadow-Spikes] filled the area in front of her.

“Ouch!” The air wavered and a large dog with eight legs stood in the air above the spikes. Its hooves had scratches from where the spikes had nearly pierced through them. “Rude!”

The Obscure Spirit hissed in annoyance. Her fangs barred as she glared at the Spirit in front of her. For its part, the dog Spirit just laughed, and a gust of wind ruffled the Obscure Spirit’s fur.

“Don’t be so upset. Just because a traveler from afar blew in is no reason to get your fluff all knotted up.” The Tempest dog Spirit laughed at its companion’s plight. “Besides... The winds of fate are blowing in a much more tumultuous manner.”

The smile and laughter on the dog Spirit’s face fell, and he gazed into the distance. A light shone in his eyes. One that the Obscure Spirit narrowed her gaze in response to.

“What have you sensed?” the raccoon-like Spirit asked, her voice soft and cautious.

“... My old student is coming. Alongside his own. Kork would like him.” The dog looked at the newly flattened ground. A result of the Mythic crocodile that just left.

“The winds of war are blowing... We will not be able to avoid it. Not if we wish to survive the coming catastrophes.” A wide-eyed and vacant look spread across the dog ‘s face. “Destruction, or salvation. Either is an option... though the one that will choose has yet to be decided.”

Silence pervaded the landscape. The Obscure Spirit tilted its head in confusion, while the Tempest Spirit became unnaturally still. He remained in this state for several minutes, while the much smaller Spirit stayed by his side until he regained his awareness.

“Achoo!”

A small typhoon encompassed the region of forest that the two Mythical Spirits were standing in. It was short lived, but when it ended, the Obscure Spirit was hanging upside down in a tree, wide-eyed, dazed and panicked as she held onto the branch she had managed to cling to.

“Sorry about that. I guess I need to cover my nose next time.” The Tempest Spirit shook his head and looked at the Obscure Spirit. “You, okay?”

The Obscure Spirit just closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and released her grip on the tree. “It’s been over a hundred years and you’re still so immature. It almost makes me wish that you would enter a trance far more often then you already do.”

With a sigh, she landed on the ground and turned into a puddle of shadows and darted away, only to disappear once she reached an unseen boundary.

“I guess she was fine.” A small twister surrounded the Tempest Spirit, and he turned his head to stare into the distance as his figure faded from view while the air shimmered and erased all sight of him. “Get here faster, you feathered, scaly, scarf! We’ve got guests!”

His words flew on the wind, going far beyond the nearest mountains. It took several minutes before the normal wildlife returned to the area. All life having cleared out seconds before Ezekiel and Shine had hit the ground.

----------



Several hundred kilometers away, just outside one of the inner cities of Quintessa, two Mythical Hunters were in disguise. Their presence was unknown and unnoticed by the citizens around them.

“Are you certain that this is, okay? We are very far from the front lines, and while the borders have been quiet so far, there’s no telling when the Broodlords will act out again.” Wolken had originally not been worried about leaving the border to find the Mythic Spirits to aid them, but that had been with the expectation that Strom would remain to act as a defensive presence. “I am more than capable of dealing with these Spirits on my own.”

Seated in the inn’s dining area, Strom and Wolken were having a final meal before heading out into the wilderness to find the Mythic Spirits that Wolken knew of.

“It’s fine. At this point, with the stakes being what they are, I need to keep an eye on you.” Strom did not look up at Wolken when he responded. Given that Wolken immediately glared at him, this was a good decision.

“Did my sister give you those orders?”

Wolken and Wilma had been far more estranged since she had deceived Ezekiel and taken the side of the Void Remnant. While he had agreed that humanity needed to be protected, he did not believe that Ezekiel would destroy them all for any reason. Even if there were circumstances that prevented him from swearing oaths to confirm it.

“No. I chose to do this myself. I know damn well that it’s unlikely that we’ll find the Void Exalt here. Given he’s more likely to be at the border, I figure that my presence here will be safer.” Strom took a bite of his meal and a long pull from his drink. “I also figured that this would keep you from running off and doing something stupid, like assaulting the Cruor the moment you got back up from the Spirits.”

Wolken snorted and chuckled before finishing off his own meal.

“Well, hopefully your presence will get us another Spirit to provide aid. That old lizard loves to fight, but always hated it when he battled me. Too flighty, he’d always say. If he gets to smack you around a bit, then he’ll probably agree to come with us.”

Strom finally looked at Wolken; eyebrows raised, and a question on his lips.

“How many Mythic Spirits are we going to see?”

“Only three. They’re the only other Mythics in Quintessa, and they tend to stay hidden for the most part. Given that there wasn’t any point in trying to push into the Desolate Lands prior to recently.”

His words made Strom pause, a spoonful of soup was placed back into the bowl.

“What do you mean, ‘wasn’t any point’?” His face twisted in confusion, and his focus, and that of his Spirit, shrunk down and nestled beside him, narrowed in on Wolken.

The Tempest Mythic scoffed, “I guess you wouldn’t know it. Not even my sister and the other old guard, that still live, like to acknowledge it. Simply put, it has to do with the regions of the Desolate Lands. Once you get far enough in, the world itself changes. It’s like the whole place is flooded with the miasma from the Spines. You new Myths wouldn’t know this, but that’s the reason the Cruor weren’t wiped out when the tides changed during the Age of Despair.”

“Is that why the Void Mages are so important? They can fight without being drained of mana.”

Ever since Void Mages had gained strength, they were almost always included in the teams sent to destroy new Spines. Except in the Empire and Tarquessa, of course.

“More or less. That’s another reason why I think the old Spirits will enter the fight. We actually have a chance at winning that didn’t exist before. It doesn’t matter if Ezekiel might destroy us at the same time. With the now known deadline, we have to--”

Wolken stopped speaking and raised a hand to keep Strom silent. He closed his eyes and leaned to the side. His other hand moved and cupped behind his ear as if listening to something that no one else could hear.

“... Finish your meal. We set out as soon as possible.”

“What’s happened?” Strom began eating much faster than before.

“I was wrong. I thought that he would try to finish things as soon as possible. Not look for other means of support. The Cruor and their Ichor are basically mana crystals for him, after all.” Wolken git his teeth as he fell deep into thought over what he had just learned. “My teacher just messaged me. It seems like Ezekiel has found the Spirit Haven before we did.”

Strom nearly threw his now empty dishes onto the table. This was not what Wolken had said would happen before. So, it was with great vigor that Strom threw a handful of coins on the table while he and his fellow Mythic marched out. It didn’t matter that he had overpaid by nearly three hundred percent.

They needed to move fast, or else Ezekiel might get the Mythic Spirits to do something that could ruin their intended plans. Humanity wasn’t ready for a full-on assault just yet.

----------



Ezekiel laid on his back, quietly contemplating just breaking out of the stone shackles that were keeping him bound to the top of the large pillar that had been erected just to hold him.

‘We could just leave. It’s not like they’d be able to catch us once we got out of here.’ Shine said through their bond. The blade that was their physical body was stabbed up to their hilt into the ground not far away. ‘Not that we know what to expect, I’m sure that the weird disorientation that hit us before won’t affect us nearly as badly as it did the first time.’

‘Honestly, I agree, but we’re talking about three Mythical Spirits that are all, individually, stronger than us. It would probably be in our best interests to keep things calm, and not be too antagonistic toward them at this time. Especially since we want their help.’

Shifting slightly, Ezekiel used his magic to create indents in the earth beneath him. Just to make his position a little bit more comfortable, and to let his captors know that he wasn’t helpless.

The ones watching him either didn’t care or weren’t powerful enough to do anything at this time. Though, he did feel a few of the eyes that were observing him leave the area.

“You’re quite skilled. It seems that the little we know of Void Mages has become defunct information.” The same voice that called out just before Ezekiel and Shine were taken away filled the cavernous area they were trapped in. “You seem calm... are you not afraid of death?”

The massive face of the crocodilian that had eaten them before popped out of the ceiling. It was very reminiscent of what he had seen the Spirit in the Ancient Legacy do.

‘Those were good times,’ Ezekiel mused, his eyes never leaving the Spirit above him.

“It’s not that I don’t fear death. I just know that you need something from me, and until you get it you won’t kill me.” Now that the Spirit was present, he no longer felt the need to remain as he was.

Flexing his body, the reinforced stone that kept him down was weakened by his [Nothingness], while his [Force] was [Enhanced]. He sat up amidst the rubble that now surrounded him.

Shine also [Jumped] to his open hand, but the Spirit did nothing throughout the entirety of this event. He simply stared as Ezekiel with eyes raring for a fight.
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                Two figures sat in holding cells beneath the deck of a massive ship headed for Quintessa. The exact opposite direction of Sanafalls. Home to the captured Hunters.

Usually, such a vessel wouldn’t be headed away from the frontlines with a full crew, as it currently had. But with the importance that these two individuals had regarding their connection to the newest problem at hand, these measures were considered to be a minimum when it came to precautions.

“So, what do you think big bro got into this time?” Wendy asked, her voice dull and tired from staring at the ceiling above her cot for several hours. “It must be big if they’re taking us away from the fighting. Especially with us having just reached peak Tier three.”

Ezekiel’s sisters were located across from each other, sitting in enchanted cells that kept them from using their magic. Their Spirits were nowhere to be seen, but the connection between them was still strong. So, some communication was still available to them.

Ellen sat with a book in her hands. Her demeanor was calmer, and less restless than her sister’s. A remnant of her time in captivity. The twins’ different experiences had affected their previous attitudes from childhood.

“I’m sure that whatever it is, he’ll figure out something to save himself. Though, from what rumors I’ve heard, it seems like there’s a chance the world will end within a decade.” Ellen’s tone also indicated that she was bored, but she was softer and quieter than her sister. “At least, that’s what Tina told me the last time she spoke with the other Spirits.”

Wendy snorted in derision. The two sisters were inseparable on the battlefield, and their Spirits were some of the best scouting units known throughout the Archipelago, even though they were merely Adepts. Yet, even though they acted together, Ellen was still able to befriend others more easily than Wendy could.

“It’s a shame that there was a battle happening when the Com-Slates started projecting their message. It would’ve been nice to see Ezekiel’s face again. It’s been, what? Almost a year now?”

Ellen grunted in confirmation. “About that. But given the need for him to flit about from place to place, it only makes sense that it would be so long. I do wish that he would send more messages. It’d be nice to know how he’s doing. Though... I think we need to focus more on mom right now.”

The twins both sighed. It was apparent that their brother wasn’t the one they needed to focus on. Evelyn, their mother, had taken a long time to recover after her soul had mutated.

She had eventually become capable of using her magic without it lashing out, but the impact of her emotional state was much stronger than it used to be. To be safe, she had started wearing a magic sealing cuff at all times. One created by Ezekiel, since she didn’t fully trust the Church.

Unfortunately, due to the spread of rumors regarding her state of being, few, if any, outside the family’s closest circle of friends held any trust in her. Almost everyone else avoided her, like she was a bomb that was about to go off.

It didn’t help that her children, all adults and trained Hunters, were headed off for war the moment they returned to her. She had been stable for a while, but there was a chance that she would lose it again.

The fact that Reya was far more protective than she used to be, was even worse.

“Things wouldn’t be so bad if Reya hadn’t tried to kill any and every Light Spirit or Mage that got close to them.” Ellen rubbed her arm. Left unsaid were the few times that the Legendary cat Spirit had lashed out at her when surprised.

Wendy frowned, but her eyes widened for a moment before she closed them. Ellen turned to her, only to do the exact same thing.

The twins remained quiet for several seconds. Silently, they communicated with the Spirits.

“... Damn... so it’s not the end of the world... just humanity, if Ezekiel can’t break through again.” Wendy glared at nothing; a swirling turmoil twisted in her inky eyes after going over the message she had just received from her Spirit. “I don’t think we can stick around while he’s out there fighting for us. Not when the Quintessa’s Church and Void remnant are against him.”

Ellen sighed, the gentle look on her face now gone as her eyes narrowed into a razor-sharp glare. “We won’t be able to break out as Adepts. Not with these cages sealing our magic.”

A ball of light formed in her hand, only for her cage to light up and the mana in her spell to be canceled out. The Runes and hint of Void magic infused in them projected the [Nothingness] that Ezekiel had taught the Void Mages of the Church to use was too strong for mere Adepts to overcome.

“Well, it’s a good thing that the only thing keeping our Spirits occupied is the fact that we’re stuck in here, isn’t it?” Wendy smiled, and a pouch rose up from the shadow cast by the torch outside their cages. It was small, and not even a Void Pouch, but it had the tools that she needed. “Now, do we break through before we break out, or after?”

She grabbed the pouch, checking the contents to find a few pure mana crystals. Just enough to activate the locking mechanism to let them out. Something that, usually, only the correct keys would be able to do.

“How do you intend to use that to get out?” Ellen asked, ignoring her sister’s question.

“You forget that mom initially taught big bro how to enchant things. She taught me a bit too, and then Ezekiel taught me all the tricks needed to get out of his own inventions. Just in case they were used against us.” The smirk on Wendy’s face was all anyone would need to see to know that she had used these tricks on more than a few occasions. “The only reason you weren’t taught was because you were still recovering, and there wasn’t enough time for him to tell you directly. After we’re out, I’ll show you what you can do.”

Ellen closed her book and leaned back. “Well, let’s get started then. I would say that we need to break through first. The cages don’t stop mana from passing through the bonds with our Spirits.”

She then fell into a state of meditation, and with a chuckle Wendy followed suit.

The two had long since obtained an [Understanding] of their elements. Their souls having reached Tier four a while ago due to the trials and tribulations that they had experienced.

Being in their early twenties, they were some of the youngest to reach this level in the world. Though that number had been getting higher and higher ever since the start of the war.

Not to mention how far behind their brother and Riley they still were. With those two having broken through before they’d turned twenty.

With all these conditions having been met some time ago, they had simply needed to find an opportunity to gather up the necessary mana to break through. Something that their Spirits were more than capable of. Then, they just needed to discover their fourth Chakra.

They had both been searching for the past few months, and it was just a few days before they’d been brought to this ship that they had both found it. Ellen had found hers a few weeks prior but had waited for Wendy to find hers before she would break through.

Now, it was just a matter of taking the time to break through.

Unknown to the twins, the same cages that prevented their spells from taking form to help them break out also prevented the sudden surge of mana as they broke through from being felt by the rest of the ship.

“Shall we get out of here?” Wendy asked, her eyes fully blackened by her mana, now emanating the pressure of a Legendary being. It took her a moment to settle and suppress her mana.

“... I think I am... To Sanafalls, or do we try to meet up with Riley elsewhere?” Ellen quietly stood up, and her own eyes shone with golden light. “Also, do you think that you’ll be able to get anything else from the storage here before we leave?”

Wendy shrugged and reached out of her cell. She drew a specific pattern on the lock of the cage with the mana crystal in her hand. There was a soft ‘click’ and her cell silently swung open. A moment later, Ellen was free as well.

“I told Kare to gather supplies the first day we got on the boat. I just wanted to wait until we had more information before we broke out.” She dropped the pouch filled with mana crystals back into her shadow and closed her eyes, once more communicating with her Spirit. “It seems like it’s nighttime, so we should be able to sneak away easily enough.”

“Do we have a boat? I’m confident in Kare and Tina’s ability to fly, but a small boat would be helpful.” A large black circle formed on the wall in front of them, and Wendy grabbed the small wooden bench that had been in her cell. “Also, where will we be meeting up with our Spirits?”

Stepping into the shadow, Ellen expected the familiar sensation of the shadow world. The place where Obscure Mages and Spirits stepped into when they shadow traveled. Instead, she felt a sucking sensation, and found herself in a strange bubble.

All around her, the familiar presence of her sister pervaded her senses. She shivered, recognizing the feeling as that of a [Domain]. Something that only Mythics tended to have.

“I didn’t think that you could do this yet,” she whispered as she accustomed herself to the feeling. “Ezekiel will be annoyed. I don’t think he expected you to be this great the moment you ascended to Legendary. You learned this from the archived copies of the Shroud family archive, right?”

Wendy nodded, her figure now a black blob of shadows. “I couldn’t do it before reaching Legendary, but now that I’ve consolidated my [Understanding] of [Shadow Boundaries] into my soul, this spell has become much easier to handle.”

She waved at the strange world that surrounded herself and Ellen. “Oh! To answer your question, I have a boat in my Void Pouch. Kare should be bringing it in a moment.”

A second later, two familiar owl Spirits dropped from the ceiling. They quickly flew toward their Hunters, who gently caught and nuzzled their partners. After they connected once more, Wendy’s head seemed to disappear from her body, only to come back a moment later.

“Okay. The coast is still clear. We can go now.” She placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder. Then the two stepped out of the [Boundary] that Wendy had made.

This time Ellen was in semi-familiar territory, as she and her sister shadow traveled through the ship, and underneath one of the openings for the cannons on the side of the ship.

Once they were outside, they descended beneath the ship, where they rematerialized, but were covered in Wendy’s Obscure mana, keeping them hidden from any that would try to see where they were.

Using the bench that she had grabbed as a float, the two sisters quietly drifted away from the ship, only ever sticking their heads up for air when absolutely necessary.

They remained like this for nearly an hour after the ship was out of sight, before taking to the sky on Kare and Tina’s backs. They alternated who carried who after the first few minutes in the sky, so as to keep themselves going for as long as possible.

Unknown to them, it wasn’t until the next day that they were even labeled as missing, after one of the deckhands noticed that Kare and Tina hadn’t returned from their flight during the night.

By then, the twins and their Spirits were already nestled on an uncharted island where Kare and Tina broke through. Now, their path to Sanafalls would be much shorter than it would have been the day before.

----------



Elsewhere in the Archipelago, an island was currently blazing with blue and white flames. Several figures fought amidst the fires. One was a woman with draconic wings made of the same-colored flames as those that surrounded her.

The others were of different elements, but mostly clad in the blue spirit Armor of the Spirit element. Each of which was in the upper Steps of Legendary. But no matter how much they fought, the outnumbered woman in red armor, wreathed in blue and white flames, couldn’t be brought down.

However, after fighting for several hours, even with preparations made well beforehand, the tides were turning, and a winner would need to be decided soon.

“Legend Riley, you are aware that your actions do not display your loyalties in a positive light, correct?” One of the Glacial Hunters, an elderly woman at the peak of Legendary, yelled over the roaring flames below. “All you need to do is return to Quintessa. The Church of Ten doesn’t wish to harm you! We just want to find the Void Exalt. To make sure he is safe and cannot be taken by the Cruor!”

Riley just scoffed, “I suppose you’ll do that by keeping him within the walls of a Cathedral? Perhaps the Remnant will betray and trap him once again.”

“Slanderer!” one of the other Hunters called out. “The Void Remnant has proven itself time and time again, to be loyal to humanity as a whole! Its actions are not a betrayal.”

Riley waved her hand, and a spout of fire from below flared up, nearly consuming the Hunter in the process. He screamed in pain and tried to flee, but Riley wouldn’t allow it.

She flew forward, her spear brimming with Flame mana, and after she wove past the attacks of the other Hunters, she met her target within seconds. Her spear pierced their chest and cauterized the now gaping hole that was in the middle of his torso.

“You bastards sound just like the Cult of Light. Putting your faith in ancient beings who simply seek to use or guide us to create a future that they want!” The flames that consumed the island rose higher as her emotions grew more heated. “That is no way to live. Subject to the whims of another. Unable to put faith in those that stand with you, those that have proven themselves time and time again, only to forsake them for something older.”

“Legend Riley! You have killed one of our members! Previously we were avoiding lethal attacks to not upset the Void Exalt. Now you have gone too far!” The Glacial Hunter leading Riley’s attackers spread her arms wide. The temperature around her began dropping rapidly, and a small patch of the burning island was extinguished. “For your betrayal of humanity, we shall take you down, and once we get you back to Quintessa, in pieces if needed, you shall face judgment for your crimes and ensure that your husband falls in line.”

No one spoke after the Glacial Hunter’s declaration. She had basically just said that she didn’t fear the wrath of the man who literally held the fate of the world in his hands.

Witnessing the loyalty of these Church sponsored Hunters, Riley recognized something in them that she had seen inside herself. Something she had denied, believing it to be a lingering shard of who she had become when corrupted by the Cult of Light. A thing that she had previously been disgusted by, but now knew was simply a part of her that she could no longer deny.

“I see... So that’s what I was missing.” Riley ignored the magic being cast before her. Her magic retracted inward, and the fire that covered her form disappeared. “You were right... Stepping away from you did show me just what I needed. Just who I am.”

The Azure Flame Legend just let out a derisive chuckle before turning back to her opponents. For a moment, the world seemed to slow down around her. This wasn’t a spell of any sort, just a sense of enlightenment that had granted her a higher level of [Understanding] that what she had before.

Beneath her helmet, her eyes twinkled with the [Truth] as she realized what was going on, and what she truly was. “The fact that you ignore all claims against you, while falsely standing proud of your actions, merely proves my point.”

Unlike before, when she spoke quietly, and wasn’t even heard by the enemies before her, Riley’s words now spread across the island. Her Flames roared her message for all to hear.

From below, the blue Flames that had spread thanks to her magic coalesced around her. They drew together, and the previously doused land beneath the Glacial Legendary was reignited as the fire beneath them spread and grew once more.

They were not fed by mana, however, and instead, it was as if the world itself was causing the Flames to grow.

“However, I can no longer deny that I am the same. For [I am the Flame that Walks with the Void]”

With that declaration, a change occurred inside of Riley, and the magic keeping her aloft disappeared. Her figure split in two, herself, and her Spirit, before falling into the fires below.

The flames that had gathered around her fell in sync with her body. Spells cast by her pursuers were harmlessly avoided as her body was consumed in the fire. Beside her, it was only due to their bond that prevented Celia from burning up as well.

“Catch her!” The Glacial Legend ordered. “Put out those flames! I don’t know what she did, but her magic had left her. This is our chance to--”

Words failed her, and for a moment, all the Hunters that had come to capture Riley, nearly a dozen in total, had gone silent. Alongside the world around them.

It was also darker, since the flames below had disappeared.

A heavy pressure passed over the hole of the island. Flickers of light traveled toward Riley, who now lay prone on the ground. Her body bare to the world, as even the items enchanted by her husband were destroyed from the sheer heat that now emanated from her body.

At that moment, the Hunters realized that the flames hadn’t disappeared. They had grown so hot as to lose all color, and only the coolest wisps of blue fire could be seen. Yet the heat that should’ve been emanating from it, and ultimately burning them alive, didn’t touch them. All of it was contained to the surface of the island.

Even now, the land on the island cracked, and the charred husks of the forest turned to ash, and were further incinerated, until almost nothing remained.

Something changed. A shift occurred that snapped the Hunters out of their stupor.

“Retreat!” their leader screamed; her voice hoarse from how tense she had become.

But it was too late. Riley had opened her eyes. Now azure in color, with a black sclera.

A blue fire that burned within the Void.

Moments later, the Hunters were covered in her newly formed [Domain]. The standard ability that all Mythical Mages and Spirits had. Not long after, their charred husks fell to the ground.

“So, this is who I am.” Uncaring of her naked form, Riley held up a hand. Blue fire danced around it, before shifting to turn into a variety of shapes.

On the outside, these fires were not that different from the ones she always used. However, the overall cost of making her Flames blue no longer existed. If anything, the mana cost had dropped exponentially.

Not only that, but she could tell that her body was significantly stronger than it was before. If anything, she now believed that she could go toe to toe with the Rotting Matriarch.

A scaled snout as large as her entire body nuzzled her side. Flashes of memories, filled with Ezekiel fighting Broodlords to a standstill or a retreat filled her mind. She nearly stumbled to the ground due to the intensity of her Spirit’s beratement.

“You’re right... I’m still new at this. There’s no way that I could be better than Ezekiel when I’ve only just stepped into this realm.” There was a loving and almost worshipful tone as she spoke of her husband. A frown passed over her face for a moment, and her gaze became forlorn. “Do you think he will be upset with me? He has always told me that I need to find my own [Path], separate from him. Yet, all I want is to continue walking beside him. Wherever his [Path] may go.”

Celia snorted, shaking her head and giving her partner a flat look of disbelief.

“... I guess you’re right. This was ultimately who I am, and my decision. He wouldn’t throw me away for doing exactly what he asked me to do.” Riley smiled, once more confident in herself and her power. “If he does, I’ll just knock him down and make him understand that I’m not going anywhere.”

With that said, she turned toward the direction she knew Quintessa was. She stood there for a moment, simply thinking of what she should do now.

Ezekiel had told her to go and protect his family. As well as keep herself safe. But that wasn’t in line with her truth of being one that walks with the Void.

Celia nudged her again, and she laughed at herself.

“You’re right. The best chance for me to walk with him again is to wait for where I know he’ll go.” She turned away from Quintessa, far beyond the horizon, and faced the direction of Sanafalls. “Let’s go protect our family and wait for my husband’s return.”

With unwavering faith in her voice, Riley rose into the air. Celia flew next to her. Mana flowing between them, though at a much more subdued rate than normal.

“I’ll carry you for now. You need to meditate as much as possible. Only after you discover your own [Truth], opening your fifth Chakra, and consolidate your [Understandings] into a [Core], will you be able to fight with me once more.”

Celia huffed in annoyance, but did as she was told, and shrunk down so Riley could carry her in her arms. The newest Exalt paused and looked over herself.

“I’ll also need to get some new clothes... Do you think that Ezekiel will be able to make me something suitably fireproof? He’s the only one that should be seeing me like this, after all.”

Celia didn’t reply to her this time. She just chuckled as Riley complained about how she needed to figure out how to get something to cover herself before others could see her.

They both chose to ignore the presence of the other Hunters and Spirits that were near the island but had never set foot on it. Those that weren’t in their way could be ignored.

Plus, with this, the world would soon know that there was another Mythic roaming the world. One that would stand with the Void in all his endeavors.

----------



Back in Quintessa, hidden beneath layer upon layer of natural [Enchanted Formations] Ezekiel now sat with three Mythical Spirits surrounding him. Each one several Steps above him in power.

Yet, none of them were focused on one another. Instead, their heads were turned to the side. A feeling of something new flickered into existence and floated at the very edge of their senses. It remained for a little while, before it faded after heading away from them.

“It seems we have a new peer. You humans are kinda scary when it comes to how fast you grow when you know what you’re doing.” The Tempest dog Spirit said with a goofy grin on his face. “The fact that you can sense that while in the lower Steps is even more impressive.”

Ezekiel remained silent. He recognized the feeling that had been conveyed to him across the space-between-spaces. That heat, those Flames. It all brought a broad smile to his face that spread from ear to ear.

“I am more surprised that you all can feel it. I didn’t think that your senses would reach that far.” Ezekiel’s abilities transcended time and space, but only to an extent that was equal to his own personal power. He knew that the Exalted Spirits in front of him wouldn’t have these tricks, so he was surprised to know that they could feel what he had felt as well.

“It’s what happens when you reach Step five. Your senses will sharpen, and you’ll be able to commune more easily with the world. You wouldn’t know this, since the only Mythical beings you’ve met are the younger ones. The ones born after the Age of Despair. I’m a bit older than that. Also, no, the monkey underground doesn’t count. The nature of that Legacy prevents it from sensing much past the entrances that no longer exist.” The Tempest Mythic spoke with a lighthearted tone, as if it wasn’t teaching Ezekiel very important information. “Usually, I wouldn’t bother teaching this, since you’re not strong enough, and no human ever had the potential to be that strong before. But you’re different, aren’t you?”

The last few words were spoken with a growl, and Ezekiel felt goosebumps form. A sudden sense of death and despair nearly overwhelmed him, and the might of three, much more powerful beings, nearly pushed him to his knees.

“Let’s talk about why that is, and what you can do to get out of here alive.”

The Tempest Spirit continued to grin as it spoke. His tone was lighthearted and kind once more, but Ezekiel knew that this conversation would be anything but safe.

He saw far too many teeth for it to be anything but a harrowing experience.
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                Facing three of his technical peers, who were both stronger and older than him by several levels, gave Ezekiel flashbacks to not only his time in the feathered peaks, but also his first time in a Spirit Haven. In both of those situations he’d been whole Tiers weaker than the Spirits he was meeting, so at least this time he wasn’t a full Tier below them.

He could still do without the teeth longer than short swords gleaming in his face.

“I can end the threat of the Cruor, once and for all,” Ezekiel said, giving the Mythical Spirits reason to pause as they slowly approached him.

The Obscure raccoon Spirit tilted her head to the side, but her shadow flickered and shifted like a flame in the wind. Beside her, scales on the Cavern crocodile’s back flexed and released dust into the air.

All while the Tempest dog continued to smile. Though, this time it was with a much happier glimmer in his eyes. One that Ezekiel felt was more mischievous than benign.

“If that is so, then why do the humans in the city’s beyond our endless forest say you are the bringer of the world’s destruction?” The dog Spirit asked, his voice filled with mockery and mirth. “I would say that that rather disputes your own claims, doesn’t it?”

Ezekiel shrugged, not showing his worries. “Many times, humans fear what they do not understand. The power of a Void Mage grants me the ability to be either the savior or the destroyer. I have no reason to destroy the world, however, since all my loved ones and stuff is here.”

The crocodile and raccoon Spirits watched with wide eyes and small smiles as he and the dog Spirit continued with a back-and-forth verbal sniping. During which he somehow managed to explain everything from his own point of view.

He found himself growing more heated and desperate, barely refraining from shouting himself hoarse at the accusations being thrown at him. All while the Spirits began to look down on him in amusement. Though the crocodile seemed more expectant, or anticipatory. Yet, Ezekiel couldn’t tell which it was or why.

‘Check your soul! Something’s not right here!’ Shine’s voice suddenly screamed in his mind, and Ezekiel reflexively pulsed his [Nothingness] through his body and soul.

He immediately felt his body relax, just as he had finished telling the Spirits about his betrayal at the hands of the Void Remnant. His vision narrowed into focus as the food that had settled over his mind cleared up in moments.

An obsidian spike shot up from the ground to poke his neck at the same time. Only for it to crumble as Ezekiel started channeling his mana in a much more obvious manner.

There was no direct threat from his actions, with his magic playing a purely defensive role at this time, but he was once again far more wary of the Spirits in front of him than he was before.

“I demand that you welcome me as a guest or let me leave.” He called out before the Spirits could say anything to him in response to his actions. “Your actions toward myself, and the manipulations you have done to my mind are more than enough for me to write you off and leave here for better options. I have given you my reasons for keeping me alive, now give me a reason to say.”

A massive tail slammed into the ground. It would’ve been more threatening if Ezekiel hadn’t begun floating several minutes ago, but that just made the croc angrier. The area was filled with Cavern mana, and he could feel the pressure on him increase as the Spirits grew hostile.

“You dare make demands of us within our own home!?” his voice rumbled through the chamber and shook loose stones from the walls and ceiling. “You are an overconfident and rude little brat, aren’t you?”

“I treat others how I am treated. Nothing more nothing less.” Ezekiel matched the crocodile’s glare with one of his own. “Just because I can’t fight you, doesn’t mean I can’t run away. The only reason I haven’t so far is because I know that any other means will have far more side-effects than getting help from you. But that doesn’t mean that there’s no amount of trouble that would push me to pick a different path forward for myself. Especially when I was dragged in here against my will!”

The pressure was almost enough to push him to his knees. However, with his and Shine’s mana combined, it was diverted around him. Much to the raccoon’s awe, and the dog’s entertainment.

“You... You're rather strong! Fight me! I’ll make sure to hold back enough to not kill you!”

Ezekiel nearly flew into the air when the weight of the crocodile's mana disappeared. He looked into its eyes, and instead of an angry and threatening opponent that was aiming for his life, he saw a joyful twinkle filled with anticipation, with a hint of bloodlust that was barely being restrained.

“What?” He asked, Shine held loosely in his arms as the sense of danger he had felt began to dissipate.

The Tempest dog’s fanged grin receded into a softer smile, while the flickering shadows of the Obscure raccoon stilled. They both stepped back and retracted their mana.

“You heard the lizard,” the dog said with a mirthful laugh, “fight and prove that you belong here. You both have nearly your full mana available, so this should be entertaining.”

“What?” Ezekiel said once more.

This time, he barely got his word out before Shine [Jumped] them out of the way of a pillar that shot up from the ground. One that would’ve sent him flying, and probably broken half of his bones.

‘What the hell is going on here?’ he internally screamed.

Shine’s confusion met his own, and their shared bond was put into overdrive. Their senses merged, and they pushed themselves to their very limits, just to match the crocodile that was shooting boulders as them.

‘... Do you think they’re bored?’ the Void Spirit asked, while Ezekiel swung them at a rock the size of a house. It was split in half a moment later.

Ezekiel felt a wave of incredulous realization fill him. He focused in on the crocodile’s eyes while dodging a smaller rock aimed at his head.

The world slowed down, his senses flared, and his mind became filled with information.

A wide, closed mouth, grin, with narrowed eyes that were focused on him. The waging, not swinging, tails, and small pitter-patter from the Spirit’s feet. These indicators and more all told Ezekiel one thing.

This Exalted Cavern Spirit was having the time of its life.

‘Oh my God, we’re entertainment.’

He spared a glance at the Tempest and Obscure Spirits. The former just smiled even wider and closed his eyes in glee, while the raccoon sighed and flopped to the ground.

“Focus on me!”

The croc’s rumbling voice roared throughout the chamber, and Ezekiel found himself slammed into a wall. Several smaller stones that he’d planned to dodge were merged into one. The much larger boulder continued to move at the same speed and threw him off when he’d tried to move.

There was a pause. Ezekiel was now stuck, several inches deep into the wall, with a large rock pinning him down.

A mighty crash filled the room before any of the Spirits could react. At the same time, the body of the Cavern Spirit was covered in small cuts, barely skin deep, but nearly countless in number.

“That’s more like it!” he roared in excitement.

Ezekiel stayed silent. His descent onto the Spirit’s back, after [Jumping] from the wall was all he wanted to focus on.

That, and doing as much damage as he could before getting the hell out of here.

----------



Flashes of opalescent mana clashed with glowing stones in midair. The battle between the Void Hunter and his friend brought a smile to his face. It was the most entertaining thing he’d seen since his old student tried to escape his own battles with the battle frenzied croc.

“What are you smiling about, Brun?” His other friend asked from her perch in a shadow cast by the glowing stones around them.

She spoke with confidence he knew was born from her trust that he was keeping their words silent to the combatants before them. A trust that was not misplaced, since he had put up an invisible barrier moments before the fighting began.

He winced before he replied. Ezekiel had just dug deep into his fellow Spirit’s arm with his sword. He couldn’t help but be fascinated by the Void Spirit. His friend was waiting for a reply, however, and needed him to say something.

“I’m just happy to see my friends enjoying themselves.” His reply made the little raccoons grunt in displeasure. “Come now, Maya, you can’t tell me that seeing Kork enjoying himself so much, after however many decades of boredom it’s been, is a bad thing. Even you cracked a smile when you saw the Hunter break out of that little trance that I put him in.”

He smiled more fondly at the thought. While it wasn’t the specialty of his element, using the winds to manipulate others was something he’d always loved. It was a specialty he’d built his [Understanding] one centuries ago. One that was the core or his [Truth].

Not that he had known such things ten years ago. The words introduced to him via his spies in the human communities clarified so many things and had actually been the final piece in getting him into the upper Steps of the Mythic realm.

“I don't know what you are talking about,” Maya said with a turn of her head.

Brun continued to smile. Even with her head turned, he could see her looking at the battle out of the corner of her eyes.

“If you say so. I just hope that they finish before my student gets here. It would be best to get the young Herald into the Tree of Memories as soon as possible.” His words were lighthearted, and his voice was airy and calm.

Maya whipped her head around. Her eyes were wide, and Brun couldn’t help but think they were ready to pop out of her head.

“That is a Legacy that was created by the elder Spirits from before the Age of Despair! A human won’t be able to survive in that place. Even if he is a Mythical being.”

Brun shrugged, disinterested in her worries. “The Void Hunter reached our level without the aid of his Spirit. He is a being of flesh and blood yet has a [Core] much like the Spirits who comprehend themselves in full. Unlike my old student, this one will be able to handle the magic from the tree. Both in body and in soul.”

“That doesn’t mean that he is worthy, or that doing so is even the right thing to do!”

Maya turned her attention fully toward him, missing the blow that Sent Ezekiel into the ceiling. Only for him to throw a glowing orb at Kork that made him rise into the air. Brun let out a chuckle as his friend flailed for a moment, before remembering that he could fly.

“One would think that. Honestly, I just feel that delaying the inevitable is pointless. Sooner or later, the Broods will break free, even if all the Cruor were to die. Regardless of whether or not he is the one to do it. There simply isn’t enough time to train a new Void Mage to the level needed to seal them away again. Not if what I have learned from the wind is true.”

His words were followed by silence. He could tell that Maya wanted to say something, but she knew better. Manipulation was one of the things that made up the core of his being. Pushing things this way and that way. Such magic also meant that he was able to tell when it was happening to others. If he knew to look for it.

“Ultimately, the Void Remnant is blinded by its fear that it will lose humanity; the only thing that has kept it company since the Age of Despair. It is grasping at straws and ignoring the signs. Yet, since Ezekiel is beyond its control, it doesn’t trust in. Especially not after the last [Outsider] it trusted.”

The air vibrated, and all the occupants of the chamber felt something shift in response to his words. He flinched as the world reacted to the verbalization of his knowledge. It was a secret he did not have permission to spread. One that he had discovered by accident after he had crashed into the barrier in the sky.

Maya seemed confused, he knew she didn’t comprehend the meaning of his words, but was taking them seriously, while the combatants paused for a moment before striking each other again.

“Ouch! That’s gotta hurt!” He chuckled upon seeing Kork flip through the air and drive Ezekiel down into the ground.

The Cavern Spirit was covered in cuts, and most of his scales were shattered. He was in much better condition than his opponent, however, and limped off to the side while Ezekiel pulled himself out of the crater that now filled half the cave.

“Let’s go see if our friends need some assistance, shall we?” He hopped to his feet and dispersed his wind barrier. “You two, okay? No major injuries, no head wounds, no core damage? We wouldn’t want our newest guest to suffer too badly at our hands, after all.”

Ezekiel pushed himself up, just enough to look at him with an incredulous gaze. One that he could tell was shared by the Spirit in the opalescent sword. To the side, Kork just started laughing, rolling onto his back and shaking the ground once more.

“Nope! None of that!” Brun shifted the air to warp the surroundings around Ezekiel and ram his head into the ground. The sudden shift was enough to make even him nauseous if unprepared. Much less the weakened, if still strong, Void Mage before him. The fact that he ripped the Void Spirit out of its partner’s hand was even more disorientating. “Take a nap, and we’ll talk later. I welcome you into this Haven with joy and proclaim you a guest who is under our protection.”

He then changed the chemical consistency of the air into a sleeping gas that he had once encountered several hundred years ago. One that knocked Ezekiel out within seconds.

“There we go. Now we can get things sorted out for what comes next.”

After he stopped laughing, Kork looked at him, interested in what had been decided.

Behind him, he could feel the slightest of drafts kicked up by Maya shaking her head.

He shook his own in amusement and fell back into the habit of hiding his own discomfort behind a mask of playfulness and empty-headed disregard for almost everything.

Now was not the time for his fangs to be bared. Not for real. That would come in the next few months. Hopefully in a battle that wouldn’t see him dead like his own elders from previous eras.

---------



With a frown, and a quiet ‘thank you’ to the little Life Spirit that looked like a walking tree branch which melded into the floor when it had finished healing him, Ezekiel pushed himself up from the bed of leaves that he had been lying on. He was still fully dressed, with his equipment and supplies still with him. Shine was also next to him, so he had no reason to worry, for now.

Looking around, Ezekiel saw that he was in a similar room to the one he once resided in over a decade ago, back on the island of Morncrest.

‘I guess we’re in the lair of another Forest Spirit.’

Shine hummed in agreement but seemed more focused on the area around them.

‘Anything interesting going on?’

Ezekiel stood up from the bed, but let Ezekiel do their thing. He took all of two steps when an opening took shape in one of the walls.

With a sigh, he walked through the new door while Shine broke down what they were seeing.

‘There’s multiple elements mixing together within the tree.’ The Void Spirit’s voice was almost a whisper as they observed their surroundings in awe. ‘It’s like a world unto itself. The forest is only Legendary, but it’s massive, and the entire forest is its [Domain].’

With a silent request, Ezekiel received the feedback from Shine that allowed him to witness the same thing that they were looking at.

Mana of different colors mixed together, and unlike in the outside world it didn’t destroy itself. There was a harmony, brought about by the combined [Will] of countless Spirits looking to fulfill the same purpose.

‘Well, at least we won’t be in need of mana for a breakthrough while we’re here.’ Ideas for gathering mana flowed through his mind, and Ezekiel reaffirmed his opinion that coming here was a good idea. Regardless of the less than pleasant welcome.

Coming to a stop in front of a door of twisted roots, he waited for entry while Shine floated next to him. By now, their respective mana pools had fully regenerated, so they were more or less ready for anything.

The door silently opened, and Ezekiel was nearly blinded by the sunlight that flickered through the leaves of the massive tree he had just stepped out of.

From the aura of his surroundings, he could tell that he was looking at the primary forms of the Forest Spirit.

Unlike a large open chamber within an enclosed grove of trees that made up the large central body of Morncrest, this Forest Spirit was much more spread out, and didn’t have a single central body.

Instead, now that his senses were less restricted, Ezekiel sensed nine massive trees that were arrayed in a massive circle, and only perhaps three or four times the size of his childhood home when it came to diameter. With that in mind, the trees were somewhat lackluster when compared to Morncrest’s city sized treescape. Although, the tree that existed in the center of the circle was something else.

A small tree that was barely half the size of the Forest Spirit’s nine primary bodies was covered in mirror-like leaves. They glittered with multicolored light.

He tried to look at them for as long as possible, but a soft cough from beside him grabbed his attention. Turning, he saw a small ball of fluff in the shape of a dog.

“Did you have a nice nap?” The Tempest dog Spirit asked with an amused grin. “If so, let’s get going. We need to finish having our talk. You’ll be visiting the Tree of Memories later.”

A pop of air forced Ezekiel to jump. Shine caught him, but before either of them could berate the Spirit, they were pulled along as he hopped into the air and started running up to the treetops.

Seated around a wooden table, the other two Mythical Spirits waited patiently, while munching on some nuts that were in a bowl in front of them. They were also in much smaller forms, barely reaching up to Ezekiel’s knee in height. Small wooden figures served them like waiters, only to scurry away upon Ezekiel and the Tempest Spirit’s arrival.

“So, introductions. I am Brun, the lizard is Kork, and the raccoon is Maya.” The two other Spirits looked unamused and bored at Brun’s words. “And you’re Ezekiel, and Shine, correct?”

Ezekiel raised an eyebrow and grunted in response.

“Good. Now, let’s get down to it. You’re going to save the world, or you’ll die.” Brun’s blunt words were enough for Ezekiel to simply drop down in the empty seat that was obviously there for him, since it was the only one with a backrest, rather than a raised platform for the small Spirits’ bodies.

“Obviously. So, what are you going to do to help me? I know you’re aware that I’m not ready yet, else you wouldn’t be paying attention to me.” This had been the reason he’d come here, after all.

“Simply put, while your soul is far more advanced than any other person in the world that is of the same physical age as you,” a rumble in the sky that only the Mythics seemed to notice filled the air with a heavy pressure, “it’s growth and development has slowed down, hasn’t it?”

Ezekiel chose to ignore the fact that this random Spirit that he had never met before today knew of his soul’s true origins. Though, the fact that there was a reprimand toward them when he never had that problem was interesting. Instead, he focused on the fact that the Spirit was aware of his most prominent problem.

“That’s right. I’ve noticed a distinct decrease in how fast my soul is growing. I suspected that it was simply growing at a normal rate now, since it was so advanced when I was born in this world. Are you implying that this is not the case?”

Brun just smiled even wider. “Not quite. There’s just not much that can give you experience. Though, the technique you created certainly aids you. The constant growth it provides is far greater than simply letting yourself grow older. However, if you want to get strong enough to reseal the Cruor before they break free within the decade, you’ll need to obtain far more experience than you have so far.”

The other two Spirits looked confused, but also resigned, when they heard Brun’s words.

“Is this more information that you haven’t shared with us that you heard on the wind?” Kork asked with a mouth full of glowing rocks. “The reason you advocated letting him visit the Tree of Memories?”

From what Ezekiel could tell, they were crystals filled with Cavern mana. ‘I guess that’s how he regenerates his mana faster than the base rate.’

‘I’m more interested in this Tree of Memories that they’re talking about.’ Shine directed Ezekiel’s attention to the tree in the center of the widespread grove below. ‘Do you think that it’s what its name implies?’

‘Most likely. Hopefully it’s as useful as Brun is implying.’ 

Reaching forward, Ezekiel grabbed a hand of nuts that he could feel were filled with Life mana. Not enough to cause a deviation in a Legendary or greater, but if an Adept of lower ate them, the mana might cause them damage.

“... These are really good...” he said through a full mouth while he nullified the mana and let it refresh his body with energy. “What can I expect, and what do I need to do for you?”

The Spirits turned to him, and for the first time, he saw the face of the Tempest Spirit frown.

“There’s not much to explain. The Tree of Memories is a special creation made by the first and oldest Life Spirit to exist after the departure of the Ancient Life Spirit. It was created by a peak Mythical Spirit during the Age of Despair. It was made by the Spirit infusing elements of all types to allow for parts of different being’s souls to leave imprints upon it when they died, or for memories to be imparted willingly.”

Brun’s explanation was helpful, but Ezekiel didn’t understand how it was possible due to the conflicting nature of the different elements, let alone kept secret for so many years. Only an incredibly powerful [Will] could prevent different elements from causing deviations in a beings mana.

Unless you were a Cruor, who turned mana into Ichor.

“Before you ask,” Brun stopped him from speaking up, “the tree was grown around a Radiant Relic created by the Ancient Radiance. Its creation was meant to be the Mythical Life Spirit’s attempt to break through to Tier six, but obviously it was a failure. We don’t know why this happened, nor why the Life Spirit believed that a different element could aid in their breakthrough, but apparently there was enough sense to it that the strongest Spirit to exist besides the Ancients was willing to risk it.”

“I see... Is the tree the corpse of the Mythic Life Spirit?” Ezekiel felt that this was a safe conclusion but wanted to confirm.

“Not a corpse. It's just a soulless body.” This time it was Maya that spoke up. “Even then, that wasn’t known to us until I broke through. While not the best at matters of the soul, my element is better at sensing them than these two’s. So, when I broke through near the end of the Age of Despair, I was able to figure out the truth of the Tree of Memories. Since it’s pseudo-Ancient, only Mythics can just barely withstand its might. The pressure emitted from it is just too great. But only when you touch it.”

“When you touch it, you will experience a number of years’ worth of memories. Though, what will be in those memories, and how long they will last, will be completely random.” Kork chimed in once more. “It nearly killed me when that happened. I was stuck in a memory for nearly forty years. I’m just lucky that these two were willing to keep me alive during that time. Though, waking up with a mouth full of empty mana crystals wasn’t fun. I nearly choked!”

Ezekiel glared at the mention of forty years. “I don’t think I can take this risk. I can’t afford to take that much time to advance. I need to grow as fast as possible.”

“Obviously,” Brun interjected. “Which is why you’ll be accelerating your thoughts for the entire time you’re touching the tree, all while taking turns with your Spirit. Now, let’s get you wrapped up in the roots. We don’t have much more time before Wolken and Strom get here to get our aid and keep you leashed.”

The Spirit’s words nearly threw Ezekiel out of his seat in shock. “What!? How do they even know that I’m here?”

“Oh, I told them. Needed something to kick your rear in gear, or else you might back out. Also, don’t try to run. I’ve reinforced the warping effects of the sky, so not even your [Jumps] will work. Not with the [Will] of so many Spirits working together to keep you here. It’s far more powerful than that single Remnant Spirit that can barely bring about the might of an upper Step Mythic.”

Reaching his senses outward, Ezekiel and Shine both realized that Brun was right. While not as directly effective as the Void Remnant’s blocking, the mix of mana and [Will] from so many different Spirits, when combined with the [Domain] from Brun and the Forest Spirit, made a twisted mess of space that filled the sky and would potentially rip him apart if he tried to [Jump] through it.

“Don’t worry. If you want to escape, you’ll just have to reach the peak of Tier five at least. Ideally, you’ll break through to Tier six.” Brun was now smiling widely once more. “After all, the memory of the Mythic Life Spirit’s attempt should be in there. If you find it, I’m confident that a genius like you can figure something out.”

Still stunned at the constant barrage of surprises from Brun, Ezekiel just sat in silence. Not even Shine had anything to say in the face of this onslaught.

The pair idly noticed that Maya and Kork were looking at them in pity, but also joy and amusement.

It seemed like this was the norm for them, and they were happy to share the pain.

            

    
        CH 278 (Book 7 Ch 18): Suspicions and Enlightenment

    
    
    
    
                Silence pervaded the grove of the Tree of Memories. After getting over his initial shock from Brun’s behavior and words, Ezekiel turned back to Brun with a glare. One that he knew that Shine was adding to in their own way.

‘Do you think he’s telling the truth?’ Ezekiel asked, his tone was uncertain and cautious. ‘It’s basically too good to be true. I had honestly expected to find some sort of Relic, either with the Spirits or with one of the various tribes further north but going there would’ve taken too long. To know that there’s a potential answer to our problems right here and now is far too suspicious.’

Shine remained silent, but Ezekiel could feel that they were expanding their senses as deeply into the layers of space that surrounded them as they could. It was something that even he found difficult to do, since it wasn’t originally an [Understanding] that he had achieved on his own, but one that Shine had acquired when in the Ancient Legacy.

‘I don’t think we can trust him. Not when he’s clearly keeping something secret.’ They were just as cautious as Ezekiel, but it seemed like they were also more demanding. ‘I think we need to get some sort of reassurance from them. Enough to ensure that this isn’t a trap. That way, we can risk it without too much worry. Maybe we can get them into the war, or a contract that would act as a defensive deterrent?’

Ezekiel thought about it for a second. He closed his eyes, ignoring the smiling dog in front of him, and allowed himself to enter a state of partial meditation.

Neither of them had much information, and the space around the duo was being affected by the Tempest Spirit’s mana, but he still sought out as many predictions as possible.

----------



Opening his eyes, Ezekiel dumped all of his mana into a [Void Pierce]. Every drop of mana from both him and Shine was used to break through the Mythical Dog’s defenses.

The spell made contact, but the dog must’ve sensed something, since they barely moved out of the way, losing half their face, but darted forward with their jaw wide open.

Ezekiel cut the vision before it could end on its own.

A second vision started. This time with him and Shine [Jumping as far away as possible.

They immediately collapsed to mid-air, tumbling through the sky several hundred meters away. Disoriented and nauseous, Ezekiel nearly threw up, and Shine flew out of his hand. Two new craters formed when they landed.

He cut the vision off once again.

A third attempt, this time with a [Sling] to get as far away as possible.

It worked, for the most part. However, rather than fly in a straight line, they found themselves looping around in circles as tubes that diverted their movement back to their starting point continued to pop up. The pair ran out of mana and eventually came to a stop in the grove once more.

Over a dozen attempts were made. All of them ended in failure until Ezekiel decided he had had enough. He decided that, if he couldn’t escape, he would vent his frustrations with the last of his mana.

Letting his emotions run wild, he went on a rampage within his many visions. Sneak attacking, and even killing, at least one of the Mythical Spirits in front of him, only to die in return, was incredibly cathartic. Especially when he could end the vision before his own death took effect.

Taking the few openings that he had, to rip his way through the smaller distance to the Tree of Memories and break it, much to the Mythical Spirits’ horror, was also amusing.

‘You bastards seek to trap me here! Take a taste of your own medicine!’ He screamed with a wrath filled vigor. Over and over and over again, he continued to cause whatever disruption he could. 

He forcefully pushed his emotions to the forefront of his mind and soul. The stress that had been building up over the years, but even more so in the past few months, was enough to break most people, and if it wasn’t for the nullifying properties of his mana, he would’ve snapped much sooner.

The small breaks he had taken to release the stress that built up over time prior to today were nothing compared to the sheer relief he had begun to feel as he delved into his visions of vengeance for himself.

However, allowing himself to go wild, even if only in an illusion, wasn’t all that he was doing.

These multiple visions also showed him something. A shift in the events that shouldn’t have existed. Changes in behavior and actions taken by Brun, which led to changes in Kork and Maya as well.

It was small at first. Just a faster reaction to a repeat of an attack that Ezekiel made. Brun would act slightly faster, and in an ideal way to react to the situation at hand.

Only when Ezekiel made a stark and sudden change did Brun’s reactions fail to keep up. Yet even then they were still faster than he’d have expected.

It took him a moment to understand, but when he did, Ezekiel felt a shudder run through his entire body. Brun was doing something that he had been certain was impossible for anyone else. A magic that, as far as he was aware, was unique to the Void.

“You’re predicting me,” Ezekiel said during one of his few visions that didn’t become destructive messes. It was a fact that gnawed on him and was a mystery he could no longer ignore.

To the side, the vision’s Maya and Kork just looked confused. Brun’s smile widened by half. 

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ the Tempest Spirit said with a hint of laughter in his voice. ‘Now, make a decision. The tree, or the Exalts that are coming to either ensure you’re trapped, either here, or with them.’

Ezekiel glared at the Tempest Spirit. His anger was still there, but he had vented enough that he could hold himself back from causing widespread destruction once more. Instead, he pondered over the idea that a Tempest Spirit could predict the future. He didn’t know how it was possible, since this magic went well beyond the physical aspects of the wind. 

“Wait... the physical aspects...” A flash of inspiration passed through Ezekiel. “That’s right... while mana and magic use the elements, and the laws that govern them, they also act in ways that aren’t physical. Ways that are natural, but not focused on beyond the fact that they exist.”

It was something that he’d always seen before but hadn’t bothered to examine as something other than a way for him to use magic. Magic could affect the soul, which had no physical manifestation he was aware of. 

At the same time, other elements did other things according to the [Will] of their wielders. Yet everybody thought that it was simply a matter of something that magic could do. 

“These don’t tie into the [Understandings] that I’ve been focusing on though...” Not even speaking of his own element, he knew that all the information he had contributed to the [Understanding] of the elements for the purpose of progressing the growth of Mages, he only focused on the scientific aspects. Half remembered knowledge from his previous life.

None of it contributed to how Life Magic, which manipulated wood, could be used to heal, or how Death Magic was even a thing. Given that, yes, it could be used on flesh and such, but mostly focused on the soul, much like Radiant Magic could.

“You seem to be talking to yourself. Did you figure out what you intend to do next?” ‘Vision’ Brun asked with a chuckle. Ezekiel just ignored the vision, however, as his mind raced even faster.

Instead, he focused more on the conceptual and symbolic ideas that he had always passed off as different [Understandings] of magic that he figured he couldn’t get simply because they weren’t a part of his element.,

Looking back at Brun’s apparent ability to [Manipulate] and [Predict] via the Tempest element, Ezekiel realized that it was possible for the faintest of ideas to tie different aspects to an element to make a new magic that was seemingly unrelated to the element in question.

Sound traveled through the air. Words and actions created movements that could be followed, even predicted, if one was sensitive enough to know what the movements were. To track them to the source, wherever it may be.

Ezekiel’s visions were affecting him. Changing the way that he thought, and therefore changing the way that he acted. These micro actions created movements that shifted the air, the atmosphere.

With the right [Understandings] and [Truth], it wasn’t impossible that a sufficiently powerful Spirit, or Mage, could make predictions based on the available information. 

This also explained how Brun could affect his [Jump] and [Sling] spells. Wind blew in directions. By manipulating [Directions] with his magic, Brun could just barely manipulate [Space]. Enough to warp how things moved within a given area, at least.

“It’s not just about how we [Understand] our element, or how it connects to what we are...” his voice shifted from one with clear and certain confidence to one filled with awe and wonder.

“Instead... It’s now about how we see our element, and how we can [Define] what it is, by expressing [Concepts] and [Symbols] that we can connect to our element using our own [Logic].”

A pressure began to grow inside of Ezekiel’s soul, but he ignored it as his mind ran wild. The edges of his vision were turning dark, and the world within his vision was crumbling away.

“Is that the next change needed? To use our own [Logic] to impose our own [Rules] on the world with our element as a base?”

The moment the idea crossed his mind, Ezekiel felt himself enter a state of [Enlightenment], and the sight of the Tempest Dog’s eyes widening in shock and worry were the last things he saw before he was knocked out of his vision.

----------



Shine zipped over to catch Ezekiel. Their partner falling to the side was enough to snap them out of their own internal ponderings. But since they weren’t in the midst of predicting the most likely immediate futures, they were more prepared for sudden changes.

“What did you do!?” Though that didn’t mean that they appreciated having their partner collapsing in front of them.

“I did nothing. I can’t help it if he saw something that affected him like this.” Brun’s smile shrank, just a tiny bit, but didn’t fade away.

The slight narrowing of his eyes was still noticeable, however, and Shine just grew angrier.

“You obviously know something! I can feel that he’s experiencing a shift in his magic. One that I can’t interrupt!” It was instinctual, but Shine could tell, even with no basis, that reaching out to Ezekiel at this time, or allowing anyone else to do so, would leave him worse off than he could be.

Something that the other two Mythic Spirits weren’t aware of.

“Just let me-”

“No!” “No!”

It was actually Brun that pushed Kork away. Much to the Cavern Spirit’s shock.

Maya also turned her attention toward the group and peered at Ezekiel with more interest than before. Shine felt a sense of protectiveness well up inside them, and they moved between their partner and the Obscure Spirit.

Their avatar formed on the flat of their blade. Two eyes shaped like galaxies glared at the racoon in front of them with a fury burning as hot as the stars that they were made of.

“What happened!?” Shine’s voice began to warble as their emotions infected their words.

It wasn’t as bad as Ezekiel’s emotional outbursts, but it was still more than anything they had displayed before.

Brun must’ve noticed the escalating changes, because he finally sighed, and his grin shrank to a more rueful one. His lips were only just upturned, and his teeth were nearly concealed by his lips.

“I can’t say for certain, since I don’t know what they saw,” his words made Shine’s nonexistent hackles rise, “but I think that, when he was predicting the future, your partner had a revelation. One that let him enter a state of [Enlightenment]. When he wakes up, his soul will likely be at least one or two Steps stronger than it was before.”

Now, Kork was looking at Ezekiel as intensely as Maya was. Even Shine had to glance back at their partner with a bit of awe. Spirits rarely achieved [Enlightenment] and had to mostly rely on their instinctive knowledge as they grew stronger over time.

While this wasn’t the first time Ezekiel had experienced [Enlightenment], such a thing at the lower Tiers was nothing too special. It just progressed a Mage or Spirits development by a bit, their souls grew from the enriching flow of mana as their souls underwent a minor evolution, but at those levels it was barely a drop in a lake when compared to a Legendary or Mythical figure.

Not only that, but as a being grew in power it grew just as difficult for them to experience [Enlightenment]. Meaning that for a Mythical being it was ten-thousand times harder to experience enlightenment than it was for a being that was at Tier one.

“We can’t wake him up. I can move him, since my touch won’t set off his danger sense, but I need to lay him down again. Get this tree to open a path back to our room. He will give you an answer when he wakes up.” Shine said and lifted Ezekiel into the air with their telekinesis.

Brun silently whispered to the side. Shine could tell that he was speaking to something over the wind, and a moment later a hole appeared in the tree that they were all sitting atop.

“If he’s not here before Wolken and Strom, keep them away from us.” Shine floated with Ezekiel over the hole. They immediately descended, leaving the other Mythical Spirits to continue sitting around their little wooden table.

----------



The three Mythical Spirits gazed at the hole that Shine had entered. Brun continued to smile; his mouth now widened to its full width once more. While Maya and Kork looked on with narrowed eyes.

“Well, that was interesting!” Brun exclaimed, his voice playful and utterly ignoring the seriousness that his peers were displaying. “Who would’ve thought that a mere conversation would elicit a spark of [Enlightenment]. It seems like that young man will be reaching the peak much more quickly than we expected.”

“... What’s this ‘we’ you speak of? I am still against this. The Tree of Memories is not meant for outsiders to use. Not even your disciple knows of its existence, and even the Spirits that know of it are bound to never reveal its existence. Yet, you have done all these things, and asked for nothing in return.”

Maya grumpily pawed at the ground in frustration. Her claws left marks that were swiftly healed over. Similarly, the hole in the tree had closed at this point.

Brun just closed his eyes and settled onto the ground.

“Well, there’s no point worrying about it now. We’re nearing the endgame, so I think my actions are warranted.” The Tempest dog laid its head on its paws. “There’s nothing left to do but wait until my disciple and his friend get here. Though, I do hope that the little Herald awakens before they get here. It would be easier to argue that he wouldn’t be going anywhere.”

“Why does that matter? Your disciple and his ally are not able to make us do anything. Not even enter the war that they are fighting. Our duty is to protect the Tree of Memories, and ensure that this Spirit Haven remains safe, even if the end of the world should come.” Kork spoke with a disinterest infecting his voice. Brun could tell that the other Spirit was disappointed in what he was saying.

“If you wish to fight so badly, then after the Herald touches the tree, you may go with my student to the front lines.”

Kork and Maya whipped their heads around to look at Brun with wide eyed shock painted on their faces.

“Really!” “No!”

The two turned to face one another, both glaring at the other. One in indignation, and the other in disgust. Brun just sighed, not bothering to open his eyes, and his smile began to fade.

Kork and Maya noticed this, and they fell silent, much to Brun’s appreciation.

“The fact of the matter is that the world is changing. We need to change with it. Or do you suppose that the Humans, who have made exceptional leaps in development, will be unable to match us in even a couple of decades? Let alone the fact that we have no Tier sixes to defend us should the Broods break free.” Though harsh, Brun needed to make his fellow Exalted Spirits understand what was at stake. He knew that they could no longer remain in hiding. It was time for them to step into the world once again.

“Kork can go to the front lines, while you and I shall stay here. We shall also start recruiting from the Spirits that are bound to this Haven. If need be, I shall pluck a couple of leaves and let them try their luck.” His words were met with incredulous stares, but even as the wind described his companion’s faces, he still didn’t smile as widely as before. “This is no time to hold back. We need to increase our numbers., else the Haven will fall once the Cruor set their sights on us. We are protecting their target, after all.”

“Plucking the leaves will drain your life force. Not just your mana. Do you even have enough to make that kind of sacrifice?” Kork was worried, Brun could tell from the slightly gravelly tone in his voice.

Maya just seemed confused, which Brun could understand, given that she was the youngest, and least knowledgeable of the secrets of the Tree of Memories.

“I will be able to survive. Now, enough of this. We shall wait for my student to arrive, or for the herald to wake up. Either way, we will no longer speak of this. Unless you wish to challenge me for the authority to overrule me?”

Neither Kork nor Maya were willing to speak up. Instead, the two left the grove. Their own plans and intentions were clear to Brun, but not disruptive of his own, so he let them go.

Now, he sat and waited. Curious as to what Ezekiel would do when he awoke.

----------



It ended up being nearly a full day before Ezekiel awakened from his enlightenment. The strange and ethereal state of existence was almost impossible to grasp, but the benefits were great. Especially since his soul had grown two full Steps in the process of further comprehending and changing his mana due to the information that he now wielded.

The first thing he did upon opening his eyes once more was to simply hold a ball of pure Void magic in his hand. One that was different from any other he had made before.

“I see... so this is how it works...” The sphere wasn’t opalescent or invisible, like most of the spells he used. Instead, the little ball floating above his hand was pitch black. A [Space of Nothingness] that lacked even mana.

It was a complete and total absence of anything and everything. One that didn’t affect the world around it, even though he hadn’t put up any barriers to prevent its influence from spreading.

Using his [Will], he had imposed the idea of an absence of anything and everything into the world itself. It was draining, but not for his mana. Instead, he could feel his soul getting tired, and his mind straining to maintain this spell for much longer.

“What can you do?” he asked the little sphere in his hand. There was no answer, but that was to be expected. Instead, Ezekiel grabbed the pillow that his head had been resting on.

Touching it with the sphere, it was sucked inside with a high-pitched whine. But Ezekiel could tell that it hadn’t simply been absorbed or transferred to another space. It no longer existed. Its very presence had gone away, and he was beset upon by a migraine that threw him to the ground.

“Ezekiel!” Shine was by his side in a moment. Their presence was comforting, and Ezekiel was happy to have them here with him. “What happened? What was that?”

However, given that his head felt like it was splitting in half, he wasn’t so appreciative of their yelling. He held up a hand to stop Shine from talking, not trusting that he could reach through the bond between them without hurting himself.

He knelt on the ground for a moment, praying that his headache would go away soon. It did not, but a soothing sensation flowed through him after a little while.

Opening his eyes, the familiar sight of verdant colored Life mana filled his vision. A branch with a leaf growing out of it was resting on his forehead, extended from the wall of the tree that they were inside.

“Thank you,” he said after his headache faded away. There was no response. The branch just retracted back into the tree.

“Did anything happen when I was unconscious?” he asked his partner, once he could stand up again.

“Woken is here. Same with Strom. They’ve been asking about us, but Brun and the other Exalted Spirits in the Haven have been deflecting them. Though, I’m not sure how much more they’ll allow themselves to be held back.”

Ezekiel frowned. That wasn’t good. They needed the Hunters and Spirits to be on the same side right now. Yet it seemed like they were on the verge of fighting. At the same time, however, Ezekiel knew that meeting with his fellow Hunters would just escalate matters, since they would likely want to interfere with his plans.

“Ezekiel... I think we need to visit the Tree of Memories...” Shine quietly spoke up from the side, pulling Ezekiel’s attention to them. “I don’t fully trust the dog, but I know we need to grow stronger much more quickly than before. Ever since reaching Tier five, you’ve stagnated, and I’m not doing much better. If it wasn’t for your [Enlightenment] how many years would it have taken you to reach this level?”

The thought wasn’t pleasant, and he couldn’t help but turn away in shame. He knew that he shouldn’t be feeling this way, but he also knew that progressing at the same speed as others wasn’t going to save humanity. He needed to grow faster, and while his original plan had a chance of working, the risks were much higher.

“Fine... We’ll give it a shot. If Brun was being truthful, then our [Acceleration] magic will ensure that we’re not locked up in memories for too long anyway.” Marching toward the door that would take them out of the tree, Ezekiel thought about it more in depth, and realized that this was a chance that only a Void Mage would have.

No one else could even touch upon manipulating time, so it made sense that this opportunity would exist only for him. Even if it was suspiciously convenient.

Anyone else might be trapped for centuries, yet, so long as he maintained a constant rate of mana accumulation, he could pass that time in mere days. A year at most.

“There will be consequences to this. I hope you know that.” He didn’t look at Shine as they both exited the tree. In front of them were the glittering mirrored leaves of the Tree of Memories.

A few feet away, a gray Tempest construct that looked like a smiling dog glanced at them. It smiled wider than a real dog ever could and turned away. A gust of wind filled the area, and laughter flowed into Ezekiel’s ears.

“I know,” Shine replied, ignoring the spell from Brun. “But everything has consequences. It’s up to us to determine whether they were worth it or not.”

Ezekiel smirked, stepping closer and closer to the Tree of Memories. Placing a hand on the bark, while Shine leaned against it, his perception of the world sped up, while he entered a state of meditation to gather mana as fast as he spent it.

The [Thought Acceleration] spell wasn’t costly, and while the world seemed to come to a stop, he pushed his mind and soul into the tree. A moment later, the world went dark.

            

    
        CH 279 (Book 7 Ch 19): The Cruor’s Ultimatum

    
    
    
    
                Wolken knew something was wrong the moment Brun closed his eyes. The fact that the Tempest Spirit’s smile widened, ever so slightly, meant that something had happened that he and Strom were unaware of. However, he was too used to this kind of behavior from his old teacher to be surprised.

“Ezekiel woke up, didn’t he,” he said in a blunt and frustrated tone. “Just because it’s been a few decades, doesn’t mean that I don’t know your tells. Your smile is an excellent mask, but there have always been cracks.”

Strom looked over from where he was arguing with Kork. While he had been glad to see the old crocodile wasn’t focusing on him anymore, Wolken didn’t need his fellow Hunter getting dragged away for a battle right now. The fact that Kork wasn’t just attacking out of nowhere was their one reprieve right now.

“That is correct,” the Tempest dog said. He rose from his seated position to walk over.

Wolken snorted in amusement at how Brun didn’t even bother to hide that something had happened. But he also loved that about the old Spirit. Regardless of their seemingly air headed and frustrating behavior.

“To be specific, the Herald of the Void has begun training his soul in a special manner unique to this Haven. One that we will not be sharing with you.” Brun’s smile shifted, and Wolken could tell that the Mythical Spirit was now baring his fangs. His own Spirit reared up in defense, but Wolken waved him off.

“So, he won’t be headed to the front lines anytime soon?” Wolken sensed Strom focusing on their conversation even more intently now. This was the most important part of their reason for coming here.

That, and to see if the Exalts of this Spirit Haven would be willing to join them in battle. Given the likely increase in fighting that would occur once the Cruor lost their patience in the search for Ezekiel, the extra hands would be appreciated.

Especially since it was possible that the Broodlords would come bearing down on Ezekiel, just to get their hands on him before he could grow beyond their ability to restrain him.

“No worries. The Herald will remain here until he is strong enough to defend himself in full. I don’t think he’ll be leaving until he reaches Tier six.” Brun walked past Wolken. “Now come along. It’s time we find out who will be leaving to help you with your little war.”

The two Hunters ignored Brun’s belittling of their struggles against the Cruor. They were too shocked by the mention of Tier six to focus on anything else.

“You’re certain that he can do it?” Wolken usually trusted his old teacher, no matter how annoying he could be, but this was too big to ignore. “I know he’s a genius and managed to put to words the feelings and instinctual requirements for both the Legendary and Mythical Tiers, but that’s the level of the Ancients. The beings that reshaped the world in its entirety.”

“Indeed. They are the penultimate beings to exist in this world.” The Tempest users ignored the gob smacked Cavern users as they wordlessly repeated Brun proclamation. “If anyone can reach that level and save us all, it would be him. Though, I also wouldn’t be surprised if he failed. He would not be the first, after all.”

Brun stopped smiling, nearly giving Wolken a heart attack, and causing his Spirit to rear back in shock. Yet there was no pressing matter to be addressed, nor threat to be matched.

Instead, the Mythical Tempest dog just stared into the distance, where a large tornado continued to spin. One that had existed in the same spot for as long as Wolken could remember.

From the one time he’d asked about it, he knew that that was the sight of a Mythical Spirit from before the Age of Despair. One that had tried to break through to the Ancient Tier. The fact that their magic had created a tornado that still spun today, several hundred years later, was a testament to the power and lingering [Will] of that Spirit.

“Regardless! It will be up to him to determine whether or not he can take that final step.” The smile was back, and Brun turned back to Wolken.

They, along with Kork, Strom, and his Spirit, marched through the Spirit Haven. Utterly silent, until Strom broke the quiet.

“Lord Brun, might I ask a question... In addition to this one!” Wolken smirked at Strom’s follow up.

While he didn’t lose his smile, Wolken could tell that Brun was pouting from the slumped shoulders and now slouched posture.

“Wolken warned you about me, didn’t he,” both Hunters could tell the question was Rhetorical. Brun just sighed, “Yes, yes, ask your other question.”

“Is it true? Will the Broods break free within the next decade or so?” Strom’s words made Wolken tense, and a frown spread across his face.

That had been a question on his mind as well, but he hadn’t felt the need to bring it up just yet. Best to integrate into the Spirit Haven once more before broaching such big topics.

“As far as I know, they will break free within a human lifetime. Something that your Void Remnant wishes to deny but is only lying to himself to prevent the inevitable.” Brun seemed to sag even lower, and his smile shrank just a bit. “All seals will break down over time, unless they are reinforced. Perhaps when the Cruor were not a thing, the seal would have remained in place, but the fact that the Broods could grant their power to others at all means that cracks have begun to appear. It’s even worse when you consider how much more powerful the Broodlords are when compared to even a hundred years ago. Before, the only reason they weren’t wiped out was because not even Mythical Beings can retain their mana for long enough to fight within the center of the Desolate Lands. But now, the Broodlords are reaching higher and higher Steps of power. To the point that they might even be able to match myself, and I am in the upper Steps of Tier five.”

Brun’s response actually caused Strom to stumble over a large rock jutting out of the ground. Something that should’ve been impossible for a Cavern Mage. Yet, that just advertised how horrifying this information truly was.

Wolken just stayed quiet, though he did glare at nothing in response to Brun’s words. It wasn’t good to know that, even with their own strides in growing stronger, the Cruor were still ahead of them.

No one talked for the rest of the walk, but after a few more minutes, Brun swiveled his head.

This time Wolken knew that something was wrong, since the Tempest dog was once again frowning, but this time he had a glare on his face as well.

“It seems like the Cruor have grown impatient. Kork, get Maya and head to the southwestern tunnels. There is a Rot in the Haven, and it needs to be taken out.” Kork disappeared into the ground, and Strom moved to follow, but was lifted into the air instead. “You two stay with me. We can’t let them think that there’s anything out of the ordinary. While I trust my home’s defenses, there’s no need to bring more attention to us by having the presence of Quintessa’s strongest Hunters known to our enemies.”

Though reluctant, Strom and Wolken settled themselves and continued to walk with Brun. Both of them even restrained their mana, doing their best to blend in, and not do anything that might draw the attention of the Cruor that had arrived.

----------



Hidden in the depths of the earth, tunnels protected by [Will] infused enchantments spanned the length of multiple mountain ranges. Their presence kept the secret entrances to the Spirit Haven hidden and ensured that there was little to no chance of outsiders making it inside.

Exceptions still existed, however, and Kork couldn’t help but grumble as he made his way through the earth. Stone and dirt parted before him, and vibrations from ahead told him of his targets.

“Damn, there’s a lot!” he growled with a mouth full of stone. “Hopefully this will be a bit of a fun challenge. Otherwise, sending me would be a waste of time.”

Upon getting closer, he realized that his worries were baseless. What had seemed to be nothing more than a few dozen fully grown Cruor at this point, was revealed to be a rapidly advancing network of molds and fungi that had consumed several kilometers of caves and tunnels.

Worse yet, they were still proceeding forward, and several Spirits had already fallen prey to their spores and poisonous clouds.

“Ready as many Flame Spirits as you can. I will need their assistance in burning the Rot away once they are dead.” His voice traveled through the ground, reaching pillars high above where they let out slight vibrations that channeled his words into the air.

This allowed Brun to be informed of what was happening more directly than merely expanding his senses. Though, Kork wouldn’t know whether or not he was heard until Brun sent forces to aid him or not. It was far more difficult for the Tempest Spirit to send him a message when he was underground.

Rather than lament the lack of reply, Kork tensed up, and a sphere of stone formed around him. While he preferred to sink his teeth into his enemies, he knew that, with the Ichor from the Rot’s growth spreading quickly, it would be best to attack from afar.

Besides, his enemies were in his territory at this point. There would be no escape even if they picked this time to flee. Kork had already trapped them in, after all.

“Die!” he muttered while rearing back on his hind legs.

After a moment to channel his mana, he slammed back down, and over a dozen tunnels immediately collapsed. The Rot tried to fight back, with the molds and fungus having been infused with the [Will] of their Cruor to spread without care, but it was slowed considerably once the Cruor were dead.

They ceased to be within moments, but their remains encouraged further growth. With that in mind, Kork began shaking his limbs back and forth, creating a localized earthquake. One that would grind the remaining spores, molds, and fungus to nothing more than dust.

“Now comes the hard part,” Kork muttered and began shaping the earth once more.

This time, the closed off tunnels were converted into pockets of stone that were sealed airtight. Only then was Kork confident that the remaining spores were sealed away, but it wouldn't last for long. Perhaps a few days at best.

“That damned dog better have gotten my message. I don’t want to be stuck here keeping watch when we’ve got some entertaining fellows in the Haven. These damned things weren’t even enough to be a challenge.”

With that said, Kork turned around, after giving the region once more sweep for foreign substances, and collapsing more than a few additional tunnels, just to keep things secure.

From there, he began making his way through the earth once more. Not to return to the Haven, but to dig out new tunnels that would replace the ones that he had collapsed.

In the process, he believed that these actions would keep the Rot from getting further in. At least for a little while.

It was just a shame that, while stuck underground, he wasn’t able to see what forces were hiding high in the air, barely within the reach of Brun’s nose and ears.

----------



Well above the clouds, a figure with a massive wingspan, tens of meters wide, looked down on the world with a sneer on his face. Derrick could faintly see the outline of a massive dome of mana that concealed a caldera-like structure composed of multiple mountains arranged in a circle.

“I never would’ve thought that a formation could be created at such a size. Of course, it only makes sense that it would be the Spirit's that made it, rather than humanity.” The disdain he held for humanity was audible in the growl he made.

On his shoulder, a small mushroom with tendrils extending to wrap around his arm vibrated. A faint, female voice could be heard.

“I’ve just lost contact with the forces I sent to the location you indicated. They died quickly, but no presence was noticed. I don’t think it was done by Legendary Spirit's. The amount that would need to work in tandem to clean up the area that fast would be incapable of working together that seamlessly.” Serin’s wispy words were barely audible, but Derrick heard them all the same.

“Do you think that he’s here?” He asked, intent on only proceeding if he had support to confirm that Ezekiel was present.

“I can’t confirm. We didn’t even manage to break past their defenses. Regardless, you should pull back for now. Our message will be made known to the entire world soon. There’s no point wasting your time over there when there’s more important things to do.”

The Winged Lord frowned at his fellow Broodlord’s words.

“Nothing is more important than either catching, or killing, the Herald of the Void.”

While he hadn’t screamed, his voice rumbled and changed in pitch, sounding much like the cry of a demented bird, due to his anger at the situation.

“Agreed. But we don’t know where he is, and we need you to evacuate our forces if it turns out that the Exalted Hunters are closer than we’re aware of. Now, return to the city that the message will be sent to. Drake is getting restless.” Serin’s last few words were accompanied by a quiver in her voice.

Derrick snarled, “That bastard has been restless ever since his deceptions were revealed. Not even my Broodmaster was aware of his and the Chaos’ deceit!”

The most recent meeting of the Broodlords had revealed many secrets, the most disturbing being the fact that Ezekiel’s announcement was true. After that, the fact that they could just wait until the seals were broken was the most frustrating.

“Why must we even continue this war? Even if the Herald’s information is off by a few decades, we could just wait! There’s no reason to keep him alive. No other Void Mage is even close to reaching the necessary level of power to reinforce the seals.” This had been the greatest point of contention after the Broodlords had gotten over their shock.

“It is the will of our masters that they be freed as soon as possible. Now get to the city! The message will be ready within an hour. You will need to move at top speed to get there in time.” Serin said, seemingly ignoring his outburst.

But he could hear the dissatisfaction in her voice. So, with a growl and a shriek of rage, he reluctantly turned away and headed south. His fellow Broodlord was right when she said he’d have to go as fast as possible in order to meet up with the messengers in time for the show.

The world wasn’t going to change on its own, after all.

----------



It was about an hour later when the group reached the meeting area where Wolken and Strom were able to sit down. Brun let out a sigh of relief not long after, when the powerful presence he’d sensed above the clouds left his mountain range.

He didn’t know where it was off to in such a hurry, but for it to go as far as it did as fast as it did mean that it was close to, or just as, strong as he was. At least when it came to speed.

While he knew that he could most likely deal with whatever it had been just fine, he knew that a battle at this time wouldn’t be in the Spirit Haven’s best interests.

“What happened?” Wolken asked, and Brun nearly wanted to curse out his old disciple for being so perceptive.

“Just happy that the Cruor are no longer a problem. At least for now.” He smiled widely, like usual, and tapped his chin in thought. “Though, I will need to have as many of our Flame Spirits head to the location as soon as possible. They’ll need to clear out the area. I hope that the fungus that’s there isn’t the fireproof type.”

Strom looked off put at his knowledge of everything that was happening in the Haven, which just amused the Mythical Tempest Spirit even more. However, Wolken wasn’t so easily deterred.

“What else?” He asked, not backing down in the slightest.

“Well... Something about a message being sent was spoken of, but I’m not too concerned. There are limits to what the Cruor can do at this point. Even if it did turn out that there were more secrets being kept than we had expected.” Brun shrugged and moved to sit on the other side of the clearing. Ow, let’s talk about why and how we should contribute to--”

A loud buzzing sound filled the clearing, cutting Brun off and drawing his attention. Wolken and Strom both reached for their Void Pouches. They each pulled out one of the newest and most advanced Com-Slates that were currently available.

They were rattling so hard that it was almost impossible to hold onto them without breaking them.

“Put it on the ground!” Wolken told Strong. To which Brun just raised an eyebrow, candidly ignoring the crowd of Spirits that was forming around them.

He did wave at Maya when he noticed her hiding in a tree above the two Hunters.

There was no time to do anything else, however, since the moment the Com-Slates hit the ground, beams of light shot into the air. They painted a picture of several cloaked humanoid figures bathed in light of different colors.

Even though he had never seen it before, Brun had heard about the previous times that such a message had been sent. He couldn’t help but dread what was to come, since every other time had not been good.

----------



In the Archipelago, Riley sat on an island uninhabited by humans. She was left undisturbed by the Spirits that lingered there. None were willing to confront her, so she was able to watch the message in peace. Though, it was hard for her to stomach watching the message from the Cult of Light.

Standing in front of the group, the semi-familiar face of Endaria stood in what appeared to be a daze. Her eyes were unfocused, and they shone with a light that was brighter than the usual effect of high-level magic being used by Legendary or Mythical beings.

“Greetings, people of the world. I speak to you on behalf of the Radiant Lord.”

There was an echo to her voice. One that sent shivers running down the spines of whoever heard it. Riley immediately knew that something had changed. She had met and been present when Endaria had fought with Wolken and Ezekiel before, so she could tell that the Life Mythic of the Cult of Light was not in her own mind. Even her words were entirely out of character for her usual behavior.

“Per the word of the one true Lord, he who has ascended through body and soul, I bring warning to you all. The Herald of the Anathema will not be allowed to remain free. Nor will they be allowed to grow strong enough to be a threat. Only by turning him over to us, alive and well, will the coming tragedies be avoided.”

From behind her, several figures were brought forward and the image that was revealed widened. Behind the group of people, there was a city in the distance. But Riley didn’t care about that.

She was focused entirely on the fact that her old friends, Shari and Noreen, were being dragged up next to Endaria. Their Spirits were nowhere to be found, and the heads of their parents and siblings were placed atop a table that had also been brought out.

“Those bastards!” Riley was incensed. If it wasn’t for the fact that there was nothing she could do, she would’ve raced toward Quintessa and burnt everything she could to the ground.

“These are the remaining allies of the Anathema that lived outside of the Empire. Most have died, and so too shall these ones.” Endaria pulled out a blade and held it to Shari’s neck.

The Cavern Mage gazed up at her in defiance, but tears still ran down her face. Next to Shari, Noreen just gazed listlessly at nothing. His soul seemingly broken from the events that had happened to him.

“Before they did, however, the rest of the message must be sent.” The mad Life Exalt pulled her blade away and pointed to the city in the distance. “Watch and see the consequence of defiance!”

A moment later, a massive object crashed into the city from above. It slammed into the protective formation that covered it. The sound of shattered glass filled the world, and an enormous cloud of dust and rubble was blown into the air.

Yet things didn’t stop with just one impact. Instead, it went on for several minutes, with over a dozen impacts being made. Even with the large distance between them and the city, Endaria and her group were covered in the dust cloud that had spread out from it.

Tempest Mages, all with the same dull and dazed look on their faces, stood with their hands raised. A barrier of wind kept them safe, and once the impacts stopped, they stepped forward as one, and a massive gust swept away the clouds of dust.

Where there had once been a city, there was now nothing more than a series of craters. A small bit of the broken outer wall was all that remained, and even that had crumbled to the ground after a few moments.

All around the world, the viewers of this atrocity stayed silent. Yet Riley was unaware of all of this. She only cared about the fact that the message wasn’t finished just yet.

That, and the fact that she recognized the objects that had hit the city.

They only appeared for a few seconds, but after years of conflict with that specific being, she would recognize those enormous feathers anywhere.

“The Winged Lord,” she growled out with rage and hatred. Next to her, Celia let out a rumbling roar that spread across the island. While she wasn't yet a Tier five like Riley, the other Spirit's still shied back from the angry Spirit and her Mythical partner.

While she hadn’t doubted Ezekiel’s words before, now she had literal proof that the Cult of Light was being controlled from behind the scenes by the Broods.

“Failure to hand over the Anathema within a month will result in another city being destroyed. We have waited for too long for justice to be served. With his most recent set of lies and blasphemy, the Anathema has gone too far. Only we, the Followers of Radiance, can save this world! Only we have the power, and the right, to do so!” Endaria became more heated, losing some of her dazed state of mind as she fervently declared her madness to the rest of the world. “Even now, the Cruor have taken the Lord Luminance away from the Empire. A response to the Anathema’s baseless claims. One that was made for whatever their own bizarre and twisted reasons may be. We shall not take this any longer. Take action, and acknowledge your saviors’ demands.”

With that said, Endaria turned from the device that was capturing her image. The display zoomed in on her again, just as she slashed through Shari and Noren’s throats.

Blood splashed onto the ground. Riley couldn’t help but look away, unwilling to watch as her old friends died before the whole of the world.

From there, the display from the Com-Slates disappeared.

Silence pervaded the island. Broken only by heavy breathing from Riley, who was doing all she could to calm down. Yet even though no flames appeared, the ground dried up, and turned into a cracked and smoking desert.

The nearby vegetation ignited and turned to ash in seconds. Only Celia was safe as Riley incinerated the nearby area.

“It’s a two-pronged attack...” She muttered quietly. Her heat retracted after a few minutes. Thoughts raced through her mind, wondering why the Cruor and Cult of Light would do this. “That’s why they mentioned the loss of Ezekiel’s father from their forces. Turn the world against him, while holding his father hostage. It’s a heavy handed and disgusting twist on the carrot and stick method.”

Celia let out a small trill and nudged her partner in the side. Riley turned, wrapping her arms around her Spirit’s neck. It was a slight comfort, but she couldn’t hold back anymore.

“We need to go. We can’t afford to leave his... our family undefended for any longer than necessary. Only by keeping Evelyn, Wendy, and Ellen, safe from harm, will Ezekiel be able to act freely, and do what he needs to do.”

With that said, she climbed onto Celia’s back. With a mighty heave, they were in the air once more. Moving at the fastest pace they could, if they took the risk and kept up this pace, they would reach Sanafalls within just a couple of days.

She just hoped she wasn’t too late to get there.

            
